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Wth A Tangl ed Skein -- Piers Anthony

(Version 1.0 -- 12/12/2001)

THEBONNEEBOY

N obe was the nost beautiful young worman of her gen -- eration, with hair |ike buckwheat
honey and eyes like the sky on a m sty sunmer norning and a figure that was better imagined than
described. But she had her trifling faults, such as an inperious nature fostered by the ability to
use her beauty to get her own way, and she was of only average intellect. Al so, though she did not
know it, she had been marked for a nore difficult destiny than she had any right to dream of.

"But, Father!" Niobe protested prettily. "Cedric Kaf -- tan is but sixteen years old,
while I amtwenty-one! | couldn't possibly marry him"

O d Sean raised a pacifying hand. "Some rivers are harder to cross than others, and sone
boats smaller. These are not easy times, ny daughter, for Ireland or the world. He belongs to an
excellent famly, farnmers and scholars, and they take care of their own. H's age is im--
material."

2 Wth a Tangl ed Skein

“Inmaterial!" she snorted. "He is but a child! Father, you do me wong to narry nme to one
who is so young!"

The man's jaw tightened. He had the power of the pa -- triarch, but he preferred to have
harnony. "Daughter, | did not do you wong. It is true he is young, but he's growing. He will be a
match for you when | am dead and gone."

"Let himbe a match for sone little snippet his own age! | absolutely refuse to put up

with this indignity!" Her eyes seened to brighten with her anger, becoming as intense as the
m dday wel ki n.

Sean shook his head ruefully, not inmune to the luster of his child. "N obe, you are the
bonni est lass in the county, and nicely talented on the | oom but perhaps the nost headstrong,
too! Twi ce you have bal ked at excellent matches, and | was weak enough to let you. Now you are
becom ng enbarrassingly old for a maiden."”

That shook her, but she fought back. "OCh, pooh! A fat old noneybags and an ugly
aristocrat! You call those matches?"

"Wealth is not to be sneered at, and neither is aristoc -- racy. You could have had a very
easy life, or a very noble one. Such nmarriages are not easy to cone by."
"Whay can't | have a handsone, virile man of twenty -- five or so?" N obe demanded. "Wy

burden ne with a child who probably doesn't know his nose fromhis --

Her father's gl ance stopped her before she went too far. She could only balk himto a
certain extent, however softly he m ght speak. "Because the war has drawn away such nen, so that
none remain here who are worthy of you. | will not give you to a peasant! You will not marry
beneat h your station. Cedric is qualified and financially confortable, thanks to an inheritance,
and -- "

"And he's growing," N obe finished with disgust. "And I'mgrowing -- sick of the very
notion! I won't narry such a child, and that's all there is to it."
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But that wasn't all there was to it. This tine Sean's foot was firm Ni obe raged and
pl eaded and cried, to no avail. She was very good at crying, for her nane neant "tears,'1l but her
father was inpervious. He was determned that this match be consumat ed.

And so it was. The banns were duly published, and the wedding was held in early sumer,
when the groom got out of school. Everything was acconplished according to form but N obe hardly
noti ced; she was too chagrined at being married to such a youth. She woul dn't even | ook directly
at him As the ceremony concl uded, he at least had the wit not to try to kiss her

Thus they found thensel ves alone in a cottage, which was his inheritance. It was in a
gl ade near a swanp -- pleasant enough by day for those who liked that sort of thing, but sinister
by night. That was perhaps part of the idea: a couple was supposed to be bolted inside during
dar kness, huddl ed together for warnth and confort. There were great romantic possibilities; the
| ocal e was conduci ve

Ni obe had no trouble resisting conduction. She wapped her lovely self up in a vol uni nous
quilt -- a wed -- ding gift -- and slept on the bed. Young Cedric |ay beside the hearth, where
there was dwindling radiation fromthe enbers. As the quiet chill of the night intensified,
nei ther stirred.

So they spent their nuptial night, the woman and the boy, in silent isolation. In the
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norni ng Cedric got up, stoked the ashes in the fireplace, and went out to relieve hinself and
fetch nore wood. Ni obe woke to the sound of an axe splitting billets of wood. It was a good sound,
for the norning air was chill indeed; soon there would be physical warnth.

O would there? She renenbered that a fireplace was an ineffective way to heat a house. A
good stove put six tinmes as nmuch heat into the surrounding air for the sane
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anount of wood burned. There was a stove here; she would see to it. She m ght not be a
geni us, but she was practical when it suited her purpose. For one thing, she needed warm hands to
operate her | oom properly.

She wrapped her coat about her nightrobe and went out to use the outhouse. There was an
ol d catal og beside the wooden seat, half-used, and a bucket of ashes. It was an efficient system
she reflected, for this was the classic place for reflection; one could read each page of the cat -
- alog before using it, or sinply stare at the pictures. The mnd was edified while the body was

cl eaned. The ashes were to sprinkle over the refuse, cutting down on the snell, and of course
there was a ready supply of themat the house. The refuse was periodically toted to the garden for
conpost. It was an ol d-fashi oned system but a good one; nothing, really, was wasted. Still, she

woul d have preferred a nodern city toilet.
She energed in due course, shivering in the cold, but she paused to watch Cedric at work.
He was not cold at all; the effort of splitting heated him She had to admt he was good at it; he
set each billet of wood on the chopping block and halved it cleanly with a single blow of the axe,
so that the pieces toppled to either side. He was a boy -- but a big boy, with a fine ripple of
muscl e as he swng the axe. Hs blond hair junped as the axe struck, and a nmuscle in his cheek
ti ghtened nonmentarily. A bonnie boy, indeed!
He saw her and paused. "You're cold. M ss N obe,

he said with a rich backwiods accent

that, like Niobe's form is better inagined than rendered. "Here, take ny jacket till | get the
wood in. I'mtoo hot anyway."

"Don't call nme miss," she protested. "I am after all, your wife." It grieved her to say
it, but it was a truth she could not deny, and honesty required that she not attenpt to. A
marriage, however ill-conceived, was a marriage
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He paused, half-startled. "Uh, sure, | guess so. But you know, ma'am it was none o' ny
notion to get married like this; I'mnot even through school ."

She m ght have guessed! "It wasn't ny idea either," she said. "At |east not -- "

"Not to an ignorant kid!" he finished with a rueful grin, "Come on, now, take the jacket
before you freeze your toes off, mss -- uh, ma'am" He approached her, jacket extended.

"Just a nmonent," she said, constrained to assert her independence even fromthis. "You
|l ook a lot more com-- fortable than | am G ve ne that axe."

"Ch, that's not no wonman's work, ma'am [|'Il do it."

"That isn't woman's work," she said, annoyed by the doubl e negative.

"That's what | said!" Then he paused, enbarrassed. "Ch -- you nean the way | said it. |I'm
sorry. I'mjust a backwoods boy, ma'am and sorry you had to get stuck with -- "

"What's done is done, Cedric," she said firmy. She wested the axe fromhis grip, know ng
he could offer no effective resistance to her because she was an adult. She set up a billet and
swung at it -- and caught the very edge of it. The bl ade caronmed of f and plunged into the ground
besi de her right foot.

"Uh, ma'am please --

Cedric said, worried.

"No, | can do it!" she said, hauling the axe up again in a wobbly trajectory.

He junped to intercept her. "Let ne help you, ma'am nooffense."

"You're afraid I'lIl break the axe!" she accused him

"No ma'aml I'mafraid you'll chop off a toe, and |I'd sure hate to have anything |like that
happen to a foot as dainty as that."

She relaxed. Hi s diplomacy was effective because it was unschooled. "So would I! | did

cone close, didn't
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[? ALl ny incidental studies about trees, and | never split a single blivet of --
"Billet, ma'am" he said quickly.
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She had to |augh. "OF course! | don't use the | anguage as well as | supposed!"

"Ch, no, you talk real fine, ma'am" he said. "Now you take the handle like this, see, and
-- " He reached around her to put his hands over hers, setting hers prop -- erly on the handl e.
Hi s hands were larger than hers, cal -- lused and strong, seenming too big for his body. She won --
der ed whet her boys, |ike puppies, had outsized paws if they were still growing into them If so,
Cedric would in due course be a young giant.

"How is it your hands are so rough, when your famly is scholarly?" she asked
t hought | essl y.

He snatched his hands away. "Ch, you know, fight -- ing," he said, enbarrassed.

Fighting. Well, boys would be boys. "There shouldn't be cause for that here," she inforned
himgently.

"No, 'course not," he muttered, scuffling his feet.

"You were showi ng ne how to chop," she said, taking

pity on him

He got her grip right and her stance right, then guided her through a swing at the billet.
She felt the strength in his arns and body as he noved in contact with her; it was amazi ng how
strong he was for his age. This tine the blade came down cleanly, perfectly centered, and cl eaved
the wood asunder. The halves did not fly apart, as this had not been a fully powered bl ow, but
they offered no further resistance.

Ni obe tried the next one alone, follow ng the procedure he had shown her. Her strike was
not sufficient to split the billet, but it was remarkably close to the center. It was a victory of
sorts. She owed that, perhaps, to her coordination with the loom she could generally place an
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obj ect where she wanted to, when not struggling with too nuch wei ght.

But now the axe was stuck in the wood. She tried to drawit free, but it wouldn't budge.
"Just turn it over, heave it up, and hit it backside, nma'am" Cedric advised.

She did so, struggling to haul up the heavy billet, and brought the head of the axe down
on the block. The wood split itself on the blade and fell apart. "Ch, it worked!" she excl ai nmed,
pl eased.

"Sure thing, nma'am" Cedric agreed. "You got a knack for it."

"I have a knack -- " But she realized that she did not want to be I ecturing himabout

| anguage; it was not the wifely way. "No | don't, either! I'"'mjust a duffer. But it is fun!"
She split wood for several ninutes, and soon was warm enough to remove her coat. "If | had
known how satis -- fying it is to split wood, I would have done it |ong ago,” she gasped.

"You sure | ook good doin' it," Cedric said.
“"No | don't!" she protested, pleased.
"Yes you do, na'am You're one pretty wonan.
"And you' re one bonnie boy. But I'magetting tired; let's go in and get sonme breakfast."
"No, | nean it, ma'am You're the prettiest wonan |'ve ever seen, specially when you nove
like that."
She | ooked down at herself. She was glowing fromthe exertion, breathing hard, and her
ni ght wear was plastered to her bosom This was not her notion of fem nine beauty, but she was
flattered all the sane. "And | nean it too, Cedric. You're a young Adonis. Wen you get your
growth, you'll be attracting all the girls." Then she paused, flustered, realizing what she had
said. Attract girls? He was already married -- to her. She felt the flush clinbing her face.
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He did not reply. He stopped to gather an arnful of wood, then carried it into the cabin.
But she could tell by the flush on his neck that he felt just as enbarrassed as she did. He was

young and soci ally inexperienced, but he was a good young man, neaning well. It was as awkward
for himas it was for her.
"Cedric, | -- " But what could she say that woul d not exacerbate the situation? Better to
let it drop.

I nsi de, she expl ai ned about the stove. "Sure, ma'am" he said agreeably. "W use a stove
inwinter." He showed his expertise in getting it going, naking sure the ashes were not cl ogging
the air vents, adjusting the danmper in the stovepi pe, and carefully building a structure of paper
kindling and wood in the firebox. "Got to start a cold stove slow," he explained. "Don't want it
to crack." But soon enough it was producing conforting heat, and N obe was naki ng pancakes on its
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sur f ace.

"You sure know how to cook, ma'aml" Cedric said as he wol fed down his share. He had a huge
appetite, as befitted a grow ng boy.

“I'"'ma worman," Niobe said wyly.

"You sure are!" he agreed enthusiastically.

She changed the subject. "I gather that you did not
want to -- to get narried?"
"Pshaw, ma'am |'mnot ready for nothing like that!" he agreed. "I don't know not hi ng

about woren. And | wanted to finish school, and get into the track program so | could naybe nake
sonet hi ng of nyself, you know. But you know how it is when the fam |y decides."

"I know," she agreed. "Il suppose it's no secret that | objected to this -- | nean, |
didn't even know you, Cedric, just your nane and age and that you canme froma good famly. It's
not hi ng personal -- "

"It's a good famly, all right," he agreed. "And so's yours, which is why -- you know. " He
shrugged. "I just wasn't, well, quite ready."

Pi ers Anthony 9

She found hersel f |iking this honest, unassum ng boy. She had an idea. "Look, Cedric --
why don't you go to school anyway? W can afford it, and if you really want to get an education --

Hi s face brightened. "Say, you nean it, ma'an? You'd let me go?"

"I would encourage it, Cedric."

"But you'd be al one here, ma'am and --

“I"lIl be safe enough. There are no dragons in these for -- ests." She sniled.

He paused, as if slightly stunned. Her snile had been known to have that effect on nen.
Then he frowned. "There is magic, though," he said darkly. "Those trees cast spells -- "

"Not agai nst those who understand them" Niobe said. "I have been studying the nmagic of
the wetl ands forest. Those trees and plants only want to live and let live. But when you cone
marching in with an axe -- "

He was startled. "Say, | never thought of that! If | was a tree, | wouldn't like it none
neither!" Then he paused. "Say -- | know | didn't say that right. Ma'am would you -- "
“I'f I were atree, | would not like it any, either," N obe said carefully. "Elimnate the

doubl e negative."
"Were, ma' anP"
"That's the subjunctive nood, used to show supposi -- tion. I'mnot a tree and never could
be, but I'mtrying to put nyself in the tree's place, so | signal this by saying 'If | were a
tree.'" To say 'If | was a tree' would be to suggest | might have been a tree” in the past, and
that would be a misrepresentation.”
"I't sure would!" He caught hinself. "Certainly would. It certainly makes sense the way you
tell it, ma'am™
"Cedric, you really don't need to call ne 'na'am

she said gently.
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"Well, it's a termof respect for an older -- " He broke

of .

Ni obe smiled again. "Now we're even, Cedric. | ms -- spoke nyself outside, and perhaps
you did the sane, now W are in a difficult situation, but we nust nmake the best of it. In tine
we shall not notice the five-year differ -- ence in our ages; it is little enough, really. Wre it
re -- versed -- "

"Yeah, the men figure sixteen is prime for a girl," he agreed. "Funny, isn't it!"

"Perhaps it is a prinme age -- if a person is not interested in getting a genuine
education.”

He turned serious again. "You know, all nmy fanmly have been smart in -- you sure about the
school ?" "I amif you are, Cedric." "I certainly am | want to get smart." "Lots of luck," she
mur mur ed.

He wi nked at her, and she realized he had caught the | irony. She blushed, suddenly and
hard; he was smart enough to know what she thought of him "I did it again,” she said through her
burning face. "I owe you one."

"No, you already paid nme when you told nme the sub -- junctive, ma'am Qops!"
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She started to |augh, halfway hysterically. He joined her. They both knew it wasn't funny,
but it cleared the air somewhat. They finished their breakfast in silence.

The day warnmed rapidly. N obe dressed and finished with the dishes and strai ghtened up the
cabin, for she believed in order. Cedric carried nore split wood inside so that there would be no
problemthe follow ng norning. Then it becane awkward again, for they had nothing else to do. This
was not normally a problemfor the newly narried, Ni obe knew, so no provision had been nade.

"I can set up my loom" she said. But it didn't seemappropriate, this first day.

"I can go scout a trail to run on," he said.

Pi ers Ant hony

That was right; he had nentioned being interested in track. If he returned to school, he

woul d have the op -- portunity, so training would be in order. But he, too, was doubtful, know ng
that this was not what honeynooners were supposed to be doing.
"Let me help you," she said. "W can take a walk through the forest, exploring it. |I'm

eager to verify the local nagic."

He smled. To take a wal k together: that was a suitable occupation. "And | eave the axe
behi nd," he said.

"So as not to frighten the trees," she agreed.

They wal ked, and it was beautiful. The foliage had not yet been jaded by the heat of
sumrer, and the bright sun -- light kept the nobsquitoes at bay. They discovered a path that |ed
down into the swanp, where the bases of the trees becane swollen and the green noss clinbed high.
Now Ni obe's expertise in wild magic cane into play. She showed hi m how t he huge water oaks of the
swanp ex -- tended protective spells for the little fish who Iived anong their roots and hel ped
fertilize themw th their droppings, and how t he hamadryad, or tree nynph, could be glinpsed if
one had the patience to be still and really look for her. "She dies when her tree dies," she
expl ai ned. "That's why she's so sensitive to the sight of an -- " She paused, then spelled it, "A-
X-E. "

"She's real pretty,”
- not cutting any live wood."

Ni obe felt a warmwash of pleasure. It was foolish, she knew, but she |iked being ren nded
she was beautiful, and nynphs were the standard agai nst which nortals were neasured. Nynphs were
eternally youthful and supple -- as long as their trees were healthy. A woodl ands specialist could
di agnose the ills of a tree merely by looking at its nynph.

he agreed. "Al npst as pretty as you. Fromnow on, |I'mnot cutting no -
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They went on, getting their feet nmuddy in the slushy sections of the path. "Maybe we coul d
drain this bog and

farmthis rich soil," Cedric said.

"Drain the bog!" Niobe repeated, shocked. "But it's vital to the forest! It's a recharge
region for water. It stores excess rainfall and sustains the plants when there's a drought.
Wthout the wetlands, the Iand would | ose nany of its best trees, and not just those that grow in
it. The water table extends everywhere, and the roots find it -- but the wetlands keep the |eve
right."

Then, in her enthusiasmfor the wetlands, N obe burst

i nto song:

"I want to waltz in the wetlands, The swanps, the marshes and bogs (oh, the bogs). Yes,
want to waltz in the wetlands Wth the birds and the fish and the frogs."

Cedric watched and |istened, opennouthed, until her concl usion

"I want to waltz in the wetlands, a place where na -- ture gets by And I... will cry...wll
cry when the wetl ands

are dry. Yes |...will cry...will cry when the wetl ands

are dry."

She was so noved herself that the tears were stream ng

down her face. Cedric seened awed. "N obe, | don't want you to cry!

['I'l never drain the wetlands. Never!"

She snmiled at him then accepted his handkerchief to wi pe away her tears. "lIt's only a

song, Cedric."
"It's only a song,"” he agreed. "But you -- you're spe -- cial."
"Thank you," she said, touched. She knew she was
not any great singer. The fit had come on her unexpect --
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ediy, and she had half expected himto |augh. Obviously he was inpressed, and that was
very flattering.

They conpl eted their survey of the region and returned to the cabin. It occurred to her in
retrospect that for the first tine he had called her by her unadorned name. She wasn't certain how
she felt about that, but she had after all made an issue of his calling her "miss" or "m' ant and

certainly he had a right to use her name. He was after all her husband -- in nane.
"I"'mgoing to study the wetlands!" he declared ab -- ruptly.
Ah, the inpetuosity of youth! "They are worth study -- ing," she agreed carefully. "But of

course you shouldn't restrict your interests.”

He just | ooked at her. She had seen that look in the eyes of the fanily dog when he had
been praised and pat -- ted. It was going to take tine to adjust conpletely to this situation

Neverthel ess, they felt nore confortable with each other now. N obe fixed their neals from
the stores in the cabin, and when these were depleted, Cedric hiked into town to buy nore and haul
them back in his knapsack. He |iked to hike; he was a very physical person, with the burgeoning
energy of youth. But they al so played ganes together, including a contest of riddles. She quickly
dis -- covered that he had a remarkably agile mnd and could best her readily at this sort of
thing. She fed himthe riddle that had stym ed her famly for years: it concerned six men trying
to cross a river using a boat for two, with certain conditions. He solved it imediately, as if it
wasn't even a chall enge. He al so caught on to the nuances of correct speaking so rapidly that he
was soon perfect. She could understand, now, why his famly had a schol -- arly tradition

Meanwhi | e, he showed her how to manage the physical things, such as stacking wood for the
winter so that it
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woul dn't rot and enptying the base of the outhouse. But she continued to sleep on the bed,
and he on the hearth;

there was no physical romance between them

In two weeks Ni obe canme to know Cedric very well and continued to be inpressed by his
superior qualities. He was a strong and smart youth, with an am able dis -- position and good
potential -- but he was a youth. He was al so her husband. N obe knew she could not send hi m away
to college without consummati ng the marriage. But how was she to go about it? She had no
experience in this aspect, and no great inclination. Still, it was evident that Cedric was not
going to initiate the matter; he treated her with a respect bordering on worship. So it was up to
her. "Cedric," she said one pleasant afternoon. He net her gaze, then | ooked away shyly. "Ah,
Ni obe, and has it conme to that now?" At tinmes he seened al nost

to read her mnind.

"When the honeynoon is over, ny nother will ask nme,

and your father will ask you. For the news."

He sighed. "That they will. But | amnot so naive as to think 1 could force ny attention
on a wonan who

doesn't love ne."

He had an excellent grasp of the fundanentals and he

expressed themwell. "Oh? You have been | oved be -- fore?"

He shook his head, enbarrassed. "Never. | lack ex -- perience."

"So do I," she adm tted

"But you are supposed to lack it!"

She had to laugh. "Cedric, | amsure that had you been pernmitted to wait until you could
marry at my age, you would have had it. But | hardly condemm you for this particular lack. It
means you conme to me -- pristine.”

"I"'monly sixteen
wager |I'mnot the only one who never --
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"OfF course," she agreed quickly. "A double standard is hypocrisy. It is best that a man
and a woman conme to -- " She hesitated. "To |earn together."

"It is hard to -- " He, too, hesitated. "If you loved ne as | |love you, it would be -- "
He faltered as he saw her react, then bl ushed.

"What did you say, Cedric?"

"'Twas a slip o' th' tongue,

he rem nded her defensively. "Aye, there's tal k anong boys, but 1"l
" He shrugged.

he said, slipping back into his idiomas he reddened
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further. "I apol ogi ze."

"You apol ogi ze -- for loving your wife?"

"But you know," he said mserably. "It isn't real!"”

"The marriage, or your |ove?"

He scuffed his foot. "Ch, you know. You're such a fine wonan, so lovely | get |ightheaded
just from |l ooking at you, and you know so much, you're so poised, you de -- serve so nuch better
and you certainly didn't ask for this. | don't want to nake it worse for you. I'mjust a kid."

Ni obe, her pul se racing, focused on the single thing. "Wen? Wen did you know you | oved
me?"

He shrugged, as if passing it off as something beneath notice. "That first day -- when you
sang in the swanp. Wen you cried for the wetlands. | never heard anything so -- " He spread his
hands, |acking a word.

"But |'mnot even a good singer!"

"You believe!'" he said seriously. "You really do | ove the wetlands -- and | do too, now,
because of you. Wiat you love, / |love."

"Cedric, you never said -- "

"And nmake anot her fool of nyself?" he asked with nild bitterness. "And naybe drive you
away? Because here's this gangling boy nooning over you? |I'mnot that stupid."”

"Cedric, you aren't stupid at all! You're a fine lad -- a fine young man! |I'msure that --

"Pl ease, can't we just forget it?"

"No, we can't! Cedric, | can't claiml |love you -- that sort of thing is nore gradual wth
a woman, and -- "
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"And there has to be a man."
"Cedric!"

He just | ooked at her, and | ooked away. She knew there was no way to nake himl ose sight
of the truth: that she

didn't see himas a man

Ni obe had generally gotten her way, in life. This time her beauty acted against her. It
was, she realized, tinme that she herself grew up. She would do what had to be

done.

"Cedric, we've been over this matter of age before. It's

a chimaera. It really doesn't matter. Love doesn't matter.

We're nmarried.”

"Love doesn't matter?"

"I didn't really nean that. O course it matters! | nmeant that |'mready to do what | have
to do, without waiting for something that nay never -- | nean hasn't yet -- "

"l understand what you nean," he said gravely.

"l do respect you, Cedric, and | amyour w fe. There are many wonen narried to men of
mat ure age who don't -- who do what is required regardl ess of their per -- sonal feelings. It is
time we made our marriage -- real.”

"No! Not with one who doesn't love ne. It just isn't

right!" She agreed with him but had to argue. "Wy isn't it?"

“I't would ber -- " He stalled on the word. She flushed. "Rape?"

He nodded. She felt as if she were in a pit that kept getting deeper

the more she tried to scranmble out. Were were the eu -- phemnisns, the handy oblique
ref erences that sugar -- coated the unfortunate reality? Cedric wouldn't lie, and neither would

she, and on that jagged stone of integrity their marriage was foundering before it began. Were
was the way to make it right? They were each trying to do the right thing, and the irony was that
t hey agreed on what
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the right thing was, yet had to go counter to it. O course there should be nutual | ove!

And there was not. She could give himher body and her best w shes, but not her heart. Not
yet. She felt the tears starting again.

"Ch, don't do that, please!" he pleaded. "I can't stand to see you sad."

"Cedric, it's not your fault. You're right, you know. You need a worman to | ove you, and |
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wish I -- " Now the tears overflowed, choking her off. "Ch, miss -- he started. "M ssus," she
corrected him forcing a smle. "I'd do anything to make you happy! But | don't know how "

"Then make ne | ove you!" she flared. There was a silence as they both realized what she
had sai d.

He shook his head, baffled. "N obe, how -- ?" "The sanme way any ot her man does. Court ne!"

He | ooked at her sidelong. "You would sit still for that?"

"Do you think you' re sonme nonster, Cedric? If you |love ne, prove it!"

"And that | will!" he exclainmed. "Come to the water oak where you sang to ne, and | will
sing to you."

"Yes!" she cried, as if it were a phenonenal break -- through. And, in a way, it was. The

realization that he loved her excited and flattered her; she had never been | oved that way before.
They went to the water oak, and she sat on one of its projecting roots, clear of the

wat er, and | eaned back against its massive trunk. The hamadryad peered ner -- vously down fromthe

hi gh foliage, wondering what they were up to.
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Cedric stood before her, then dropped to one knee and struck a pose. Ni obe kept a straight
face, determined not to spoil his effort. He took a breath and sang:

"Come live with me and be ny love, And we will all the pleasures prove That hills and
val l eys, dales and fields, And all the craggy nountains yields."

Hi s voi ce was untrained but strong, and he had good pitch and control, and a great deal of
feeling. It was a nice song, with an evocative nel ody, and she was inpressed.

“"And we will sit upon the rocks, Seeing the shepherds feed their flocks."

As he sang, he reached forth to take her hand.

"By shallow rivers, to whose falls Ml odious birds sing madrigals."

At his touch, sonething happened. Suddenly there was nusic, as of a mighty orchestra,
filling the forest with the power of its sound. His voice seened to becone anmpli -- fied,
magni fi cent, evocative, conpelling, beautiful. She sat stunned, nesmerized by his anmazing
presence, by the phenomenal nusic, and she only cane out of it when the song ended.

"...If these delights thy mind may nove, Then live with ne, and be ny |ove."

As he stopped singing, the grand nusic also died away. "Wat's that?" N obe asked, awed,
still holding his

hand.

He | ooked concerned. "lIs sonething wong?" "That -- that nmusic! Were did it cone fronP"
"Ch -- that. | thought you knew. It's ny magic. It runs

inour famly, off and on. I'msorry if 1 -- "
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"Sorry!" she exclained. "It's absolutely beautiful! How do you do it?"

He shrugged, letting go of her hand. "It just cones when | sing, when | touch. See." He
put his hand on the trunk of the tree, and sang:

"Cone live with ne and be nmy love."

Ni obe heard nothing special -- but the tree shuddered as if reverberating to sone potent
sound, and the dryad alnost fell off her branch.

Ni obe put her own hand on the bark, and the orchestra returned.

"And we will all the pleasures prove."

"Cedric -- it's terrific! It's -- an experience!" She was unable to define it further

“"I't'"s just -- the way it is." He seened nonplused by her reaction
"Sing to me again," she urged him
"But the song's finished. AIl that follows is the maid -- en's response.”

Ni obe took his hand. "Then sing that, Cedric!"

He sang, and the orchestra was with him buttressing his voice and elevating it to the
transcendence nanifested before. It was not nere sound or nere nusic; it seemed to be nore than
three di mensions, as if pure enotion had been harnessed into nmelody. Could | ove, she asked her --
self, be nore than this?

"If all the world and | ove were young, And truth in every shepherd' s tongue, These pretty
pl easures m ght ne nove To live with thee, and be thy love."

These were words of negation, but it didn't matter; the evocative power remai ned. N obe
realized that anything
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Cedric sang would have similar effect. She remained en -- tranced until the |ast verse.

"But could youth |ast and love still breed, Had joys no date nor age no need, Then those
delights nmy mind mght nove To live with thee, and be thy |ove."

The song finished, and with it the magi c. But now Ni obe gazed at Cedric with a new

appreci ation. He did indeed have nagic, and | ove was possible. "Take nme home, Ced -- ric," she
told him

By the time they reached the cabin, however, N obe had had a chance to restabilize. It
was, after all, only magic; Cedric was no different than he had been, and their situation had not
really changed. It nmade no sense to do anything she might be sorry for later. So she did not push
the matter, and Cedric did not, and their narriage re -- mmined unconsunmat ed.

After another week of this, Niobe realized that time was running short. They had been
given a full nonth to thenmselves; thereafter the relatives would be visiting. N obe realized this
as she was about to sl eep.

"They' Il know," she said, abruptly sitting up in bed. "Yeah," Cedric agreed fromthe
hearth. "Cedric, cone over here,"” she said in perenptory fash -- ion. "W nust get this done. W
can't face them other -- wse."

He got up and perched on the foot of the bed. He seened to be afraid of her. "Cedric, it's
really not all that conplicated," she said. "We' ve both been told about the birds and the bees and
we' ve seen animals." "You are no animal!" he said, horrified. That set her back. This remained
awkward. If he had cone on like a bull in the mating pen, she would have been appalled, but would
have tolerated it; that, her nother had warned her privately, was the way nmen were.
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At |east the ice, so to speak, would have been broken. She didn't feel quite confortable
with that nmetaphor, but it seenmed to apply. As it was, they were in trouble. "For -- get the
animals," she said. "Cone into bed with me. It's ridiculous sleeping apart like this."

He nmoved up, and stretched tinorously beside her on the bed.

"Not in your clothes!" she exclained.

“"Ch, ma'am | couldn't -- "

She reached across and took his hand. It was cold and stiff. "Cedric, are you afraid of

me?"

"Ch, no, ma'am " he protested. But he was shivering.

"OfF -- what we have to do?"

"Terrified," he agreed.

"Cedric, this is ridiculous. You know | |ike you, and if you sing to ne -- "

"That's the magic, not ne."

And he wanted her to love him not his nagic. He had a point. But she suspected this was
mai nly an excuse to justify his fear. "Cedric, | know you're no coward. What's really bothering
you?"

"I couldn't -- just couldn't do that to you, na'am"

That "ma' ant' again! She was trying to bring themcloser to each other, but was only
succeeding in increas -- ing their separation. "Wy not?"

"Because you're so -- so beautiful and wonderful and -- " He shrugged, unable to express
hi msel f properly.

"But Cedric, |I'myour wfel"

"Not by your choice!"

This ground was too famliar; she had to get away fromit. "But not by yours either
Cedric. We are two people thrown together by circunstance and the will of our fam-- ilies, and
they really have tried to do what was best for us, and now we -- "

“"A woman and a boy," he said.

22
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There it was again. He felt inadequate -- and she couldn't argue with this assessnent,
privately. But she knew she had to change that. "But you're grow ng," she

sai d.

"I don't think I'lIl ever be grown enough for you."
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"Ch, Cedric, that's not true!" she protested. But she knew she sounded |i ke a nother
encouragi ng a child. This dial ogue was goi ng nowhere. Like all the others.

She considered, while he lay in unconfortable silence. After a bit, she said: "Cedric,
maybe we're trying to do things too abruptly. Let's start in stages. Take off your clothes, lie
besi de ne under the quilt, and sleep, tonight. Nothing else."”

"You prom se?"

She | aughed. "I prom se, Cedric. What do you think

could do to you?"

He had to laugh too, but it was strained. "What if it

gets col d?"

"Then we nove together, to share our warmh under

the covers. That's the idea, isn't it?"

"But you -- you aren't wearing nuch."

She sat up and unbuttoned her nightie, pleased at her own daring. "I'Il wear nothing at
all."

He actually rolled over and fell off the bed with an awful thunk. Al armed, N obe junped
out, ran around, and bent to help himup. "Ch, Cedric, I'mso sorry! Are you hurt?"

"Pl ease, nma'am-- your shirt -- " He turned his face

away.

She gl anced down. In the faint Iight of the dying fire,

she saw that her partially unbuttoned nightie had fallen open, exposing part other bosom
"For God's sake, Ced -- ric, you can look at nme! I'myour wifel™ "It's not right," he said, face
still averted. "Cedric, |ook at nme!" she ordered. But he would not.

Anger flared in her exposed bosom She got up and stal ked back around the bed and pl unped
back down. What was she to do with this boy?

Then, through her cooling fury, she becanme aware of sonething. She |istened.

He was | eani ng agai nst the bed and sobbing, trying des -- perately to nuffle it so that
she woul d not know.

Her enotion spun about in a full turn. "Ch, Cedric!" she breathed, and started across the
bed to confort him Then she stopped, realizing that that m ght be the worst thing she could do.
She was no nother, and he no child, and these roles had to be avoided |ike plague. She had thought
originally only of her own chagrin at being mar -- ried to a boy; now she realized that the
probl em was far nore acute for him She had to find some way to free themboth fromthese
perceptions, so that she would be a wonan and he a nman

Toni ght was a |l oss. She would just have to let it grind itself out and try to do better on
the norrow.

She did try on the norrow. "Cedric, let's get drunk."

He was taken aback. "I never touch the stuff, ma'am”
"Ni obe," she said firmy. "Call ne by nane."
"N obe," he agreed reluctantly. "I don't drink, N obe."

"Neither do |I. But there's a bottle of white wine on the shelf."

"I don't know. Sone folks get wild when they drink."

"Yes, don't they!"

He smiled. He seened recovered fromhis distress of the prior night, and she knew she had
been right to | eave him al one. Tonight she would get himin that bed!

They opened the bottle after the evening neal. They sat out on the sl ope of the knol
beyond the cabin and watched the sunset. Each took a small glass of the golden fluid and drank it
down. "Onh, it burns!" Ni obe gasped.
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"Sure does!" Cedric agreed. "Say, that's good stuff!" He refilled his glass, and she
refilled hers, but she sipped her second nore cautiously than he did. She was not, she found, all
that partial to burns, and anyway she didn't need to get drunk, just him

It did not take long for the wine to reach their mnds. "Hey, ny head feels light!" he
excl ai ned happily.

"So does mine," she agreed. "Maybe we'd better go slow "

"Slow? Why? This is fun!" He refilled his glass, not noticing that she had not yet
finished hers, and downed it at a gulp.

Ni obe was getting worried; it was evident that the al -- cohol was carrying himaway, and
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she wasn't quite sure where it would take him "Cedric, let's sing!" she sug -- gested, taking his
hand so that he couldn't use it to take any nore w ne, yet.

"Sure, Niobe," he agreed cheerfully. Wthout pream-- ble, he sang:

"Drink to ne only with thine eyes, and | will pledge with mne."

The orchestra mani fested, because she was touching him It added its grandeur to the
sinpl e song. Again she was entranced. Wen she had first heard the nagic, she had realized that
there was nore to Cedric than she had supposed. This tinme she realized that she had devel oped a
definite fondness for him She could |love this bonnie boy, in due course. It was easy to believe
that, as the nusic enconpassed her

After that he sang a straight drinking song, Three Jolly Coachnmen, about a trio that was
merry for the evening, knowi ng that they woul d be sober and therefore less jolly in the norning.
They pontificated on the man who drank light ale --

Piers Anthony 25 "He falls as the leaves do fall, so early in Cctober!"

And on the one who drank stout ale -- a jolly fellow The background nusic was becom ng
somewhat uneven, as his mnd was dulled by the wine, as if the players of the orchestra were
getting tipsy too. N obe found that excruciatingly funny.

As it happened, she knew that song, and had a couple of verses to contribute:

"Here's to the girl who steals a kiss, and runs to

tell her nother.

She does a very foolish thing; she'll never get an -- other!™

Cedric, high as he was, |aughed with agreenent.

Then she | eaned over and kissed himon the nouth. He | ooked startled. He glanced around,
| eaned forward, and vom ted on the ground.

Oh, no! He had had too much, and gotten sick. He was in no particular distress at the
nmoment, but Ni obe knew that this evening, too, was finished.

She managed to get himinside, and cl eaned up, and onto the bed to sleep it off. This time
she sl ept by the hearth.

In the norning, grimw th hangover, Cedric picked up the bottle and stared at the
remaining wine. "It |looks ex -- actly like urine!" he said savagely, and went to the door and
flung it outside. He sinply wasn't cut out to be a jolly coachnan.

That evening N obe tried again. She sat himon the bed beside her, took his hand, and
asked himto sing again. She sang with him and the magic surrounded them and it was very like
|l ove. But when it was tine to conplete the act of |ove, Cedric could not. The magnitude of the
task rendered himinpotent. He was chagrined, but she
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was in her secret heart relieved; she had tried her very best, and failed. It just did not
seemto be tine.

"But Cedric," she said. "You nust sleep without clothing in this bed from now on, and
will too."

He stared at her with dismay. "But -- "

"So we can honestly say we slept together,’
was all there was to it?"

Slowmy he smled, as relieved as she. He joined her, naked, in the bed. It was a cheap
conprom se, but it would have to do.

she ex -- plained. "Wuld anyone believe that

COLLEGE

In the fall Cedric went to the local college. It was not far distant, but inconvenient to
commute to by foot, and it woul d have been conplex to arrange for a horse. A nmmgic carpet would
have been ideal, but reliable ones were still so expensive that it wasn't expedient for this
situation. It was best, all things considered, for himto board -- and romantic inconpatibility
did not even enter the picture.

Ni obe sent himoff with a kiss and a tear and watched him march away with his knapsack
full of clothing. He would buy his books there and pay tuition and board; they had budgeted for it
and had a confortable margin.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (11 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:43 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

She was depressed when he departed and sorry they had not been able to nmake their marriage
work. Cedric was certainly a fine boy with wonderful nagic, and she had becone quite fond of him
O course no one knew about the failure of the marriage -- or at least the relatives were too
di screet to nention any suspicions. Wth luck, things would work out better after Cedric had
matured a year or two in college, and no one would ever know. As

27
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a last resort, she could buy a love potion and take it her -- self; but if Cedric caught
on, he would react negatively, and she really didn't want to deceive himanyway. Love

was not really the problem

Meanwhi | e, she was |onely. She could have gone home to her parents for the term but knew
that, if she did, her nmother would wormthe truth out other, and she couldn't

stand the nortification

She made do al one. Running the house was sinple enough, and she did a great deal of
readi ng and weaving in the days and cultivated the acquai ntance of the dryad of the water oak in
the swanp. It was an acceptable ex -- istence, for the tinme being.

She arranged the cabin to suit herself precisely, and it was very confortable. She worked
on the yard, and that was confortable too. Wen she had the near portion of the swanp nicely
policed, she decided it was tinme to visit

Cedri c.

She rented a horsel ess carriage for the occasion. This

was consi derably cheaper than a carpet, but slower, and the wheel s bunped over the rutted
track, jolting her un -- confortably. Neverthel ess she arrived after a day, reach -- ing the
college in fair order, though her primtraveling

dress was dusted with grine.

She spied Cedric wal king al ong a pat hway between the S dornmitory and a cl assroom bui | di ng.
Only two nonths had j passed, but he did seemto have grown. He was the tallest | of the youths
there, though he was a freshnman, and two' college girls flirted outrageously with himas they
passed.

Then he spied Niobe and smiled. He had grown nore handsone, too! He seenmed to be in his
el enent here. But he becane diffident and awkward as he approached her. The probl em between them
still existed.

She visited his dormtory roomand net his room-- mate -- a pudgy, scholarly type. Cedric
showed her his
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work so far: projects relating to wetlands reclamati on and natural magic. It was evident
that he took it seriously and was |learning a great deal. She was sure he was a joy to his
prof essors.

First she had a little chore to do. "G ve ne your cap," she said.

"My cap?" he asked bl ankly.

“Your college cap -- the one you wear to show you're a student. | believe you'll find it
on your head."

Per pl exed, he renoved it and handed it to her. She brought out her needl e and thread and
sewed a bright band of silk around it. "That's to show the college girls that you' re narried,"” she
said firmy, returning it to him

"Ch. Sure. OF course." He seened nonpl used

She ki ssed himchastely, then returned to her carriage. She found herself both reassured
and di squi eted as she rode hone, and it took time to ferret out the sources of her feelings. But
at length she realized that she was pleased to see Cedric properly established in college and

doing well, pleasantly surprised to see himso tall and handsone and confident, and jeal ous of the
attention he received fromthe girls of his own age. A nmarried nman, after all, had no business
attracting such interest. So she had done what was necessary, but still was bothered. After all

what had she done with himall summer, when she had had himall to herself? There was the naggi ng
suspicion of failure on her part; or, if not exactly that, of inperfection. Wuld they have
succeeded in consum-- mating the marriage if she had been nore alert to the problen? If she had
been sensitive to his side of it? If she had refrained fromcorrecting his errors, frombeing the
perfect lady, and just concentrated on being a person he could relate to as he could to a coll ege
girl? Naturally he had been diffident!
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Havi ng resol ved the mixture of her enmptions and gotten them suitably shelved in her mind
she resunmed her or --
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dinary life and produced sone truly fine tapestries de -- picting forest and wetl ands
scenes. One showed the water oak in the swanp, with the hamadryad perched on its | owest branch
posing. It had taken tinme and patience to befriend the nynph enough to get her to do this, and
Ni obe knew that not many human people could have ac -- conplished this at all; she was quite
pl eased. |If only she

coul d have done that with Cedri c!

Near the end of the senester she visited Cedric again. He had been dutifully sending her
letters about his Ilife and progress at the college, and his witing showed in -- creasing
perception and literacy. He was gaining nentally and socially as well as physically; the college
experience was indeed good for him He was najoring in Wtlands Magi c and al ready was | earning
things they hadn't taught in N obe's day. He knew how to test trees for their spe -- cific forns
of magic and all about the ecol ogical cycle. Next termhe would take a course in Wtlands Fauna
and their relationship to the vegetation. He was excited by the enornobus store of infornation

avail abl e and deternmined to master it all. But N obe wanted to see for herself, just | to be sure
he wasn't exaggerating. The inpetuous young { were prone to exaggeration, after all. i Cedric was
taller yet and marvel ously handsome in the sunlight, and his ready smle charnmed her. He had one
class to attend before he could give her his full attention. "I'msorry," he apol ogi zed, but his
grin was one of ac -- commodati on rather than chagrin. "I nust attend; 1 have a report to give
Then |'11 be with you. But nmy Water Magic Prof wants to talk to you anyway, so you won't be

bored. "

How hi s confidence had grown! Ni obe was alnpst dis -- mayed to see that her husband was

prospering just as well w thout her as she was without him But she went to see the Prof, who was
expecting her.
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The Prof was typical of his breed: aging, stooped, with a shock of white hair and a deeply
serrated face fromwhich the eyes fairly gleaned with intelligence. "Ah, Ms. Kaftan!" he
exclaimed. "I recognize you at once by your extraordinary beauty!"

"Ch, cone on!" she denurred, foolishly flattered

"No, indeed!" he persisted loudly. Al teachers had voices that carried to the farthest
recesses of the nmind. "I asked Cedric how | would know you, and he said when | saw the | oveliest
nmortal worman of this world, that would be Niobe. Lo, it is so! He is nuch in awe of you, and it is
not difficult to perceive the reason. You are indeed outstanding!"

"Enough, Professor! I'man old married woman! Way did you wish to talk with ne? Is
sonmet hing wong with Cedric's progran?”

"Quite the opposite, ny dear!" he protested enthusi -- astically. "Cedric is the nost
brilliant and conscientious student | have had in a decade. Hi s work is outstanding for a student!
Do you know, Ms. Kaftan, a mind like his is seldom brought to these, if you will pardon the pun
backwat ers of scholarship |i ke Wtlands Ecol ogy. | wanted to conplinment you on the good work you
have done for our discipline by notivating himto enter it. | know that when he matures he will
carry our research forward to new heights, as it were."

Ni obe was taken aback. Evidently the Prof was a crea -- ture of superlatives! "I only
showed himthe local -- | do have sone interest in -- "

"I ndeed you do, Ms. Kaftan!" he agreed. "He tells ne that he owes it all to you. He says
you took an ignorant hick and showed himthe wetlands in a way he had never seen, and it changed
his life. Ms. Kaftan, you are a won -- derful woman, and | salute you!"

She found hersel f hal fway overwhel med by the Profs enthusiasm He was not bad at
nmotivation hinself! "Then
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Cedric is -- doing well?" It sounded inane, but she couldn't think of an adequate renark
at the nonent.

"Straight A's," he agreed. "And we do not issue those lightly! But that does not begin to
suggest his potential. Do you know, Ms. Kaftan, if | nay be so candid, at first | wondered why a
wormean as | ovely as you have been confirned to be would marry such a youngster, as ob- | viously
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you coul d pick and choose anong the best the j War has left us, but as | cane to know him |
under st ood that you had picked the best. There is only one like himin each generation. You wll
never regret that decision,

am sure!”

"Uh, yes," N obe agreed faintly. "Cedric worships the ground you tread, and | am not
certain | nmean that figuratively. If you had sent himto business school, he would have becone in
due course a tycoon. What a |oss that would have been for science and magic! You turned him

instead to the wetlands -- " He shook his head, then inmpul sively reached out to take her hand,
lift it to his lips, and kiss it. "My nost abiding gratitude, Ms. Kaftan. If there is ever any
favor you re -- quire of ne, do not hesitate to ask."

She found hersel f back outside in the sun, dazed. No wonder Cedric was doing well; the
Prof was an amazing catal yst. Probably he treated everyone like that, turning each student on
Still, he had had no need to call Cedric brilliant unless it was true. She had known Cedric was
smart; apparently she had underestimated him The col -- |ege environment had evidently brought

out the best in

him Cedric finished his class and rejoined her. He was stil

a tousl e-headed youngster under his banded cap, but now she fancied she could see the
smartness in him radiating out fromhis head. She remenbered the magic of his nusic. Yes, there
was definitely nore to himthan youth!
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But again, in her private presence, he becane shy and awkward. "I -- it's great to see
you, N obe," he said. "Wiat do you want to do?"

"Well, | will need to check your wardrobe," she said. "I'msure your clothing is wearing
out and will need at -- tention." Wich was not at all what she wanted to say and, indeed, fel
confortably into the nmajor category of Things Never to Be Said, because she was being noth --
erly. But she couldn't even conceive of, let alone for -- mulate, what she m ght have intended to
say. The Profs remarks had col ored her perspective, and she had not yet conpl eted her
readjustment. She liked to keep things or -- derly, like threads in a tapestry, and hated it when
a thread broke. But nending a thread was a special process, re -- quiring tine and consideration.

"Uh, sure," he agreed sonewhat |anely. "You always take good care of ne."

Damm it! she thought furiously. She had definitely done it again, putting himin the
junior role. How could he ever becone a true husband this way?

So she wended her way hone, bearing a burden of tan -- gled feelings greater than before
She mi ght be an expert weaver of ornanental tapestries, but she was plainly in -- adequate in
marri age. She had expected to narry a nore experienced nan and just wasn't conpetent to educate a
younger one in the necessary way. If only there were a college course in --

She halted that thought in place. No, she certainly didn't want Cedric taking that kind of
course!l Not with those colleens! Marriage was a private thing.

The wi nter passed sonewhat bl eakly, and when the ice nelted fromthe surface of the swanp,
she proceeded again to the college. This tinme the students were out in force, enjoying the first
genuinely nice day in sonme tine. Sonme of the nore voluptuous girls were in very brief out -- fits
for sunning, and the youths were in shorts. N obe,
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conscious of the flattery of the Prof last tine, and not wishing to be taken for a college
girl, had garbed herself this tinme in very conservative fashi on. She wore an ol d-fashi oned | ong
skirt her nother had outgrown, and a figure-de-enphasizing jacket. Her hair was severely bound
back in a bun, she wore no makeup, and She had button-down boots. She felt quite dowdy.

She checked Cedric's room but he was not there, and she wasn't sure what class he might
be in at the noment. So she sat on a bench near the dormitory and waited for his return, taking
advantage of the tine to do sonme knit -- ting. She was good at that too; in fact she was adept at
any type of yarn manipulation. It really was pl easant enough here, and of course she had arrived
early; he wouldn't be expecting her for perhaps another hour

Several college youths cane wal ki ng al ong the path. They had evidently been drinking; in
fact one still carried a bottle of red wine, half-finished. N obe's nose winkl ed;

she detested wi ne of every type, ever since the disaster during the courtship. She was
surprised and not pleased that its use was permtted on the canpus. WAs Cedric being subjected to
bad i nfluences?

One of the youths paused as they passed her bench. "Say, who's the old | ady?" he denmanded
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hal f-facetiously, staring at N obe. She knew she | ooked ol der than the col -- lege girls, as was

her intent, but he was exaggerating. He was the one with the bottle, showi ng signals of intoxi --
cation; as he paused, he lifted the bottle and took another swig. A driblet of pale red fluid ran
down the side of his chin; then he lowered the bottle and bur ped.

"Sonebody's nother," another youth joked. Ch, that stung, for a private reason she would
never |et them know, "Hey, whose nmother are you?" the first demanded. "No one's," Ni obe replied
primy. "I amCedric's wife."
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"Hs wifel" the youth exclaimed. "He never |let on he was robbing the retirenent honme! He
al ways cl ai ned his woman was beautiful!" And all four of them | aughed coarsely.

Ni obe tried to ignore their gibes, hoping they would go away, but the w ne gave t hem
persi stent insolence. They cl osed about her, their wi ne-soaked breaths fouling the air. "Please go
away, " she said at |ast.

"But we just got here!" the bottle-holder said. "And it's our dormi Cone on, old | ady, you
gonna show us a good tine?" He reached for her jacket and grabbed the |apel, yanking the front
open so that a button popped off. "I'lIl bet you got sone good stuff hidden away in there!"

Ni obe jerked away and sl apped his hand.

"Hey!" he exclained as the others |aughed. Then his nouth turned nean. "Ht ne, will you?
Well, how do you like thisV And he poured the red wi ne on her head.

Ni obe gave a cry of surprise and dismay and junped up, trying to get away fromthe stream

But he caught her arm "Beautiful woman, hell!" he said breathily. "You' re just a damed slut!"
She kicked himin the shin and spun away, knowing it was not possible to reason with
drunkenness. But one of the other youths caught her about the shoul ders frombe -- hind and heaved

her off the ground. A third grabbed her legs. "Cone on, let's see what she's nade of!" he cried.
"Pull her skirt off!"

Ni obe struggled valiantly, drawing up her |egs and then shoving, but the youths were too
strong for her. They held her at shoul ders and feet, and the bottle-w el der dropped the spent
contai ner and groped for her skirt, hauling it down over her |egs so that her undergarnents were
ex -- posed. "Say, she's not so old!" he said, pausing to squeeze her |eft thigh

Ni obe screaned, but it did no good. The youth jerked her skirt down to her ankles, and the
one hol di ng her feet

36

Pi ers Anthony 37

Wth a Tangl ed Skein

| et go of one so that the wadded skirt could pass around it. She tried to kick him but he
caught her ankle again and pushed it away, forcing her legs to spread. "Look at those legs!" he
excl ai med.

"Get her down on the ground," the bottle-youth di -- rected. "Hold her still, and we'll
take turns.” He licked his lips and | oosened his belt.

"Turns at what?" a new voi ce denmanded.

Ni obe recognized it. "Cedric!" she cried.

Indeed it was he, standing tall and dynamic as he flung away his jacket. "That is ny
wife," he said, and it was as if a cloud crossed his face, turning his nornmally sunny expression
pale and grim

No pretense was possible, at this stage. "Get him' the bottle-youth cried.

They dropped N obe and turned as one to face Cedric. They closed on himfrom four sides,
not so drunk as to give himany fair chance singly.

"No!" she cried, knowing that Cedric could not pos -- sibly prevail against four. She
tried to get up, but her feet got tangled in her skirt and she had to pause to get it on again. As
she did, she watched with dread while the four attacked her husband.

Two took hold of Cedric's arms while a third drew back his fist and struck Cedric in the

stonmach. Niobe winced -- but Cedric just grinned. "God, he's |ike a dam rock!" the youth
excl ai ned, amazed.
“"Now you have had the first blow," Cedric said. "I'll have the last."

Suddenly Cedric brought his arnms together in front of him hauling the two in fromthe
sides as if they were puppets. They stunbled along, colliding with each other. Then he flung his
arnms out again, and they fell away on either side. Cedric was free.

He stepped forward, his two fists swinging |like sledge -- hanmers. One connected to the
gut of the youth who

had struck him and his stomach was nore |ike mush than rock. He fol ded forward, the w nd
gushing out of him-- just as Cedric's other fist slamed into the side of his head. The youth's
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hair flew wi de and he staggered and fell, sem conscious.

Cedric whirled and struck the bottle-youth on the chest. The air whooshed out of him too,
and he sank to his knees. But the remaining two had regained their feet and were charging in
agai n.

Cedric ducked down, caught one of themby armand leg, lifted himon his shoul ders, and
hurled himinto the other

As suddenly as it had begun, the fight was over. Cedric stood, his chest heaving, the
muscl es of his upper arnms bul ging; the four youths were spread in various ignhonm -- nious
attitudes about the lawn. Ni obe was virtually spell -- bound, |ooking at him Suddenly he seened
twi ce the size he had been before.

Then he stepped across to help her up. "You all right, N obe? | heard your scream and
got out of that class -- "

"Cedric -- you never told me you could fight like that!"

He shrugged. "You told me 1'd be through with that."

Now she renenbered. He had liked to fight. She had presuned it to be nmere nischief. She
| ooked around at the four. Sonme m schief! "Perhaps | spoke prematurely. Just what kind of fighting
did you do?"

"Well, | was bare-knucks chanp of ny district, junior division. But you were right; | had
to put aside childish things when | got narried.”

"Childish things!" she echoed, shaking her head. In her spot menory she saw hi m agai n,
shruggi ng off a solid blowto the stomach; saw the two youths al nost jerked off their feet as he
drew his arns together, then flung like rag dolls to the ground. Now she felt the amazi ng power of
those arms, as he held her steady. She shoul d have gotten the

38 Wth a Tangl ed Skein

hi nt when he had shown her how to split wood, for his strength had been there then. "And
call ed you a bonnie boy!"

Now a crowd was gathering, and the Prof she had tal ked to before appeared. "What happened
her e?"

The bottle-youth struggled to his feet. "He set upon us!" he cried, pointing at Cedric.
"For no reason!"

Ni obe's nouth dropped open at the audacity of this lie. But she realized that there had
been no witnesses to the initial part of this incident -- just her and the fouryouths. The word of
four against the word of one.

"Shall we see?" the Prof inquired, as if unconcerned. He spied the bottle and picked it
up, frowning. "Good -- a drop renains. W shall invoke the water nagic."

He brought out a little dish containing a filmof nold, set it carefully on the ground,
and upended the bottle over it. A driblet of wine descended into the dish.

There was a pause. Then a reddi sh gl ow devel oped at the dish. It expanded rapidly, and
there were roils of vapor in it, as the wine was vaporized in the magic pattern stinulated by the
potent nold. An enchantnent of water, certainly; N obe was fascinated. She had known of such
magi ¢, but had never before actually observed it.

"Move back, give room" the Prof warned. "W do not want to interfere with the re-
creation.”

They all noved back, even the youths, who seened to be conpletely intimdated by the Profs
presence. The vapor diffused into the entire area, and stabilized, |lending a reddish cast to the
air. Then it swirled and coal esced into a ghostly inage: a woman seated on the bench. "This is a
ten-m nute spell," the Prof explained. "It should be enough."

"But | don't think the wine was here yet," Cedric said. "It had to have cone with them"

"That is why the picture is fuzzy," the Prof agreed. "You did not suppose ny magi c was
vague, did you, |ad?
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The wi ne was distant, but the magic is here; it is re -- creating a still scene until
further definition is possible.”

Several minutes passed. No one noved. Al were ab -- sorbed by the pronise of the water
nmagi c.

Then, abruptly, the inmage brightened. The woman be -- canme N obe, in color, though tinged
with the red of the wine's eye. The four youths barged into the scene, ghostly yet clear. The
early stages of the nolestation were reen -- acted. N obe felt Cedric wi nce as the wi ne was poured
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over her figure's head; he had the sane bad associations that she did.

"So this is your 'no reason,'" the Prof nurnured, glancing at the youths.

At the height of the struggle, Cedric entered the picture. Now, seeing himnore
obj ectively, Niobe was even nore inpressed with his deneanor. He had i ndeed been grow -- ing; he
seened inches taller than he had been the day of his marriage, and was now a young gi ant of a man.
He was so handsone in his righteous anger that a ninbus seenmed to surround him O was that the
Wi ne- haze?

Ni obe saw now that Cedric had actually invited themto grab his arns, and had deliberately
accepted the first blow She saw the youth who had struck himpull back, shaking his right hand as
if it had been hurt. Then Cedric started to fight, and in nonents it was over. Bare-knucks chanp?

Surely so!

The scene ended and the vapor dissipated into invisi -- bility. But the evidence was in
"C ean out your roons," the Prof directed the youths. "You will be discharged fromthis
institution with prejudice; your illicit wine has condemmed you." They scramnbled up and sheepishly

de -- parted.

The Prof turned to Cedric. "You were intelligent to provide themthe initiation of the
conbat; now there will be no question of abuse of your power. You were aware that fol k of your
prowess are enjoined fromabusing it?"

40
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Cedri ¢ nodded soberly. "I knew | had cause, but if |
killed anyone -- "
"You had cause, and you did not kill anyone," the Prof agreed. "1 conmend you on your

di scretion. Now take your wife to the guest house; she is in need of cleaning
and confort."

| ndeed, now that the threat was over, N obe was suf -- fering a reaction. She had al npbst
been raped -- and Cedric had been set upon by four nen! Never before in her life had she been
exposed to violence like this. She put her face in her hands, and discovered it wet with tears,
red -- dened by wine. She tried to wi pe them away, but they just got worse, and soon she was

openly sobbi ng.

Cedric picked her up and carried her to the guest house. She felt his arnms like flexible
steel, and his chest and stomach like iron; he was seventeen now, conmng into the flush of his
physi cal potential. G ow ng..

She had | ocked in the i mage of a boy, and never ob -- served the energi ng man.

He set her carefully down on the bed of the guest house. "I will fetch the nurse," he
sai d, concerned. "You are

hurt."

But she clung to him "Cedric, 1 need you!" she cried.

"I love you!"

He paused. "You're upset, N obe, with reason. A bath

and sonme rest -- "

She drew hi m down, desperately. "I've been such a fool, and | reek of w ne! Forgive ne,
Cedric!"

"There is nothing to forgive," he said gently. But he allowed hinmself to be brought down
to her until he was |ying beside her on the bed. "You have al ways been per -- fect, N obe," he
added, nurmuring into her ear.

She rolled onto him hugging himclose. Her tear-wet lips found his and she kissed him
with a passion that as -- tonished her. Her breast was suffused with reaction and enotion; she
could not get enough of him He responded, as he had to, to the fire other desire, kissing her in
return.

Suddenly she | aughed. Startled, he lifted his head to | ook at her questioningly.

She sat up, reached for his shirt, and unbuttoned it. "There!" she said, smling. "I have
had the first blow "

Slowy he smiled. "But this is no fight."

"Isn't it? W have been trying to do this for nost of a year, and have al ways been

defeated by our own reti -- cence. Cedric, you have fought for me, nost valiantly and effectively,
and now you have won ne. Take your spoils!"”

"Spoils!" he nuttered wyly. "You are the woman | |ove."

"And you are the man | love!" she replied gladly. "I want to be yours -- conpletely."

He kissed her. Then he undressed her. Her blouse was sticky with drying wi ne, and her hair
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was matted with it, but she knew better than to pause for even a minute to clean up. Now was the
time to strike

Now Cedric | ooked at her body. She smiled and reached up to him She knew t hat her
reaction was no nore inportant than his and that their physical interaction was only a portion of
their enotional one. For the first time she truly desired him and for the first tine he be --
i eved he deserved her

Still, he was inexperienced, as was she. She hel ped himas nuch as she coul d wi thout
seem ng aggressive and, when he hesitated, she held himand kissed himpassion -- ately; when he
sought to come into her and found the way obscure and paused in confusion, she thrust herself at
him and abated the obscurity herself. It hurt -- but with the pain canme an unutterabl e pl easure
and a cl oseness she
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had never before known. "Cedric...Cedric..." she whispered, and gently bit his bare
shoul der.

Yet sinultaneously she found herself in the bog, by the water oak, seeing it fromthree
sides. Fromone side she viewed it with the freshness of youth and innocence, as if seeing it for
the very first tine. From another side she viewed it with the cynical eye of experience,
understand -- ing its nature and appreciating it for what it was. Fromthe third side she viewed
it with the significance of age. She had an endl ess nenory of it in all its seasons, spun out into
an eternal thread and wound about her distaff, the snmall staff on which her yarn was wound for
spinning. She was aware of its entire history. Yet the three views were one, faceted, neither
merged nor separated; all three views conprised the inpression of the whole, Iike colors or
contrasts. She understood that tree!

Sonehow, too, there was a fourth view, but shrouded, and she knew that it was one she
never wanted to see, for it was conpletely horrible. Yet it, too, was part of the whole, the
pai nful aspect of a generally positive reality.

Then the noment of ultinate rapture passed, fading into a nore general but pleasant
awar eness. She remained |ocked in Cedric's enbrace as the great tide ebbed. Im-- pulsively, she
ki ssed himagain. "Now | am possessed," she whispered. The word had a triple or quadruple |ayer of
nmeani ng, relating to property, sexual expression, and diabolical awareness. Her vision of the
wat er oak seened to have fragnmented her consciousness, so that what had seened sinpl e now seened
mar vel ously conpl ex.

In due course Cedric, fulfilled, fell asleep. Now N obe becane aware of her disconfort.
She got up, carefully cleaned herself, washed her hair, and applied some heal -- ing salve. She
did not want Cedric to think he had hurt her, though it was a pain that changed her life. Then she
checked the bed and spied the stain of blood on the sheet;
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how was she to conceal that? Certainly she did not want that going through the coll ege
| aundry, betraying to the staff not only what they had been up to, but that it had been the first

time. So she fetched a sponge, danpened it, and worked on the stain until it had faded to the
poi nt ofunidentifiability. Now, at |ast, she could rel ax.
She lay down -- and Cedric stirred. She took his hand, kissed it, and nurnured a soothing

word to him and he drifted off again. She was relieved; she loved him but right now she wanted
to sl eep.

In the norning she returned honme, leaving Cedric to his studies and his phenonenal new
nmenori es. But she did not allow nuch tinme to el apse before she visited himagain. It was not that

she had suddenly becone a sexual creature -- she had been advised by her nother that no wonan
could match the appetite of any man in this re -- spect -- but that she nmissed himand wanted to
be with himas much as possible. Her tidy house no |longer sat -- isfied her. She wanted it to be

ani mated again by Cedric's presence. She was indeed in |ove.

They nade | ove again in the guest house, and this tine it was easier because they were
slightly experienced. Al so, as she thought wyly, she was broken in. Again she responded al nost as
rapi dly and enphatically as he, de -- spite her nother's cautions, for |ove propelled her. Again
at the climactic moment, she had a vision

This time, as she stood before the water oak, she saw a spider clinbing an invisible
strand. / can do that, she thought. She reached up and caught hold of her own in -- visible strand
and clinbed it, for she had four hands and four feet. In fact she was a spider, the ultinate
spi nner and weaver. \WWat a web she woul d nake! But then the ecstasy abated, and she was hunan
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again, relaxing in the enbrace of her bel oved.

She thought to ask hi mwhether he, too, had visions in
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that nmonment, but she desisted, fearing that it would seemthat she was bored with
| ovenaki ng. She wasn't; in fact it seened nore likely that her visions represented a tran --
scendent overfl ow of pleasure. When a systemwas stim-- ulated beyond its rated capacity, it
could short out or blow off; could this be why the imges were so far renoved fromthe present
experi ence?

She had no decent answer -- but she would be glad to explore the matter further. She |iked
making love to Ced -- ric, and she liked the visions, even if the thematic con -- nection between
the two was tenuous. "Ch, Cedric!" she exclained, hugging himagain. "I'"'mso glad we found each
other at last!"

"You're still the perfect woman,"” he said, and fell asleep

"You foolish man," she murnured fondly, and ni bbled on his ear

Cedric conmpleted his first year of college with outstand -- ing grades and canme hone for

the sunmer. He now knew nore than Niobe did about the wetlands, and she was fascinated by the lore
he had acquired. He would squat by a stagnant pool and scoop out a handful of glop and show her
how the algae in it emitted little spells of nausea to discourage such interference. It was true;
when she cane close to the handful, she felt |ike retching, but when she stepped back she felt all
right. OF course the smell mght account for it -- but it didn't help to hold her nose, so she was
satisfied that it was, as he said, magic. He was able to identify the exact species of water oak
near their cabin, and the variety of hanadryad too. He knew where the timd forest deer hid and

what their preferred forage was. "I owe it all to you, Niobe," he said generously. "You showed ne
the wetl ands!"

“I"1l cry, I'l'l cry when the wetlands are dry," she agreed, smiling. How little had she
realized what her in -- nocent song would start!

And of course they nade | ove again, for the first tinme at home, erasing their prior
failures here. Once nore she |aunched into vision -- but this tine it was sinister. She saw the
face of a saturnine nan -- and that man's nouth curled into a sneer, and he w nked at her. She
screanmed and snapped fromthe vision to find Cedric frozen in md -- notion, horrified that he had
sonmehow hurt her

"No, no," she reassured himinmediately. "It wasn't you! | had a bad dream™

"You were asl eep?" he asked incredul ously.

Then she had to tell himof the visions, for the ms -- understandi ng woul d be worse than

the reality. He ad -- mitted that he did not have such visions, but had heard of those who did.
"Mostly wonen," he concl uded.

"Ch? How do you know about wonen?" she asked archly.

"My text in human biology,"” he said. "lIt's one of the freshman required courses.”

So she was, after all, typical. "But the awful face -- why would | see that, when I'm
havi ng such joy of you?"

He shrugged. "Maybe we should stop those visions."

"Ch, Cedric, | don't want to stop -- "

"I said visions, not love!" he said, |laughing. He was no | onger shy about sex; once he had

gotten into it, he liked it. "I"Il try to sing to you, next tine."
The notion appeal ed to her. The rapture of his magi c superinposed on that of the |oveplay -
- the ultimate ex -- perience!

They tried it, and it worked. He did not even have to sing aloud; if he ran the song
through in his nind, the orchestra played for her, and no visions came, no nmatter how transported
she was by the experience.

So it went through the sunmer. In the fall it was time for coll ege again, and she packed
himoff with genuine regret. But he had a real future, once he conpleted his
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education, and she refused to deny himthat. She would suffer through the separation and
visit himoften.

But it was harder on her than she had anticipated. She felt chronically out of sorts, and
sonetines ill. Then she got nauseous in the nornings. Wiat was wong with her?
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Suddenly she realized: she wasn't ill -- she was with child.

SHOOTI NG DEER
She had to tell him of course. She did so on the next visit. Cedric was anmazed at what he

had wrought, and pleased. "I'Il be a father!" he exclained, as if this were a com-- pletely
uni que experience.

"Well, it isn't as if you didn't try for it," she rem nded him

"I guess that will have to stop now," he said regret -- fully.

"No, not yet. Just -- carefully.”

They were careful. The winter passed, and the baby expanded w thin her. Wen N obe reached
the eighth nonth, her nother cane to stay with her and midwife the birth if it occurred early, for
there was no convenient hos -- pital. Cedric was ready to quit college and come home, but N obe
made himremain to conplete his courses; he had gone too far to throw it away now. So it was that,
before he turned eighteen and just before he made it hone for the sumer, Cedric becane the father
of a healthy son
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He was pleased -- but he knew there was a price. N obe had been able to nake do al one, but
she would no | onger be able to do that. Cedric had to retire fromcollege and becone a full-tine
famly man. He was ready -- but she knew he also regretted it. It had been clear that if he had
continued his programat the college, he could have be -- come a professional, perhaps even a
professor in due course. He could still be one -- but now there would be a delay, and by the tine
he could return, years hence, the situation could have changed. So it was a calculated risk for
Cedric's career. Al nost, she wi shed she had not con -- ceived so quickly.

"It doesn't matter," Cedric said. "A man's got to do what he's got to do in the tine he
has, and | want to be with you."

"That's sweet," she said, and rewarded himwith a kiss. Still, she felt guilty.

"Prof told ne that if he'd had a wife who | ooked |ike you, she would have had a baby j ust
as fast," he added.

"Still, you have such a good career awaiting you; you nust return to it as soon as
possi bl e."

"W'll see," he said.

But when she thought of the baby, her npbod swung the other way. Juni or was an absol ute
joy! She knew fromthe first hour that he would be a genius like his father -- and he woul d have

proper schooling fromthe outset. Ch, she had such dreans for Junior
Cedric took care of things, pretty well running the household until she was back on her
feet. Then, as tine opened up, he began spending tinme in the swanp. He was naking a chart of the

| ocal ecology -- the trees, the smaller vegetation, the animals, the insects, the algae, the wa --
terflows, and the observable interactions between them

Hunters roaned the forest, in and out of hunting sea -- son, poaching gane. Cedric cane
across the remains and grew angry. "If the deer shot back, the hunters would be
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| ess bold!'" he exclainmed. Then he paused in realization. "Maybe | can arrange for the deer
to shoot back!"

Ni obe | aughed -- but he was serious. He was a wetlands najor, not a magic major, but he
got a tome of spells and searched through it, trying to find one that could be adapted to his
purpose. |f magic could bounce an arrow or a bullet back on its origin, so that the hunter in
ef fect shot hinself --

But nmagi c was no subject for amateurs, any nore than science was. It required years of
study to nmaster the basic precepts and stemdiscipline; even then it had its special hazards.

Cedric was smart, but nore than intelligence was needed. "I just don't have the tine!" he
exclainmed, frus -- trated.
"You're welcone to take all the time you want, dear," N obe said. She was nursing Junior

and hated to see Ced -- ric upset. Wien he was annoyed, she tended to echo the feeling
involuntarily, and it seenmed to change the milk and nake Junior colicky, and if there was one
thing worse than an upset husband, it was a colicky baby.

Cedric paused as if wei ghing sonething nonentous. "OfF course,"” he agreed, and went
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out si de. Had she sone -- how offended hin? Her husband seened nore nervous, irritable, and
generally tense than he had been. Maybe she should try to hire a maid for the chores so that
Cedric could, after all, return to college. She knew what a sac -- rifice he was nmaki ng and she

wanted to set things right. Their | ove was so wonderful that she hated to have any strains put on
it.

But when she broached the matter, later in the day, Cedric would have none of it. "I'm
through with college!" he declared. "My destiny is here."
"But the Prof said you have such potential! | think he wants you to become a -- "

He put his big hand on hers. She felt a stirring of the music in him but this tine it was
a strange, discordant,
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di sturbing sound. "It would not be worth the cost," he said. "Prof understands."

She experienced a kind of dread, but could not fathomits cause. The flickering i nage of a
denoni ¢ face cane to her, and one of the water oak, three of whose views were positive, the fourth
an unglinpsed horror. Wiat cost? Separation fromher? Yet Cedric had endured that before and
prospered. Wiy had he changed his m nd?

"Cedric -- is sonething wong?"

"OfF course not," he said quickly.

She didn't believe him but realized that he would not tell her the truth. That disturbed
her further, and she had to stop nursing Junior. She was sure it wasn't any fault in Cedric's |ove
for her; that was unfailing. He was a father new, a proven nan, yet sonetines even now she woul d

be working at the |loom and would | ook up to dis -- cover himwatching her with a touching
expression of ad -- oration. No, he loved her and wanted to be with her. Still -- She laid Junior
inthe crib. "Cedric, we could nove closer to the college so you could cormute -- "

He took her in his arms and kissed her. "This is our hone. | love you -- and the wetl ands.
My life is here.™

So it seemed. She did not try to argue further, and in -- deed their |ife together was
good. They resuned neking | ove as she recovered from chil dbearing, and Cedric was enornously
gentle and, he sang to her, and in those nb -- ments it seened that nothing el se nmattered.

As Ni obe grew stronger, she started taking Junior for wal ks outdoors, for fresh air was
good for babies. He seened to |like the wetlands, especially the huge water oak. N obe would sit at
the foot of the tree and sing, and Junior would |isten. The hanmadryad got used to the new arrival
and canme to like Junior. She didn't quite trust N obe, for adults had a |l ong and bad history of
cynicismtoward wi |l d nagi c, but when N obe set the baby in his

carrier by the tree and retreated a reasonabl e di stance, the dryad would cone down and
play with him N obe was thrilled; very few nortals could approach any of the wilderness
creatures, either natural or supernatural, and it was a mark of special favor when one coul d.
Maybe Juni or would grow up to be a world-famous naturalist! Certainly there was no threat fromthe
dryad; Cedric had assured her of that, and she believed it. In the dryad's presence Junior was
al ways alert and smiling.

Events el sewhere were not as sangui ne. A devel oper bought a large tract of |and that
included their swanp. It was theirs in proximty and spirit, not in the eyes of geo -- graphic
| aw. The company planned to drain the swanp, cut down the trees, and build a nunber of identica
houses there.

Cedric exploded. He trekked to all the residents for niles around and so i npressed them
with the need to pre -- serve the wetlands that they forned a citizen's committee to oppose the
devel opnent. They wrote letters to news -- papers and the county authorities; when these failed to
halt the project, they set about constructing deadfalls for bulldozers. They filed suit in court
to stop it. Wen the conpany | awyer tried to suggest the swanp was nothing nore than a nmurky waste
that posed a public health threat as a breeding ground for disease-carrying nosquitoes, Cedric
argued persuasively that those nobsquitoes carried no diseases in this region, being the wong
species for that, served as food for pretty birds, and wouldn't even bite people who were sensibly
protected by repellent or a spell. Then he spoke of the other aspects of the wet -- lands -- the
fish and anphi bi ans, the foxes and deer, the trees that could grow nowhere el se, the special
interactive magic these living things had devel oped to get along. "There is no bad water comni ng
fromthis region,"” he con -- cluded, and he had docunentation to prove it: studies the college had
made. "No erosion, no bad flooding. The wet --
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| ands keep the water pure and contained, so that we who live near it can live at peace
with nature. Too little of this kind of natural paradise remains; how can we pave it over wth
anot her foul city!" And such was the nature of his el oquence that the spectators in the courtroons
ap -- plauded. Few had really cared about the wetlands before;

now they all did.

But man's | aw renmai ned on the side of the devel oper, and the judge, with open regret,
ruled in favor of the com-- pany. The bulldozers would be allowed to forage in the swanp.

"I'"'mso sorry," Niobe told him but Cedric only shrugged. "They will be stopped,” he said
grimy. But he didn't say how.

One foggy norning Cedric kissed her with special ten -- derness and lifted Juni or out of
his crib. "I"'mtaking himfor a walk down to the oak," he said.

She was pl eased -- but sonehow al armed too. There seenmed to be an edge to his final words:
"We'll be there." Yet they were innocent words, and the water oak was the safest kind of place for
t he baby; the hamadryad was vir -- tually a babysitter now. In fact, the nynph had begun to teach
the baby sonme wild magic -- and if there was one thing rarer than the conpany of a dryad, it was
the sharing of the magic of a dryad. Junior, too young to walk or talk, nevertheless did seemto
under stand and al nost seenmed to be able to do a spell. So why should there be any con -- cern?

Ni obe knew she was being foolish. There was, she reninded herself firmy, absolutely no threat to
Juni or .

She | abored at the loom fornming a fine picture of that very tree, and as her hands noved,
| argely of their own volition, she daydreaned. The inmage of the tree fogged out and was repl aced
by that of the saturnine face. "Today | conme for you!" it said, grinning evilly. "My em ssary is
on its way and cannot be stopped. You are dooned, mistress of the skein!"

Ni obe screaned. The i mage vani shed, and there was only the fornming tapestry. She was
shuddering with re -- action. This was the vision other |ovemaking rapture, but it was quite
foreign to love. Cedric had banished it by his nusic, but nowit was terrorizing her directly!
What did it nean?

Then she heard a shot. She junped. That was the sound of a gun -- and it was fromthe
direction of the swanp -- and Cedric was there with Junior. He had no gun

Horribly al arned, she rushed outside and ran headl ong down the wi nding path to the oak. As
she approached, she heard a thin screaning fromthe tree. It was the dryad, hanging by a branch
shrieking with all her frail strength. Bel ow her was the carrier, overturned.

“Junior!"™ Ni obe cried, her horror magnifying. She scranbled to the tree and took hold of
the carrier.

Junior was init, his body snudged with dirt, and now he bawl ed lustily. But he seened to
be unhurt. He had overturned and that had alarned him that was all

She glanced up at the dryad. No, of course she wouldn't have tried to hurt the baby! In
fact the nymph was still screaming, one little hand pointing away fromthe tree, to the dark | ower
si de where the gl oom of the swanp was strong.

Ni obe | ooked in that direction -- and saw Cedric's body sprawl ed in the bushes. Suddenly

her prenonition of dread had a sharp new focus. Not her baby -- her husband!

She ran to him He was face down, and bl ood welled fromthe wound in his belly. He had
been shot! He was unconsci ous, but his heart still beat.

She | ooked up -- and the dryad was there, for the no -- nment away fromher tree. "Wat --

who -- ?" N obe asked, forgetting that dryads do not talk.
The nynph took a stick and held it Iike a rifle, then shook it to suggest its firing. But
Ni obe al ready knew he

34 Wth a Tangl ed Skein had been shot. "Have you any magic -- for his wound?"

she demanded. The dryad ran back to her tree, ran up it as a squirre

m ght, and di sappeared into the foliage. She returned in

a monment with a small branch

Ni obe took this and touched it to the wound. The fl ow of bl ood abated. The nynph's nmagic
was hel pi ng! " Thank

you," Ni obe said. But how was she to get Cedric back to the cabin -- and
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what was she to do with himthere? He wei ghed far nore than she and woul d be al nost
i mpossible to drag, and the novenent could kill him And there was the baby! The dryad pointed to
the tree. "You'll hel p?" N obe

asked. "He'll be safe, there, for a while?"
The nynph nodded yes. So Niobe struggled to drag Cedric the short distance to the tree and
there she propped himagainst its healing trunk. "I'Il bring help!" she told the dryad as she

pi cked Junior up and hurried away.

Sone hours later, that phase of the nightmare was done. Cedric was in the distant
hospital, receiving the best care, and his fam|ly and hers had been notified. Both were quick to
respond. But that was as far as the good news extended. Cedric was on the critical list and
sinking. The bull et had danaged his spinal nerve, paralyzing him and it had evidently carried an
unidentified infection that was now spreadi ng through his weakened system "W can keep himalive
for perhaps a week," the doctor said grimy. "He has a fine constitution; otherw se he would be
dead already. Even if we could save him he would be crippled belowthe wai st and i n constant

pain, and there is a chance of brain danage. It would, | regret to say, be kinder to
let himdie."
“"No!" Niobe cried. "I love him" "W all love him" the doctor said. "He was doing a

great thing for the land. But we cannot save him"
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"But we may be able to avenge him" the wetlands | awer said. "Obviously the devel oper
arranged to have hi m assassi nated so he could no Ionger rally the peopl e against the buil ding
project."”

"But they had already won!" Ni obe protested. "Wy should they do this now?"

"They nmust have been afraid he was planning sone -- thing new "

Ni obe renenbered Cedric's confidence that the de -- vel oper would be stopped. |ndeed, he
must have been planni ng somet hing! But that was no confort to her now

she wanted him alive and whol e.

"How can | save hinP?" she asked, clinging to that hope.

The doctor and the | awer | ooked at each other. "You nust appeal to a higher court," the
| awyer said.

"What court is that?"

"The Incarnation of Death," the doctor said. "IfThan -- atos will agree to spare him he
will live."

She was ready to grasp at any straw. "Then | will ap -- peal to Death! Were can | find
hi "

Both men spread their hands. They did not know. "We do not go to Death," the doctor said.
"Death conmes to us, at the nmonent of his choosing, not ours."

Ni obe took Junior and traveled hastily to the college. There she sought the old Prof. "How
can | find Death?" she pl eaded.

The Prof gazed at her unhappily. "Lovely wonman, you do not want to do this."

"Don't tell ne that!" she blazed at him "I love him"

He did not nmisunderstand. It was Cedric she |oved, not Death. "And do you al so | ove your
baby?"

She froze. "You nean -- | mnust choose between then?"

"I'n a manner. You, perhaps, might reach Thanatos -- but your baby is beneath the age of
di scretion. He would
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die. If you insist on making this terrible journey, you mnust

in fairness | eave himbehind." She | ooked at Junior, horrified. "But -- 1 can recover

him after -- ?" "If you are successful,” he said. "But, Ms. Kaftan

you have no guarantee of success. This is no ordinary person you seek; he is a
supernatural entity. You nay

never return fromsuch a journey."

"Suppose -- 1 place ny baby with a good fam |ly?" she asked with difficulty. "So that if I
don't -- don't return --

he will be well cared for?"

"That woul d be an expedi ent course," he agreed. "O

course you woul d have to take a l|actation-abate -- nent spell, and arrange to have him fed
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froma bottle

while -- "

"Then you will tell me how to reach Death?" "Then | will do that,” he agreed reluctantly.
"I did,

after all, make you a pronmise to help you when you

asked. "

She drove her carriage hastily to the farmof Cedric's

cousin, Pacian. Pacian hinmself was twelve years old, six years younger than Cedric, but
his parents were kindly folk with a strong sense of famly loyalty. Yes, they would board Juni or
he was, after all, their kin, a Kaftan. Pacian, a pleasant-faced | ad who reni nded her eerily of
Cedri c,

wel coned Junior as a little brother

Then, with confused enotion and nore than a tear or two, she returned to the college,
where the Prof woul d show her the way to Death.

There was a snmal|l | ake beside the college, and they had taken an ol d, unseaworthy sail boat
and spruced it up for the event. Its | eaks had been tenporarily caul ked, and its sail was | ashed
in position. This craft could proceed only one way: directly before the wind. But physica
direction didn't matter; spiritual inpulse was what counted.
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The smal |l deck was piled with kerosene-soaked brush. A single spark woul d render the boat
into a bonfire in an instant. The sail was charcoal black and painted with a picture of a bl eached
skull and crossbones: not the synbol of piracy, in this case, but that of Death. |ndeed, this was
a deat hboat .

Ni obe stepped onto the pier. She wore her nost el egant bl ack evening gown, wth black
gl oves and slippers, and her flow ng honey hair was bound by a black ribbon. There was a nurnur of
awe fromthe assenbl ed coll ege students, male and femal e, as she appeared, and she knew that she
had never been nore beautiful. The anti-lac spell had halted her production of nother's nilk, but
her breasts renmained quite well devel oped.

The Prof stood at the end of the pier by the boat. He | ooked old and hunched, and his face
was as pal e as bone. "Ah, lovely wonan, it is a horror you face!" he nmur -- nured. "Are you quite,
quite sure -- ?"

"If Cedric dies, what life is there for ne?" she asked rhetorically. She braced herself
against his armand stepped onto the boat. It wobbled in the water, and she hastily sat down.

"Perhaps we shall neet again,” the Prof said.

"Of course we shall," she said and bl ew hima kiss. She knew he had done his best and she
trusted his magic. But her expression of confidence papered over a nobn -- strous dread within her
akin to that of the fourth face of the water oak tree. She felt like a deer stepping out before
the rifle of the hunter. It was in this sense a season for the shooting of deer, and the huntsnan
was Death him-- self.

"Renenber,"” the Prof cautioned her, "you can junp off, and a swmer will rescue you." He
gestured to three husky young nmen in swinsuits standing alertly at the shore.
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"And forfeit ny |love?" she asked disdainfully. "I shal
not junp."

"Then God be with you," he said, and it was no casua

expression. He closed his hands together in an attitude of prayer and lifted themtoward
t he cl oudy sky.

VWhere was God when Cedric was shot? she wondered.

But she smiled. "Cast off, please.™

The Prof bent down and lifted the rope fromits noor -- ing. The breeze caught the sai
and the craft noved out into the |lake. Left to its own devices, it would in due course bunmp into
the far shore -- but she had a different

plan for it. She turned and waved to the folk on the shore behind.

Then she reached into her purse, brought out a big wooden match, and struck it against the
hard surface of

the deck. It burst into life.

For a monent she held the little flame before her. Then she clanped her lower |ip between
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her teeth, closed her eyes, and flung the match forward into the brush. If it did not ignite this
ti nder, would she have the courage to try

it again?

But it caught, and in a nonent there was the crackle

of spreading fire. She opened her eyes, and saw the flame and snoke pouring up. The fire
did not spread instantly;

it took several seconds to infuse the full pile. Then it in -- tensified, and the sudden
heat of it snote her body. The sail caught, and becane a bright col um.

Now was the tinme to junp, before fire surrounded her. She was tenpted. Then she thought of
Cedric, lying crit -- ically ill on the hospital bed, and her resolve solidified. She stood, held
her breath, and wal ked directly into the

confl agrati on.

Cedric! Cedric! she thought as the flane engul fed her

/ 1ove you!

Her dress caught fire, and her hair shriveled, but she took one nore step, bracing herself
agai nst the pain she knew was com ng

It cane indeed. Al her world becane fire. She inhaled, and the fire was inside her
searing her lungs and heart. The agony was exquisite, but she endured it, refusing to collapse or
even to scream Death, | amcoming for you

The boat was formed of flane, now The caul ki ng popped out and water spurted in, drenching
her feet. But the flane danced above it, and the snoke roiled about, as if fighting the water for
this living prize. N obe stood amdst it, her flesh burning, waiting for Death.

A figure cane. It was a great stallion, galloping across the surface of the water, bearing
a cl oaked and hooded nman. The horse cane to the boat and stopped, standing on the |ake. The nan
di smount ed and brought forth a scythe. He scythed the flanes as he would a field of tall grass,
and the flames were cut off at their bases, their tops falling to one side. A path was cl eared
through the conflagration, leading to Niobe. Death had arrived.

Thanat os paused besi de her and extended his skeletal hand. N obe took it in her own,
feeling the cold bones of his fingers.

Abruptly the pain of the fire abated. Thanatos |ed her along the scythed path to the pale
horse and boosted her up into the saddle, then nounted behind her. The horse | eaped into the
remai ni ng colum of snoke -- and through it, up into the sky.

Soon the stallion was galloping through the cl ouds above, his hooves sending little divots
of fog flying back. Then they energed to a scene above, where the grass was green and the sun
shone warmy. Ahead was a nmansion. They canme to it, disnmounted, and Thanatos gui ded her inside.
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A notherly maid hurried up. "You brought a nortal!" she exclained with surprise and
per haps indignation. "See to her restoration," Thanatos ordered gruffly.

"She is not one of mine."

The pain returned when N obe |ost contact with Than -- atos, but the maid hastened to
bring salve. Niobe's skin was charred bl ack, but where the salve touched, the nor -- nal flesh was
instantly restored. The naid applied it to Niobe's entire body and nmade her inhale its funes, and
then no pain remained. Niobe stood naked and whol e.

"My dear, you are beautiful!” the maid exclained, spraying sonething on the frizzled hair.
The hair grewrapidly until it too had been restored to its former gol den splendor. "Wy should a
creature like you try to sui -- cide?"

“I love him" N obe repeated.
"“Ah, love," the maid breathed, understanding. She brought a bathrobe and new slippers. It

seened that the salve could not heal N obe's incinerated clothing. "Than -- atos awaits you," she
said and showed Niobe to a sitting

room

Death -- Thanatos -- did indeed await her. He was like a stern father in his nanner,
despite his skull-face and skel etal hands. "You have done a very brave and foolish thing, young
woman, " he informed her disapprovingly. "You were not on ny list. | had to nake an energency

call for you."

"It -- it was the only way to get your attention," she

sai d, taking the seat indicated. "Thank you for com ng."

And she sniled. The skull itself seened to heighten its color, show ng

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (25 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:44 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

that Death hinmself was not inmmune to beauty. "It had to be done," he said gruffly. "Wen
an unschedul ed death occurs, the threads of Fate tangle."
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That was what the Prof had told her. There was a cer -- tain order in the universe, and
the Incarnations sawto its preservation. "l -- where aml|? |In Heaven?"

Thanat os nmade a derisive snort, despite having no flesh in his nose. "Purgatory," he said.
"The place of inde -- cision -- and of decision. Al the Incarnations are here."

"Ch. | -- haven't been beyond life before." She was sonewhat intimdated by all this.

"And what brought you, ravishing nortal maiden?”

"Ch, | amno naiden! | -- ny husband Cedric -- | have cone to beg for his life. | love

him*"

"W thout doubt," Thanatos agreed. He snapped his bone-fingers, and a servant hurried in
with a file box. Thanatos opened the box and riffled through the cards. "Cedric Kaftan, age
ei ghteen, to go to Heaven five days hence,"” he remarked. "A good man, not requiring ny persona

attention." Hi s square eye-sockets seenmed to squint at the card. "A very good man! He | oves you
wel | indeed."

"Yes. | nust save him You nust -- "

Thanat os gazed at her through the m dni ght frames of his eyes, and suddenly she felt a
chill not of death. It had not occurred to her before that the Incarnation mght re -- quire a
price for the favor she asked -- and what did she have to offer?

Then she thought again of Cedric, lying in the hospital, and knew that there was no price
she woul d not pay to have hi mwhol e agai n.

But when Thanat os spoke again, he surprised her. "Good and lovely nortal, | cannot do the
thing you re -- quest. | do not cause folk to die; | nerely see to the proper routing of the souls
of those who are fated to die. It is true that | have sone discretion; on occasion | wll post --
pone a particul ar dem se. But your husband is beyond

62 Wth a Tangl ed Skein 63

Pi ers Ant hony

post ponenent; to extend his life would be only to extend his pain. He will neither walk
nor talk again."

"No!" N obe cried. It was literal; her tears wet her robe. "He's so young, so bonnie!
love him™"

Even Deat h softened before that beauteous plea. "I would help you if | could," Thanatos
said. "To be In -- carnated is not to be without conscience. But the remedy you seek is not within
ny province."

"Then whose province is it in?" she denanded bro -- kenly.

"At this point, | suspect only Chronos can help him?"

“Who?"

"The Incarnation of Tinme. He can travel in time, when he chooses, and change nortal events
by acting before they occur. Therefore if he -- "

"Before the shot was fired!" she exclainmed. "So that Cedric is never hurt!"

The cow ed skull nodded. "That is what Chronos can do."

The strangeness of talking to the Incarnation of Death was fading. The renewed chance to
save Cedric recharged her. "Wiere -- how -- can | find Chronos?"

"You could search all Purgatory and not find him" Thanatos said. "He travels in tinme. But
if he cares to neet you, he will do so."

"But | nust nmeet with him | have so little tine -- "

There was a chine that sounded |like a funeral gong. "That will be Chronos now, " Thanat os
sai d.

"Now? But how -- ?"

"He knows our future. He is surely responding to the notice I will send himshortly."

A servant ushered Chronos in. He was a tall, thin man in a white cloak, bearing an
Hour gl ass. "Ah, Cotho," he said.

"Who?" she asked, confused.

Chronos | ooked at her again. "Ch, has it cone to that? My apology; it is happening sooner
than | hoped. In that case, you nust introduce yourself."
He had evidently m staken her for sonmeone else. "I -- | am N obe Kaftan -- a, a norta
she sai d.

woman,
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"N obe," Chronos repeated as if getting it straight. "Yes, of course. And you are here to -

-

"Here to save ny husband, Cedric.”

He nodded. "That, too. But that really is not wse."

"Not wise!" she exclained indignantly. "I love hinm"

It was alnpst as if she had struck the Incarnation. He blanched, but then recovered. "Love
is nmortal," Chronos said sadly. "It passes, in the course of tine."

"I don't care, so long as it passes naturally! Cedric is dying and he's not yet nineteen!"

Chronos shook his head. "I could travel to the nonent before his problem conmenced and
change the event -- but | hesitate. The interactions can extend far, and we interfere at peril to
the larger fabric."

"But | love him" she cried. "I nust save him"

Chronos gl anced at Thanat os, who shrugged. They m ght be Incarnations, but they seened
very much like nortal nmen, baffled by the hysteria of a nortal woman.

"But you see," Chronos said reasonably, "to change an event, especially this one, could
| ead to consequences that none of us would wi sh.”

Ni obe began to cry. She put her face in her hands, and the tears streaned in little
rivulets through her spread fingers.

"Perhaps a femal e Incarnation would handle this bet -- ter,"” Thanatos said, evidently
feeling awkward. Men tended to, in such situations; they didn't understand about crying. N obe
didn't like this situation much herself, but she couldn't help her reaction

"I will take her to Fate," Chronos agreed quickly.
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He cane to Niobe and drew diffidently on her el bow. "Please come with nme, ma'am"

At the sound of "ma'am"” the term Cedric had used early in their relationship, N obe burst
into a fresh surge of tears. She was hardly aware of Chronos taking firmhold other with his |eft
hand and raising his glowing Hour -- glass with his right. But suddenly the two of them were
zooni ng through the air and substance of the mansion as if they had becone phantons. That so
startled her that her tears ceased.

They phased across a variegated | andscape that was not the world she had known. Then they
homed in on the nost nonstrous web N obe could have imagined, its pat -- tern of silken strands
extendi ng out for hundreds of feet in a spherical array. In the center the web thickened, form ng
a level mat, and on this they cane to rest. "How -- what?" she said, amazed and daunted.

"My Hourglass selectively nullifies aspects of the chronol ogi cal counterspell,” Chronos
expl ained. "Ena -- bling me to travel -- oh, you refer to the web? Do not be concerned; this is
the Abode of Fate."

"Fate!" she exclainmed, realizing howthis mght relate to her. "It was Fate who determ ned
that Cedric -- "

"I ndeed," he agreed as they wal ked to the huge cocoon in the nmiddle of this resilient
pl ane. "She should be nore conpetent to satisfy you than | am"

"But -- this is a gigantic spider's nest!" she said.
He smiled. "I assure you, good and |ovely wonman, that Fate will not consume you in that
manner. She is -- much |ike you."

Now t hey were at the entrance. Chronos reached up, took hold of a dangling thread, and
pulled on it. A bell sounded in the silk-shrouded interior, and in a nonent a m ddl e-aged worman
cl ambered out of the hole, very spry for her age. "Wy, Chronos!" she exclained. "How nice
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to see you, ny backward associate!" Her gaze turned on Niobe. "And a nortal wonan who
shines |ike the moon!" She gl anced slyly back at Chronos. "What are you up to, sir?"

"Lachesis, this is Niobe," he said. "She cones to plead for the life of her husband, who

suffered a recent accident. | -- amunable to assist her in this."
Lachesis' eyes narrowed as if he had said sonething of special significance. Then she
studied Niobe with a cer -- tain surmse. "Cone in, child," she said at last. "W shall exam ne

your thread." She glanced once nore at Chronos. "You, too, honored associate."”

They foll owed her through the hole, which was a finely woven mesh-tunnel that opened into
a confortable inte -- rior. Everything was nade of web, but it was so thick and cleverly crafted
that it was solid. In fact, it was the ul -- timate in web -- silk. The walls were woven in a
tapestry that was a nural, show ng scenes of the world, and the floor was a rug so snmooth a person
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could have slept on it without a mattress.

Ni obe took a seat on a plush web couch, while Lachesis stood before her, set her hands
together, drew them apart, and | ooked at the lines of web that had appeared magi cally between her
fingers. "Ch, ny!" she exclained. "That is a strange one!"

Ni obe's brow furrowed. "Do you nean -- me?"

“I'n a noment, dear," Lachesis said, preoccupied. She |ooked at Chronos. "Tell ne, friend,
is this -- ?" she asked. Then she shimered -- and in her place was a worman of perhaps twenty,
quite pretty, with a ninbus of black hair, and cl eavage showi ng. Her dress was yellow, and very
short. Then she changed again, and was the md -- dl e-aged woman i n brown.

Chronos nodded slowy, affirmatively.
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Lachesi s seened di zzy. She plunped into another couch. "Oh, ny dear!" she exclained. "This
is a pretty snarl!"

"I don't understand,"” N obe said.

"Of course you don't, dear," Lachesis agreed. "Nei -- ther did I. But Chronos knew, of

course." She nopped her forehead with a bright silk handkerchief. "What am| to tell her, sir?"

"l suppose the truth, to the present," he said.

Ni obe was increasingly bothered by their attitude. "OF course the truth!" she exclai nmed.

Lachesis cane to join her on the couch, taking her hand. "My dear, truth can be a conpl ex
skein, and often painful. |I have |ooked at your thread, and -- "

"Look at ny husband's thread!" Ni obe exclained. "I nust save hinl"

Lachesi s di sengaged, put her hands together, and stretched anot her gossaner thread between
them "Ced -- ric Kaftan," she said as if reading froma text. "Hs thread -- " She cl apped her

hands together, causing the thread to di sappear. "Oh, ny dear, ny dear!"
"You really are Pate? You can save hinP"

Lachesi s shook her head. "I am Fate -- an Aspect thereof. | determine the |length and
pl acenent of the threads of human lives. 1 arrange for what befalls each person, in a general way.
But this is a special case -- a very special case. | cannot do what you ask.™

Now Ni obe's sorrow turned to anger. "Wy not?" she denanded. "You -- you arranged his
death, didn't you?"

"I arranged his death; 1 did not decree it," Lachesis agreed sadly. "I renenber the case
now. | did not want to do it, but | had to. Now, thanks to Chronos, | begin to understand why."

"Then tell me why!" Niobe cried. "I love him"

"And he | oves you,’
bring you further
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grief to know nore. Sonme deer nust die, that the herd prosper.”

Some deer! That hurt her anew, for Cedric had tried to protect the deer. "You refuse to
tell me?"

the woman returned. "More than you can know. My dear, it would only

Lachesis sighed. "I know how difficult it is for you to understand, N obe. You are a brave
and good wonan, and your love is great, but you are nortal. | would help you if | could, but 1
cannot." She raised a hand to forestall Niobe's objection."To a child, life seens a series of ar --

bitrary constraints; the child longs for the freedomof adult existence. But when the child
becomes adult, she finds that the constraints remain; they only change their nature, beconing nore
conpl ex and subtle. Even so, we Incar -- nations appear to have greater freedom of action than do
nortals -- but our constraints exist also, of a nature few nortals are equi pped to conprehend. |
can only assure you that a situation beyond your control and mine decrees that your husband nust
die. | can only say I'msorry."

"Sorry!" Niobe flared. "Sorry! \What possible justifi -- cation can you have for arranging
the death of a man as noble as Cedric?"

"I have two," Lachesis said. "One | may not tell you, and the other |I will not."

"Then send me to sonmeone who will tell me!"

Lachesi s shrugged. "Perhaps Mars; he is aggres -- sive -- "

"I will take her to him" Chronos said.

Lachesi s gl anced at hi m sidel ong again. "You have a special interest, Chronos?"

"I owe -- Cotho," he said.

Lachesi s nodded, knowingly. "It is a tangled skein we work from" she said. "A tangl ed
tapestry we weave. Thank you for informng nme, Chronos."

Chronos nodded and stood, and Lachesis stood, and they kissed briefly. This startled
Ni obe, but she was too
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distracted by the frustration of her own situation to pon -- der theirs.
Chronos took her el bow again, lifted his Hourgl ass,
tilted it -- and they were noving again, in their imuaterial

fashion. They canme to a mighty stone fortress, with arnored

turrets and enbrasures and battlenents and nassive walls. It stood on a nobuntaintop in
Purgatory and | ooked inpregnable -- but Chronos |landed |ightly before its main

gate. "Ho, Mars!" he called. A tiny w ndow opened. "He's at work," a hel neted

head said. "Down in France, you know. "

"Ch, yes, the war," Chronos agreed. He tilted his Hourglass again, and they slanted down
through the ground and the cloud and the air beneath. Looki ng down, N obe saw | ands and waters
passi ng by at supernatural velocity; she felt dizzy, and had to cl ose her eyes. Chronos mght be a
man, but he had astoni shing power!

As did Thanatos, she reflected. That business with the scything of the flanes, and that
magni fi cent horse, and a body nmade of bones without flesh that neverthel ess had voice and
strength. Lachesis, too -- that business with the threads, and the way she had changed nonentarily
to another wonman -- no nortal talent, that! They were all phenonenal beings -- yet strangely
hel pl ess to aid her. She sensed that all three of themreally wanted to help her, but were unable -
- and could not tell her why.

They sl owed as they approached the | andscape of France. At last they | anded at the edge of
a great trench, part of a nessy series of fortifications that seened to ex -- tend endlessly. This
was the frontline of the war, she knew -- the war that had drawn away nost of the eligible young
men and | eft her to marry a sixteen-year-old youth. She had cursed that war; now, perversely, she
bl essed it, for without it she would not have known Cedric.
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A man in Greek or Ronan arnmor -- she was not enough of a military scholar to distinguish
bet ween them -- stood between the trenches. This was evidently Mars.
"Ah, Chronos," Mars said, waving his red sword in greeting. "Wat brings you here -- with

such a lovely creature?"

"This is Niobe, a nortal. She cane to see Thanatos, to plead for her husband's life, but
the matter is conplex and we are able neither to help her nor to explain it to her."

“"Naturally not," Mars agreed as a shell detonated nearby. Shrapnel shot through the area,
but none of themwere hit. Niobe realized that there was a spell to protect themfrom such
i nci dental mschief. Power, indeed! "Mrtals are not equi pped to understand."

"Of course | don't understand!" N obe said hotly. "Fate pulled her string to seal ny
husband's doom and Death will come to take him and Tine refuses to change it! | can't say |
expect anything better fromyou!"

If she had thought to shame himinto some favorable action, she failed. Mars nerely
smled. "A woman after ny own heart!" he said, pleased. "A fighter. Al right, Chronos, |'m
curious too. | obliterate thousands in a sin -- gle battle, and there is scant justice in their
passing, and often great irony, and you other Incarnations tend to glance askance at ny work. So
why are you killing in seenmingly arbitrary fashion now? That is not normally your way. | should
think that if this woman had the cour -- age to brave Thanatos hinsel f, she deserves sone con --
sideration. Where is your chivalry?"

Suddenly N obe liked this gruff man better

Chronos touched his Hourglass -- and the world blinked. Now he and Mars were standing in
different po -- sitions, and the sun shone fromfarther along in the sky.

"You did sonething!" she accused Chronos. "You changed tine! Wy?"
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“I had to explain to Mars,
tal ked. "

"Why not explain to we?"

"Do not blame him" Mars told her. "He has reason, as has Lachesis. It turns out to be an
unusual case."

"Then you won't tell ne either. Mars?" she de -- manded. "You Incarnations nust fee
pretty big, teasing nortals -- " She was overtaken by tears of frustration, a sudden torrent.

"She does that," Chronos nurnured, enbarrassed.

"Ch, cone on, woman," Mars said. "I have delivered simlar tears to tens of thousands of
wonen, though none as pretty as you. What are you nade of ?"

A blind fury took her then. "And tens of thousands of sinmilar griefs to you, you unfeeling
ilk!'" she cried. "I hope you choke on your own sword!"

Mars smiled. "Lovely!" Then he sighed. "I will try to clarify it for you, in a genera

he said. "I nmerely set you forward half an hour, while we
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manner. You see. God and Satan are at war, and there are countless skirnishes, oc -- casiona
maj or engagenents, and some devi ous nexuses. W Incarnations favor God, who is the Incarnation of
Good. At tines it is necessary to make small sacri -- fices in the pursuit of eventual victory,
and it seens that your husband is such a case. Therefore, in the larger pic -- ture -- "

"A small sacrifice? Cedric?" she denanded. "I love him" She had said that many tines, and
would say it many nore, if it could get him back

"And he loves you," Mrs agreed. "Indeed, he has proved it. And it nmay be that because of
this sacrifice, our side will win the war. You should be proud.”

Suddenly she renenbered how Cedric had been before the shooting. Alnost as if he had
antici pated what was to cone. "He -- knew?"
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"He knew," Mars agreed. "He went voluntarily to that nission, and great glory accrues to
himtherefore. | salute him" And he raised his red sword.

Cedric had known he was going to die! Stunned by this realization, she hardly knew what to
do next. Then she stabilized. "Then | will take his place!" she said.

"You cannot," Mars and Chronos sai d together

"Can't |? What do you care? One way or another | will save ny husband, despite all of
you! "

Mars shook his head. "You had better take her to Ge," he told Chronos. "She will know what
to do."

Chronos took her el bow. N obe jerked it away, but he caught it on the second try. Then
they were flying again, |eaving the trenches of France bel ow.

"I think you're all a bunch of -- " she started, but couldn't think of a suitable
concl usion. These Incarna -- tions seenmed to be in a conspiracy of silence! Yet she remai ned
shaken by what she had | earned about Cedric, confirned by her nenmory. He had known, or suspected.
But why shoul d he have gone, then? It didn't make sense!

They cane to a dense copse of small trees. They passed through it in immaterial fashion
and canme to rest in a pleasant interior glade.

An anpl e woman sat on a chair shaped |like a toadstool. No, it was a toadstool, huge and
sturdy. There were flow -- ers in the woman's hair and they too were alive, their little | eaves
and roots showing. The worman's dress was green, forned of overlapping | eaves, and her shoes were
fornmed of earth that sonehow flexed with her feet without crunbling. This was surely the
I ncarnation of Nature!

"So you bring her at last to ne, you nefarious tine -- traveler,'
"Begone, you callous male; | will do what you could not."

"As you w sh, Gaea," Chronos said, seening relieved. He tilted his Hourglass and
di sappear ed.
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Nat ure said to Chronos.

"You -- you knew | was com ng here?" N obe asked.

"Mortal woman, you have generated quite a stir in Pur -- gatory," Gaea said. "l suspected
t hose nen would muff it."

"But Fate -- Lachesis -- "

"Lachesis knows -- but cannot tell. And | will not tell either; trust the Geen Mther to
have sone discretion! In time you will understand. But | will explain to you what you need to know
at this tinme, and with that you will have to be satisfied."

"Gaea, 1 want to take my husband's place!”™ N obe ex -- clained. "Let himsurvive, healthy,

so he can have his career, and 1 will die!"
The Green Mother gazed at her with understanding. "Yes, of course you feel that way,
Ni obe. You are a wonman in |ove. But that cannot be."

"It must be! | would do anything to save him"

Gaea shook her head. "N obe, you cannot -- because he has already sacrificed hinself for
you. "

"He -- what?"

"You were the one Satan slated for early dem se, Ni obe. Your husband asked the Professor
about your bad visions, and the Prof, who is a pretty fair magician, in -- vestigated. He was

groom ng the young man to assume a chair at the college and wanted to be sure the background was
stable. He discovered the plot and inforned your husband. Cedric never hesitated; he went in your
pl ace. ™
Agai n, N obe was stunned. She renenbered her vi -- sions of dread. "He went -- for ne?"
"It seens that you are destined to be a real thorn in Satan's side. None of us can know
the details, of course, not even Satan, but he noved to elininate you. Satan has terrible power,
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and he is subtle and methodical; we other Incarnations did not realize. Al nost before we knew, it
was done. The envoy of Hell was | oosed -- but Cedric took the shot intended for you."

"How -- 2"

"The assassin was a hunter possessed tenporarily by a denon spirit. The denbn's orders
were to shoot the nortal who was singing at a particular oak tree, with a baby. Satan presuned
that woul d be you. That was the | oophole."

"It would have been!" N obe agreed faintly. "If Cedric had not --

"He | oved you," Gaea agreed. "And he knew that Satan wanted you dead. So he saved you and
bal ked Satan at one stroke. Sel dom has a nobl er deed been done."

"But if I -- "

"You cannot make a nockery of your husband's gallant sacrifice," Gaea said. "You nust
accept the gift he gave you, and do what he has enabled you to do."

“I -- but | don't know what -- "

"That is what we may not tell you, though it is little enough we know ourselves. But it is
enough for you to know, now, that Satan himself regards you as a dangerous eneny, and surely he is

correct. Live -- and you will dis -- cover your destiny in due course."

Ni obe realized that her quest had cone to nothing. Ced -- ric had already done for her
what she had thought to do for him She had no choice, now, but to accept.

She stunbl ed out of the glade, through the thickly grow -- ing saplings, and energed --
besi de the water oak near her hone. The hamadryad recogni zed her and waved.

"Ch, Cedric!" N obe exclainmed. "/ was the deer to be shot -- and how great was your |ove

for mel Now | nust let you diel"

Then she lifted her tear-streaked face to the sky. "But | will avenge you, Cedric!" she
swore. "Sonehow | will nake Satan pay!"

She sank down beside the tree, and cried against its trunk, while the dryad wung her
hands. 0 Cedri c!

4

CLOTHO

The foll owi ng days were unpl easant, despite the grief -- abatenent spells she was using.
They nmerely dulled the cutting edge of her sorrow, but did not -- could not -- should not! --
provide happiness in its stead. They enabled her to function in a superficially normal manner, but
bel ow, in a cavernous depth of despair, the agony re -- nained. There was only so nuch that magic
coul d do.

Ni obe went to the Prof and asked why he had not told her what Cedric had done. "Because he
forbade ne,” the man replied sadly. "I hoped -- by interceding with Death,

you mght -- but -- "

"The nmurder was willed by Satan," she said. "It was

too late. One of us was dooned."
"He insisted that you be saved," the Prof said. "1, selfish as 1 am wanted himfor the

coll ege. He had so much potential! But he -- and evidently Satan! -- believed that you were nore
inportant, and | could not refute that

case."”

74
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"He was the one with all the prom se," she agreed. "Cedric was worth two of nme. | have no
idea what | can do to justify nmy survival. But for his sake | will carry on, raise our son, and

seek ny retribution against Satan. If the Prince of Evil suspected that | would cause himtrou --
ble, he has surely guaranteed that | will do so now" But once nore she was overtaken by tears.

She felt so des -- olate! Her narriage to Cedric had been, to a large extent, promse -- the
promi se of his maturity. The promise of the life they woul d have together as two adults. They had
just begun to taste that joy -- and now it was gone.
She went to the hospital in the city, where the doctor still labored to hold life in
Cedric. "Let himgo," she said. "I love him | will not et himsuffer longer." And she ki ssed her
husband' s unresponsive lips, and wet his face with her tears, and turned away. "May you have | oy
in Heaven, ny bonni e boy," she whispered. "May | join you there -- when ny business here is done."
She went to Cousin Pacian's parents' farm where Jun -- ior had been boarded for severa
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days. Junior saw her -- and burst into tears. She picked himup, in tears again herself, and held
hi m cl ose.

"But he was doing so well!" Pacian protested. "He was having a good tinme here, honest!"”

"Of course he was," Niobe agreed. "It's just that once he saw ne, he realized how he
mssed ne. It's a natural reaction." But what, she wondered bl eakly, would be his reaction to the
per manent | oss of his father?

| ndeed, once reassured. Junior returned to his play with Pace, and it was obvious that the
two |iked each other, the baby and the boy, though about twelve years sepa -- rated them It was
nmore than kinship. "You are a truly wonderful family,"” she told themas she departed with Junior.
"1 can never thank you enough.™
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"Bring himback to visit soon," Pace said, hiding a tear of his own.

Ni obe nullified the anti-lac spell and nursed Junior -- but he quickly turned colicky and
screanmed in pain, and she realized that her grief for Cedric was in her blood and in her mlKk,
poi soni ng her baby. She had to restore the spell and prepare a formula and return himto the
bottle. She felt guilty doing it and less a nother, but perhaps it was for the best. Certainly she
had no right to inflict her pain on him

And | -- will cry -- she sang to herself. /'// cry when the wetlands are dry. It had new
nmeani ng now, it was as if her own drying-up was an echo of the suffering of the forest wetl ands
when man interfered

She attended Cedric's wake, and N obe smiled duti -- fully, but she had no taste for
festivity. The ghost did hover near the corpse, reluctant to depart before the bur -- ial, despite
the burning candle and ritual eating of bread. No one could nake it depart until N obe herself
faced it and tearfully demanded an accounting. Then the ghost floated to her, touched her wet
cheeks, shook its head, kissed her with the touch of gossamer but also of nusic, and faded away.
It seenmed to be a nmessage of reassur -- ance, ironic in this circunstance.

Now it was over, and her life | ooned bl eak before her. Cone live with nme and be ny | ove,
she sang to herself, trying to renenber the feeling of being with Cedric, but she could not. She

knew, too well, that he was gone.

She set about fulfilling as much of Cedric's anbition as she could. She tal ked again with
the Prof to see whether it was feasible to develop a spell to enable the deer to shoot back, but
he said that such magic was beyond his ability. "The magi ci an who acconplishes that will be a
master,"” he said.

Cedric's death did acconplish sonmething useful: the suspicion that the devel oper had done
t he deed turned out
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to be unfounded, but |ocal sentinent was now so solidly against the project that all such
pl ans were cancel ed. Per -- haps Cedric had known that this would be a side effect of his
sacrifice.

There was a death settlenment on Cedric which I eft her economically confortable for the
time being, but she also returned to her weaving, producing fine tapestries for sale. She kept
hersel f' busy -- but though she had |ived nostly alone for two years while Cedric was in coll ege,
this wasn't the same. That had been tenporary; this was pernanent. Now she knew he wasn't com ng
home, and that hurt constantly. It was a tunnel with no light at the end.

I ncreasi ngly she thought about her trip to Purgatory. She had met five Incarnations --
entities she had hardly believed in before. She had seen sone of their powers and realized that
there had to be nore that she had not seen. They had pleaded inability to do what she asked -- but
t hey had enormous abilities nevertheless. What did they do when they weren't talking with visiting
nortal s?

She had no Ilife here on Earth, really. Even Junior would be better off with his cousin's
fam ly; she knew that. He was her baby; she loved him But she had no illusions about the |ong-
termlife she could provide for him al one.

She went to the water oak, set Junior down to play with the hamadryad, and explored the
regi on near it where she had energed from Gaea's honme. As she had expected, it was now nerely
brush. The magic was fromthe other end. She could not get to Purgatory this way.

Nei t her coul d she use the route she had used before. When she had had a living love to
sal vage, she had been able to face the prospect of incineration in a burning boat -- but she had
no |l ove to sal vage now. She needed to find another way.

But what did she have in nmnd to do there, once she got to Purgatory? R de Death's pale
hor se? Zoom about
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the cosnmos behind Chronos' traveling Hourglass? The fact was, Cedric was not in Purgatory,
either; it would be just as lonely there as here on Earth.

She gl anced at her baby, now asleep, lulled by the dryad's soundless lullaby. O course
she wasn't entirely lonely; she did have Junior. He was of Cedric's blood, and that was an
enornous confort. But -- he was only a baby.

I ncreasingly, as the days passed, another enotion rose in her -- her need to be avenged on
the true perpetrator of this outrage: Satan. She wanted to find sone specific way to inplenment her
vow. The Incarnation of Evil had sought to kill her, and instead had destroyed her happi -- ness.
She knew that if she had been the one to die, Ced -- ric's fists would have sought the hide of the
one respon -- sible, though Hell barred the way. Instead he had chosen to save her. Could she do
| ess for her husband than he woul d have done for her?

But how could she do it? She was only a nortal woman, caring for her baby, while Satan was
the ultimate bastion of evil. She had no way to reach him and no way to prevail if she could
reach him It was ludicrous to believe she could punish Satan -- yet that was her vow and her
need. Mars woul d have under st ood!

She continued to ponder, for this need was restoring sone purpose to her existence.

Qbviously Satan was nei -- ther all-knowing nor all-powerful, for he had nuffed the job on her
Al so, she nust have sone power he feared, for otherwi se he would not have tried to snuff her out.
What coul d Satan have feared about her? Surely he did not try to kill a person w thout

reason. He had to be a very busy entity, seeing to all the wongdoing in the world, constantly
wagi ng his war agai nst God and the other Incarnations. She had not thought of interfering in
Satan's designs before and was hardly a threat to him She was not smart |ike Cedric or magica
l'i ke the Prof;
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she had no great nuscles, only her beauty and skill with tapestries. Yet he had sought her
dem se -- now she knew her visions had been the first suggestion of that evil -- and the other
I ncarnations seened to agree that Satan had reason

So she did have sonme power -- if only she could ascer -- tain what it was. Power enough to
make Satan notice! Wat could it be? And why should the Incarnations refuse to tell her of it? She
knew they were not in |eague with the Prince of Evil! It seened to nmake no sense.

And Cedric -- why had he not sinply saved her fromdeath? Surely he had not been required
to go in her stead! He could have told her of the plot against her, and they coul d have gone far

away until the danger was past. Ced -- ric had had free will and had loved life; it just didn't
make sense for himto seek death.
But it had to nake sense! Cedric had been an extraor -- dinarily intelligent young nan

with a clear notion of his destiny. He had talked with the Prof and, instead of telling her, he
had sworn the Prof to secrecy.

The Prof! He had to know why! But she knew he would not tell her. Why?

For days she nmulled it over, debating with herself. She knew she was not nearly as smart
as Cedric had been, but she was sure she could solve this riddle if she kept at it. It was |ike a
code puzzle, with the letters of a sentence changed to other letters so that it seenmed to be
gi bberish. But the underlying pattern remained, and bit by bit the letters could be corrected
until the original sentence was restored. She had a number of hints, if only she could understand
their application.

Bit by bit, she pieced it together. Satan feared her -- so she nust be nore than nortal
The Incarnations knew of her, and Chronos knew her personally; he had called her d otho. She had
al nost forgotten that, but now in her deliberations it came back. Chronos had al so seened to

80 Wth a Tangl ed Skein

have a personal interest in her welfare; Lachesis had re -- marked on it, and certainly he
had gone out of his way to help her. He had junped her ahead half an hour so that he could explain
things to Mars, who had then agreed. Yes, Chronos had known her -- but the others had not. How
could that be? Didn't the Incarnations work to -- gether? Well, presunably each focused nostly on
hi s-her speciality; Chronos nmight know people the others didn't. Yet Lachesis had acted as if it
were nmore than that. She had shi nmered and changed into a young, lovely form then back, and
Chronos had nodded. He had confirmed --

what ?

Al so, Lachesis had called Chronos "nmy backward friend." That had obviously not been an
insult. Wiat did it nmean? Chronos was not backward, either physically or magically; his power had
been as great as any. In fact, Gaea had called hima nefarious tine-traveler

But backward al so neant to travel in reverse, as in a person wal king backward. Yet Chronos
was not fixed on the past; he seemed rather to know sonething of the fu -- ture.
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And then it cane to her: Chronos, the Incarnation of
Time, could travel backward in tinme! He could know the future, having been there and back
In fact he could have cone originally fromthe future!

He coul d have seen Niobe there first -- then recognized her here in the present. He had
known her as d otho. But who was Cl otho? The name did have a certain famliarity.
She concentrated, focusing on it -- and placed it. The Incarnation of Fate had three

aspects: Cdotho, who spun the threads of |ife; Lachesis, who nmeasured theny and

At ropos, who cut them

Chronos had remenbered her as an Aspect of Fate! She sat perfectly still, shocked at the
inmplication. Her -- self -- N obe -- as Fate? How was it possible? Yet it ex -- plained so nuch:
the diffidence of the Incarnations and
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Satan's effort to elimnate her. As Pate she could indeed interfere with Satan! She wasn't
sure how, but was sure she could. Those Incarnations had their special abilities!

Yet if that were so -- if it could be so -- why hadn't they told her? The questi on brought
the answer: they hadn't known, except for Chronos -- and they didn't want Satan to know. It m ght
be that if they had told her, that would have changed it so that it wouldn't cone true. A paradox.

But Satan had known! O had he? Could Satan see the future? He was the Incarnation of

Evil, not of Tinme; his foresight had to be relatively limted. Mre likely he had some crude

di vination, sone indication that she was going to cause trouble for him or at |east had the
potential. So he had struck at her. And the Prof, reading the same di -- vination, or interpreting
her visions -- which suddenly fell into place in this connection! -- had told Cedric, and Ced --

ri ¢ had done what he had done.

But, again -- why hadn't Cedric sinply told her. so she could avoid it? Wiy had he died,
then come to her as a ghost with his gesture of encouragenent?

She westled that about and finally concluded that prob -- ably Satan's m ni on had been
told to go out and kill and, if bal ked, would continue to try, again and again, until at |ast
successful. Who could avoid a denmon-spirit forever? Distance would not have balked it; it would
have fl own wherever they could have gone, taken over the body of sonmeone there, and stal ked them
That woul d have been a sustained horror, with only one ending. But once it com-- pleted its

nm ssion by making the kill, it was done and would be no nore threat. Satan's minions did not
survive beyond their nissions. So Cedric had saved her by in -- terposing hinself, by abating the
denmon's inperative -- with his life. Cedric had not told her, so that neither Satan nor the denon

woul d know of the ruse. And so she would not screamand carry on and cry, forcing himto desist
fromhis sacrifice. Now it was done, and it seened that

82
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Satan was unable to attack her again. That one denobn nust have been all that the Prince of
Evil could spare. O perhaps he sinply hadn't checked and didn't realize that she hadn't died.

It did seemto fit together. It did account for Cedric's action -- and that was a perverse
but considerable confort to her. Cedric had acted to abate once and for all the threat to her so
that she could fulfill her destiny -- which was, apparently, to become an Aspect of Fate.

But how was she to do that? Again, she knew what the answer had to be. She would do it;
Pate would do it -- when the time was right. Wen, perhaps, she needed the skill of a nmistress of
weavi ng. Fate -- the ultinmate worker of thread! The ultimate weaver of tapestries.

Al'l N obe had to do was wait. She was probably safe as long as she did nothing to attract
Satan's attention to her. O course the Incarnations weren't talking; the fewer who knew a secret,
the better it was kept.

But now she had sonme hope. She could not bring Cedric back, but she could tackle Satan
Wien she becane Fate.

But what about Junior? Surely she couldn't take himto Purgatory! She would have to give
hi m up.

If Cedric had lived, she realized, none of this would have been possible. Had he known
that, too?

Perhaps he had tried to tell her at the wake: that he wanted her to do this, to assune the
office, that this was part of his notive. 0 Cedric!

She could not turn it down, now
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She continued about her routine, her grief slowy eas -- ing. She took Junior daily to
play with the hanmadryad, for he really | ooked forward to it and seemed to be learn -- ing
somet hi ng, though she was uncertain what. She worked hard to conplete her current tapestry, |est
it be forever unfinished if she were called suddenly away. She took Junior to visit Cousin Pace,
because now she knew that one day he would have to go there to stay. She did

not want to part with him but knew this would be nec -- essary -- and that it had better
be done sooner rather than later, to make his enotional transition easier. She quietly put her
finances in order, arranging for a trust fund that would pay a stipend to his guardian, so that he
woul d be no financial burden on others.

Weeks went by. Al nobst, she began to doubt. Then a fat letter arrived. It was addressed to
her -- but inside was a ticket to a city on another continent, with another wom-- an's nane on
it. One Daphne Morgan.

Ni obe | ooked again at the envelope. It was definitely addressed to her. She | ooked for the
return address and found none. The postnmark was indeci pherable. Evidently the wong ticket had
been inserted, but there was no way she could send this letter back

Wong ticket? Wiy should she receive a ticket at all?

Who was Daphne Morgan? Had she received sonething intended for N obe? From whon? Why? This
seened |ike total confusion.

Yet soneone had prepared the envelope, and mailed it. It could not be a conplete nistake

She thought about it. She nodded. "OF course!"

She bid farewell to the hamadryad, explaining that she would be going away for a while and
woul d not be able to bring Junior to the tree. The dryad didn't answer, but |ooked so sad that
Ni obe felt terrible. But this was a thing she had to do. "Maybe the famly who will be keeping him

-- maybe they will bring himhere," she said. "I'll ask themto."

The dryad snmiled, and Niobe felt better. She turned Junior over to Cedric's cousin's
famly. She had taken a null-grief spell, but still it hurt. "Once be -- fore," she told them "
boarded ny baby with you, un -- certain whether | would return. | amuncertain again.
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have arranged for regular noney to cover his expenses -- She coul d not continue

"He is kin," Pacian's father said gravely as his wife took Junior. That said it all for
these good fol k. The Kaf -- tans would do anything for kin and do it generously, with -- out
asking any return. N obe could tell by Junior's re -- action to themthat he had had | oving care
here. Wse indeed had N obe's parents been when they had her marry into such a famly

Ni obe felt her tears starting again. She kissed her baby farewel|l and ki ssed the good man
and good wonman, too, and Cousin Pace, who seemed stunned. At age twelve, he had never been kissed
by a truly beautiful woman be -- fore. "There is a tree, a water oak near our cabin," she said.
"If -- well. Junior has befriended the hanmadryad there, and -- "

"W will take himthere," Pacian said eagerly, and the others nodded.

Then Ni obe turned quickly away and returned to her carriage.

She rode directly to the train station, bought a ticket, waited for the train's arrival
boarded, and settled into her seat. She was on her way. She sobbed silently into her hanky.

In due course she was at the port city of Dublin. She presented the ticket she had been
sent, the one nmade out to Daphne Mdrgan, and it was honored wi thout question. She was provided a
first-class cabin, and her neals were covered. As Mss Mirrgan, she traveled in style. But what
woul d happen when she arrived at Mss Mrgan's des -- tination?

The ship got up steam and set sail. As it got out on the larger swells of the open sea,
the captain invoked the proper spells and the wind manifested and filled the sails. Some of the
passengers turned greeni sh as the continual sway got to themand |ost their appetite, but N obe
had
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sensi bly brought along a spell against notion sickness and had no trouble.

There were nmen aboard, of several generations, who seened to view her as approachable; she
declined po -- litely. "I ama recent w dow," she explained -- and then had to retreat to her
cabin as the tears welled up again. 0 Cedric!

Thus it was that, five days into the voyage, she had not made any genui ne acquai ntances.
She spent much of her tinme alone, reading. She m ssed her | oomand her baby and she tried not to
t hi nk about Cedric, w thout success.

She | ooked up from her book to discover a spider de -- scending by its thread. It reached
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the floor, then shim-- mered and becanme a human woman. "Lachesis!" N obe cried.

"Ni obe, do you understand what we ask of you?" Lachesis asked.

"To beconme -- part of you,"” she replied. "To be an Aspect of Fate. | amready."”

"But we nust be sure you understand conpletely, for this is no sinple thing. W are three,
but we have only one body. If you join us, you will never be alone."

"l have lived too |long al one!" N obe excl ai ned.

"Because we are three in one, there is no privacy or separate identity," Lachesis
continued. "No individual rights. Each must do what is needful for the whole, with -- out
exception. If, for instance, it is needful to dally with a man -- "

"Ch. You nmean -- ny body might have to -- "

"To indulge with nmy man," Lachesis finished. "The nost youthful Aspect generally bears the
onus of such endeavors, because of the nature of men, just as the nmid -- dle Aspect bears the onus
of househol d chores, and the ol dest perforns grandnotherly functions."

This set N obe back. She had never imagi ned having physical relations with any man ot her
than Cedric and
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hesitated even to conmence such inagination. "But what of the spinning of the threads of
life?"

"That, too," Lachesis said. "But you will have no trou -- ble there. A worman is not a
si ngl e- purpose creature, and nost purposes you are already prepared for. Qur use of the distaff is
merely nore sophisticated than what you have known before.” And in her hand appeared a gl ow ng
distaff, the short staff on which thread or yarn was w apped, "W have only to keep the skein
orderly; it is the social aspect that can be difficult."

Difficult indeed. The idea of being with another nman -- another wonan's man -- appalled
her. Yet she could see that it did have to be a consequence of joining with other wonmen, when
there were not enough bodies to go around.

"Suppose -- | decline?" "My dear, we do not force anyone to join us! It may

be different with a couple of the nmale Incarnations -- though of course there is no | aw
about that, only custom-- but we wonen are nore accomvodating. If you elect to remain nortal, you
will return to your prior life, and we will select another wonan for the exchange. But | confess
that we do like you, and not nerely for your beauty; sel -- dom does a nortal person have the
courage to approach

Thanat os as you did."

"I have no courage!" Niobe protested. "I had to do
it

"Ch? Why?"

"To save ny husband, the man | |ove!"

"And for love you went literally into the fire. If that is

not courage, it remains a quality we deeply respect.”

"And it was all for nothing!"

"Yes, it is an irony. W could not give you what you desired, then, and we offer you sone
of what you do not desire now. Yet there are conpensations."
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Ni obe knew she would burst into tears again if they remai ned | onger on the subject of what
she had desired;

she had to focus on new things. "Conpensations?"

“Inmmortality -- as long as you choose. Power -- as nuch as you can nanage. Purpose -- for
you wWill spin the ultimte threads of nan's exi stence. W are Fate."

Ni obe thought about returning to her former life -- with -- out Cedric. Then she thought
of inmmrtality, power, and purpose -- and the opportunity to seek to settle her score with Satan.
She woul d rather have had Cedric, but she really had no choice -- as Chronos had known. She was
destined to accept this role. "How do | join?" "Take ny hand," Lachesis said, extending it. Ni obe
took her hand. There was an odd sensation of flux. She felt sinultaneous |oss and gain. Then she
saw t hat Lachesis had changed to the form of the young, pretty wonan who had appeared nonentarily
in her Purgatory Abode.

Their hands separated. "Farewel |, Daphne," Lachesis said. "And wel come, N obe."
What ? Ni obe | ooked down at herself -- and di scovered she | ooked |ike Lachesis.
Yes -- you are with us now, Lachesis said silently to her. Your body has gone to Daphne --

the former Cotho. Be silent; your day is coming, while hers is done.
Ni obe was silent. She watched and |istened and felt, while Daphne turned about, verifying
her new separate -- ness, then faced them "Farewell, old friends," Daphne said, and her own eyes
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were bright with tears. "And thank you, N obe. You have given ne back ny life."
arms, and Lachesis enbraced her; this tine there was no transfer of personality.
Tell her she is welcone, N obe thought, feeling an al -- npbst overwhel m ng surge of

nostal gia. Her body~ -- changed to that other form-- gone forever

She opened her
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You tell her, Lachesis replied. Sonething shifted -- and N obe was back in her own form
Except that two other minds were with her.

She glanced in the cabin's mrror -- and there she was, as |lovely as ever, standing beside
Daphne. Fate had as -- suned her |ikeness!

"You are wel come. Daphne," Ni obe said.

Then, suddenly, she was crying uncontrollably. Daphne opened her arns to her, and they
hugged each other, the tears stream ng down both their faces.

At last they pulled apart, |ooked at each other, two conely young wonen, smled -- and
burst into tears again. For pity's sake! the third mind in her body grunbled. That was, N obe
realized, Atropos, the ol dest Aspect.

Eventual |y Ni obe and Daphne ran dry. "I can see you resenble ne," Ni obe said tearfully. "I
hope you have the very best of |ives ahead of you."

"I surely do," Daphne replied. "Fate pulled a thread."

They had to laugh at that. Then Ni obe turned the body back to Lachesis, who turned it into
the spider, and they clinbed ninbly up the thread to the cabin ceiling, on through the ceiling,
and up out of the steanship and into the sky, suddenly cruising with great velocity along a cable
extendi ng across the world. In a nonent they slid into their web-home in Purgatory and resuned
human form

"You will not need to learn the way things are by your -- self," Lachesis said. "W will
gui de you when you need it -- and routine honelife is nostly ny departnment any -- way. But you
will need to spin the threads."

First Lachesis introduced her to Atropos. The body assuned the form and the ol d wonan
went to stand be -- fore the mirror so that N obe could see her clearly through their eyes.
Atropos was in her sixties physically, with iron-gray hair, deep winkles, and an overl arge nose;
she | ooked |ike anybody's grandnother. "I lived a routine life
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on a goat farm" she said. "I helped ny husband mlk the goats and | cooked and washed and
bore four chil -- dren -- one of themdied of smallpox when he was eight -- but my two girls and
remai ni ng son grew up and married and noved away. | felt put out when they nade it on their own;
had, | confess, enjoyed running their lives. So | concentrated on ny husband and made himsell the
farm-- the market for goat's mlk was declining as the big cowdairies got established, though of
course their mlk could not conmpare in quality to what we produced -- and invest the proceeds in a
furniture factory. But we had been decei ved about its prospects; it went bankrupt, and we | ost our
Iife savings. My husband took sick, got con -- sunption, got pneunonia, and di ed broken-hearted,
and | knew it was ny fault; | should have |eft well enough alone. But neddling in other people's
lives was always ny predilection, and when Fate canme to ne and asked whether | wanted a rea
chance to neddle -- well, here | am |'ve been at it fifteen years, and |'m satisfied. And, |
trust, I amnot ending people's lives frivolously."

But doesn't Death -- Thanatos -- end people's lives? N obe asked in thought. She couldn't
tal k al oud when she didn't have the body.

"Thanatos sees to it that the souls of those who die go to their proper appointnments --

Heaven, Hell, or Purga -- tory. He nust judge the bal ance of good and evil in each soul, and tend
to the difficult cases personally. But / de -- term ne when each life shall end; | cut the
t hreads. "

You cut the thread of Cedric's life?

"I had to. He had arranged to take the place of the thread | was supposed to cut short, so
I had no choice. | do not have conpl ete autonony, especially when there are changes in the
exi sting tapestry. 1 do not act capri -- ciously. | nust operate within paraneters so that no
thread extends beyond its proper position, or ends too soon. (therw se the tapestry would be
distorted. "
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But why any thread? N obe denmanded. Why not |et good folk |ive?

Atropos forned a weary smle. "Child, that is a com-- non fallacy of nortals. They assune
that Death is the eneny and that everything would be all right if only they could live forever
It's just not true; the old nust pass that the young nay come into being. None of us would exist
today if our elders had not made place for us. So each thread of life is given its appropriate
term some being |onger than others, and each nust end as it begins, according to the pattern of
the tapestry. | sinply tailor the individual threads for the good of the whol e tapestry,
facilitating the greatest good. It is not for any single thread to decide its own place in the
tapestry! It would be disaster to live forever!"

What about the Incarnations? N obe still felt guilty that she should have such a future
reserved for her, while Ced -- ric, the one with the nost pronise, had been cut short.

"The Incarnations are imortal, but not forever," Atropos explained patiently. "W
mai ntain our lives without aging, as long as we hold our offices -- but we do not hold themfor
all time. We have variable terns. Your predecessor, Daphne, served for twenty-six years, dou --
bling her nortal life -- until she spied a situation that was too tenpting to resist. She found a
good man -- there's nuch to be said for a good man! -- and he needed a good wonan he woul d not
ot herwi se obtain -- and she sinmply had to have him So she has left the office. Now she will age
normal Iy, until | or ny successor cuts her thread, and she will nove on to the Afterlife.
Simlarly, the other In -- carnations change office, all in their own fashions. Than -- atos dies
when he becones careless and is slain by his successor; Chronos assunes office as an adult and
lives backward until the hour of his birth or conception -- | have never quite been certain which -

Backwar d? This was confirmati on of what she had sus -- pected. How can he associate with
ot hers?

"When you want to talk, here in the Abode, just take over the nouth," Atropos advised.
"When we are in the conpany of others, we maintain separation of identities, but we can relax here
at honme. But to address your ques -- tion: Chronos controls tine. He can reverse hinself in order
to converse with others, or he can reverse themto align with him for brief periods. At any rate,
immortality is not perfection, and we Incarnations do eventually be -- cone bored or tired, and so
we | eave office. Only in nor -- tality can the true guts of existence be experienced. Theo --
retically one of us might continue forever, but it has never happened, except in the case of God
and Satan, and I'mnot entirely sure about Satan.”

The ol d woman seened to have the answers. Things did seemto make sense -- but still N obe
coul d not accept the necessity other husband's death. "Wuld it have hurt the Tapestry so nuch,"
she asked, discovering that she could indeed assume control of the mouth without the rest of the
body, when Atropos permitted, "if Cedric had lived?"

Atropos shifted to Lachesis. "That is ny departnent, N obe," she said. "I measure the
threads of life, which nmeans | determ ne their approxinmate |length and place -- nment. | don't
actually weave the tapestry -- it is far too conplex for any individual mnd to conpass -- but |

set the threads according to the pattern and see that they are properly integrated. Mrtals tend
to blane Fate for their failings and fail to credit Fate for their successes, which is annoying,
but actually ny options are linited. The over -- all pattern is deternmned by the interactive
conprom se between God and Satan -- the nacrocosnmi ¢ bal ance be -- tween Good and Evil -- and we
other Incarnations sinply inplenent it to the best of our ability. Certainly there would have been
no harmif your beloved man had |ived;
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he was supposed to live. Then we were forced to substi -- tute your thread for his -- and

then to elimnate that too, for you are no longer listed anong the nortals, though they are not
aware of your departure. Let ne show you."

Lachesis gestured, and the mirror clouded, then opened onto an awesone scene. It was a
phenonmenal pattern in glowi ng colors, a Tapestry as wide as the world, with threads in their
myriads like stars in the nocturnal welkin, formng a pattern of such marvelous intricacy as to
baffle the m nd of the behol der. N obe had never seen a tapestry as magnificent as this; she
sinmply stared, entranced.

"Your thread, and Cedric's, are approximately here," Lachesis said, using the distaff to
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point to one section, which expanded obligingly to show a better definition. It was |like
descending to Earth from Purgatory, watching the continents expand until they |ost their cohesion
only this was not |and but the enornous and splendid Tapestry of human exi stence. The |ine of
color that Lachesis in -- dicated becane a mghty river of threads, and these con -- tinued to be
magni fied until at last the individual threads showed |ike cables, each in its separate region
"To this side is the future, and to this side the past," Lachesis continued. "The present is the
preci se center of the image; as you can see, it is noving."

| ndeed, the cables seened to be traveling toward the "Past" side, so that the center
drifted steadily toward the future without actually noving. The Tapestry was like a river flow ng
by. Niobe had to blink and blink again to avoid being nesnerized -- but this was futile because at
this monment Lachesis had the body and control of the eyes.

Lachesis indicated two cables in the near past. They converged fromdifferent parts of the
Tapestry and |inked, tw ning about each other. "Your narriage to Cedric," Lachesis said. The two
continued on, separating a little to show when he went to coll ege, and touching agai n when
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she visited himthere. There was a sparkle at one point, and N obe blushed in her mnd
when she realized that was their first |ovenaking, a significant point in their rela -- tionship.
Then, after a bit, a newthread started, tied in to theirs: Junior's conception or birth. Then the
two maj or threads exchanged pl aces, and Cedric's ended. There was his death -- in lieu of hers.

Finally her thread separated fromJunior's and faded out. It was not cut off; it just
became obscure. Her as -- sunption of the Aspect of Clotho. Its texture changed:

Daphne. N obe's nortal flesh had not left the world, only her spirit.

"So you see, the Tapestry now has one thread where there were two," Lachesis concl uded.
"And that one dif -- fers. We have tied it in in such a way that no one who does not inspect this
region closely will realize that any change occurred. But the Tapestry as a whole is basically
unchanged, no cohesion |lost."

"But Cedric -- "
"I ncarnations do not nake policy. W conjecture that Satan anticipated your assunption of
the Aspect and sought to prevent it. In that he failed -- but there generally is a cost when one

foils the Prince of Evil.'

"Then Satan can force nortals out before their time?"

Lachesis sighed. "Niobe, our firmanent is not perfect. God and Satan nade a Covenant
of ol d*that neither would interfere with the operations of nortal humanity. The idea is that each
soul is given its chance in life, to nake of it what it will, and those who prove they deserve to
be in Heaven then go there, and those who deserve to be in Hell go there. Al of nortal existence
is merely the prov -- ing ground for the classification of souls, which is one reason why eternal
mortal life cannot be permitted: it would clog the Tapestry and interfere with its function. But
t here was one | oophole.™
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Lachesis turned away fromthe mrror and went to the Abode's kitchen to fix a nmeal. N obe
was half afraid that the larder of this spider's den would contain some huge, juicy fly for
consunption, but the food was nornmal. She realized that Fate, unlike some of the Incarnations, did
not have a household staff. As a woman -- or three wonen -- Fate preferred to do for herself.

Ni obe ap -- proved.

"CGod, as the Incarnation of Good, naturally does what is right; He honors the Covenant,"
Lachesi s continued as she worked. "Satan, being the Incarnation of Evil, nat -- urally does what
is wong; he cheats. So Satan is con -- stantly interfering in the affairs of nortals, yanking the
t hreads about, generating no end of mischief. W other |ncarnations, who are supposed to be
neutral, nust thus oppose Satan, just to get our jobs done. So the answer to your question is:
Satan shoul dn't take out nortals before their time, but he does. We try to prevent this -- but
your own case is an exanple of the problenms we encounter. It is no easy thing to deal with
determned evil, as we all know to our cost. | amsorry; we would have saved you and your husband
if we could, but Satan has agents in the Purgatory Adnministration office, and he has absolutely no
scrupl es. Your husband's death is a miscarriage of what was supposed to be -- but it happened."”

And with that N obe had to be grudgingly satisfied. It strengthened her resolve to nake
Sat an pay. Sonehow.

vom
It took a few days for Niobe to get into the routine. She | earned how to travel on threads
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she flung out magically at will so that she could slide quickly to any portion of the globe. These
were travel -t hreads, not the sane as the threads of life; they appeared when needed and vani shed
when done. She | earned how to generate the ' 'Read Only" threads between her fingers for spot

checks on individual lives, though she could obtain only a fraction of the defi -- nition that
Lachesis could; it was a skill that went with the Aspect and experience. She | earned how to change
into spider formfor special occasions. As Fate, she had an affinity for the web weavers, and no
spider would pro -- test her presence in its web or her intrusion onto its hunt -- ing ground. In

fact, spiderwebs were convenient |anding places when she travel ed; she could slip to one nuch
faster as an arachnid, then change to human form for whatever task required her attention

She gai ned confidence: she night appear to be a weak woman, but an invisible net of web
surrounded her, mak --
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ing her invulnerable to any nortal attack. She |earned where the Purgatory Adm nistration
Bui | di ng was, and who the key personnel were. These were not Incarna -- tions, but lost souls --
peopl e whose bal ance between good and evil was so exactly even that they could not be relegated to
ei ther supernatural realm They seened like ordinary folk, which of course they were, and quite
solid, which they were not. They were really ghosts, able to act only here in Purgatory. And she
| earned to spin souls.

But first she had to fetch the raw stuff of souls, and that was no easy task. "lIt's in the
Voi d," Lachesis ex -- plained.
"The Voi d?"

"I n the beginning, the earth was without formand void. God created the world fromthe
stuff of the Void, and reality as we know it canme into being. But not all of the Void was used.
What remmins of it occurs at the edge of Purgatory, and no one can go there except you."

" VB 2"
"As O otho. Not even we two ot her Aspects of Fate can go there; we becone tuned out. This
is the one jour -- ney you nust nake al one."
"But I'mso new here! | know so little about any of this! |I can't -- "
"There is no one else," Lachesis said. "Do not be un -- duly concerned; it is not a

dangerous trip. It is merely a unique one."

She had to do it; it was a duty of the office. But she dreaded it. Her nightmare visions
of what was to happen at the water oak had proved to be well-founded; now she hesitated to go into
any truly challenging situation al one.

Lachesis took her to the edge of Purgatory. It |ooked quite normal and it was -- but it
was the boundary beyond which it was unsafe for any other person to go.

"And you and Atropos won't be with me, even in ny mind?" N obe asked uncertainly. She had
found she liked their conpany; it abated the grief in her nmenory.

W will be with you -- but unconscious, Lachesis replied in thought, for they were no
| onger at the Abode. It would have seened strange if any other person overheard her talking to
herself. Qur mnds cannot face the Void. But we know yours can, for Daphne went nmany tines. She
told us it becane easier each tine.

"The first, the worst," N obe agreed wanly. "And | nust seek the heart of it?"

Yes. Only there is the essence pure. Don't forget to play out the skein.

So she could find her way back. This tine a tenporary, vanishing travel-thread woul d not
do; she had to be guided by the Thread of Life itself. She certainly would not ignore that detail

She wal ked on along the road. If no one could go be -- yond this point, for whomwas the
road?

Sone do go beyond, Lachesis replied, nore faintly. Tolerances differ. But you rmust go
where no ot her goes.

"Ch? Who el se uses this road?"

Sone of the other Incarnations. Now Niobe had to strain to pick up the fading thought.
Mars, Gaea...lt was gone.

Ni obe wal ked on, and the road dwindled into a footpath through a dense forest. Evidently
t he vegetabl e kingdomdid not feel linmited! "The Incarnation of War," she nur -- mured. "And of
Nature. | wonder what business they have here?" But there was of course no answer. She was on her
own.

The forest darkened and the path narrowed until it was a vague ribbon through the gl oom
The trees becane op -- pressively large and close, as if seeking to encroach on the path and
squeeze whatever was on it. She did not
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recogni ze their types; they were sinply walls of rough bark, extending up until the

branching foliage closed over -- head, sealing off the Iight. But her eyes adjusted, and she could
still see. It was nostly her apprehension that was affected.
Nervously, she | ooked back. Her thread gl owed be -- hind, nmarking the way she had cone.

She was surprised to see that it soon curved out of sight; she had thought she was going straight.
But it was a confort to know she could not get |lost, and she continued to hold the distaff so as
to let the thread unwind. It was a thin thread, and she worried about its breaking. But she
rem nded herself that no one except Atropos could sever the Thread of Life and that there was no
one else out here to interfere with it anyway.

The path ended ahead. She stopped, dismayed, then realized that, though a sullen tree
bl ocked the way, it was possible to go around it. She squeezed on by -- and found another tree
bl ocking her off. It was just as if they were stepping in front of her, |ike aggressive nen. A
fal se inpression, surely! She squeezed around that one, too. Because the trees took up nore vol une
of space above, they could not stand trunk-to-trunk at ground | evel

They tried, however. Their roots spread out of the ground and interlocked, and their |ower
branches reached down. But there was al ways a way through, however tor -- tuous. The trees night
try to balk Fate, but could not succeed. Probably this path was so devi ous because it fitted
through the avenue of |east resistance, no straighter or broader than it had to be.

Then the trees seened to | ose cohesi on. They became m sshapen, with trunks either swollen
or shrunken, and their foliage --

She paused to blink and stare. The foliage was wong! It was no |onger green, but purple,
and the individual
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| eaves were formed into the shapes of stars or squares or triangles. How could that be?

Qoviously it could be, because it was. She noved on. The forest retreated fromthe path,
the trees beconming stranger yet. Now they were nulticol ored bl obs of wood and brush, and sone were
floating. Apparently the laws of reality were weakeni ng.

The path led her to a slope, and the sl ope becane steep. She wal ked al ong the contour, and
on her left a nountain stretched until the peak was lost in the brightness of the sun, and on her
right the slope continued down into a valley so deep as to give her vertigo. As she proceeded, the

sl ope increased until it was alnost vertical -- but her feet held the path, which was a | eve
niche cut into the slope. Then the sl ope above actually passed the vertical, and overhung the
path, while that bel ow becane under -- cut, so that the path was no nore than a | edge cut into a
horrendously leaning cliff. One nmisstep would send her hurtling down!

Ni obe had never been tim d about heights or depths, but this daunted her. Still, she saw
no reasonable alter -- native other than to continue on. It was, after all, sup -- posed to be

safe, and Lachesis and Atropos, her better two-thirds, would not have sent her to her doom Their
own identities were in simlar peril

But what did they really know? Apparently Daphne had never told them exactly what she had
faced here. Maybe it wasn't possible to convey the full effect -- or naybe the attenpt would cause
needl ess alarm After all, the soul substance had to be gathered, and this was where it was, so
there was no choi ce.

She wal ked on. The sl ope becane nore extrene, until the upper wall curved down over the
path and the |ower wall seened -to curve up under it; she was walking in a notch or groove cut in
the roof of a cave. There was no floor, just cloudy vagueness.
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Then the upper wall curved down until it was below the path, and the | ower seened to curve
above. She was wal king in the eye of a pinwheel! W could believe ge -- ography like this?

At length she enmerged fromthe strange configuration. Ahead was a river -- no, it was the
pat h, but --

She stopped and | ooked back. Behind her was the ver -- tical pinwheel, its walls spiraling

outward fromthe center, which was her path, and expanding in ever-greater sweeps, until she was
unable to trace themw th her eye. To the sides was open space, with a few faint stars wink --

ing. Before her was -- well, it started like a path, but con -- tinued |ike a stream She kept
trying to focus on it, but kept not succeedi ng.

One way to find out. She resuned her walk -- and the path softened. Soon she was sl oughing
t hrough muck. So she renoved her yellow cloak -- there was no nmandatory col or-codi ng, but it
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seened that Clotho traditionally wore yellow, Lachesis brown, and Atropos gray -- and laid it on
the path. Then she stepped into it, trying to bring as little nud along as possible. There was no
problem the nud did not adhere to her shoes at all. It was like soft plastic, slim and flexible

but cohesive, sticking only to itself.

She settled down cross-|egged, feeling exposed in her under-clothing, though there really
wasn't anyone to see. She set the distaff in her lap, stretched her hands out to either side, and
set her fingers in the stuff. She pushed off -- and the cl oak noved slightly forward. She pushed
again, and it slid farther forward. After several pushes, the cloak was sliding along well enough.

Then the current caught it, and she was floating on down the stream Her cloak forned into
a saucer - shape;

it made a decent if sonewhat clunmsy boat. She wasn't sure why it didn't collapse in on
her, but she wasn't sure about nmuch else in this region, either. She took hold of
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her distaff before it could spin out of her lap, and played out the lifeline of thread.

The streamcarried her by a floating tree, which now seened nore |ike an island, and on
through the starry sky. Perhaps it was a reflection in the water -- except that the only water was
the streamthat the path had becone.

Then the islands becanme big puffs of nondescript nmat -- ter, which fell apart into |esser
bl obs that in turn sundered, until she was in a great cloud of pebbles, and then notes, and then
snoke. The snoke dissolved, and she found her -- self drifting in nothingness.

She gl anced at her distaff, and discovered that her thread had al nbst run out. But the
stream had not yet run its course; it was carrying her somewhere, which neant that she had not yet
gotten where she was going. She couldn't stop now, but if she didn't, she would | eave her thread
behi nd, and she was pretty certain that would not be expedient. She had to have nore thread!

She considered a nonment, then di pped her hand over the side and scooped up a handful of
substance. It was like thin jelly or thick water. She stretched it between her hands, and it
thinned into a taffylike strand. Could she fashion a thread of this? Wiy not; it was part of the
stuff of the Void. It mght not be pure, but it mght do for this tenporary purpose.

It was awkward doing it barehanded; she really needed a spinning wheel. Mst yarn or

thread was spun into fi -- bers, ranging fromthe half-inch long cotton to the infi -- nitely Iong
silk; each type required its own special tech -- nique. The object was to render the fibers into a
continuous thread that could then be worked into what -- ever fabric was required. The essentia
process in this conversion was spinning -- which, very sinply, was the wi nding of fibers together

so that they becane the thread. It could be done by hand, and she knew how to do it. She was,
after all, a wonan.
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She had her distaff and spindle, but nothing to card or conb out the fibers. But this
stuff of the Void didn't seemto be fiber; it was nore akin to taffy. Presumably she could stretch
it out into whatever dianeter and length she wanted, and fix it in that form by spinning.

She experinmented. She stretched sone out between her hands, then used the distaff to take
up a crude skein. Wien she had what she wanted, she used the spindle to twist the Iine, and she

wound it fairly tightly on the spin -- dle. The trick was to stretch and tw st and coil in just
the right manner to produce an even, strong, and fine thread. This stuff was unlike any she had
wor ked before, but N obe had excellent coordination and experience. If any -- one could do it, she
coul d.

I ndeed she coul d. Her body | ooked and felt exactly like the nortal one she had |eft
behi nd, but she was C otho now, and had magic. Under her will and guidance the stuff of the void
spun into crude thread, and this she spun onto the end of the thread she had brought wth her
extending it. Now she could safely continue.

At last the cloak drifted to a halt. At |east, so she judged; she had no externa
reference points, but she no longer had to play out the thread. This, evidently, was the heart of
the Void, where she had to collect her nonth's supply of soul substance.

She had no container, so she used her skill again. She took a handful of the stuff she
floated in, and processed it in the way she had the river. This was al nost intangible, so she
seenmed to be going through the notions, spinning in a vacuum But she felt a slight resistance and
had faith she was succeedi ng. Soon she had sone crude substance on her distaff: her skein of soul
She didn't know how much she needed, but knew she coul d conme back for nmore when she ran out. This
had not been as bad as it might have been
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Now she had to get back. She had drifted to this region, as it was the natural direction;

things always drifted to -- ward entropy. Now she had to go against the current -- and how was she
to do that?
First she tried the obvious -- and it worked. She hauled on her lifeline thread. She and

her makeshift boat noved readily forward as she haul ed; she seened to have no inertia, no

resi stance. And she realized nowthat in the Void inertia was as basel ess as natter; the rules of
matter were unformed, here. Her thread was now her only con -- nection to the material frame -- if
it was fair to call Pur -- gatory that -- so she was actually hauling herself in to her anchor

She hadn't needed the thread for finding her way, but for maki ng her way.

The floating bl obs reappeared, and the river becane nore evident; it was a runofffrom
organi zed matter, flow -- ing fromthe organized to the disorganized. She had had to get beyond
it, because the river was polluted by sone aspects of organization. For new souls, the substance
had to be as pure as she could nmake it; Lachesis had stressed that.

She reached the mucky portion of the stream and fi -- nally had to get out and slough to
the solid path. She was reentering contenporary reality.
"H , babe."

Ni obe junped. Soneone was there, standing in the path, where no person could be!
"l see you are surprised, sweets,"” the figure said. He was hazy in outline, but seemed

famliar.
"No one -- can be here," she faltered. "Except Mars, or CGaea, or -- "
"Or Satan,"” the figure concluded. "Were God can go, so can Hi s Nenesis."
Her whol e body stiffened. This was the Prince of Evil -- the one who had arranged for her

deat h! The one she
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i ntended to punish -- sonmehow. "I hate you!" she ex -- clained.
The figure laughed. "OF course, you phenonenally lovely creature! | amthe Incarnation of
all Evil, and hate is far fromthe least of evils! Did you realize they have issued a postage

stamp in My nane? It says HATE -- HATE- HATE- HATE- HATE! Al ready you are coming into My bailiw ck!"

This gave her pause. It was true; when she indul ged herself in hate, she drew closer to
Satan, even though it was Satan she hated. A treacherous situation indeed! She really couldn't
afford to hate him

She realized ruefully that Satan had scored agai nst her at the outset. It was his
advant age. "What are you doi ng here?”

"I need to clarify certain matters, sugar, as we shall doubtless be interacting
henceforth.”

She couldn't help herself. "Wy don't you clarify why you killed my husband!"

"That is precisely why | have conme here, luscious plum" Satan said. "It is known to M
that you have sonme m sunderstandi ng about that matter, and it is not neet for confusion to exist
bet ween Incarnations."”

"I have no m sunderstanding! You interfered in nmy lifel"

"Not so, sweet rose! | specialize in evil; | understand its workings better than any other
entity does. Evil is everywhere, to greater or |esser degree, except perhaps in God, who is,
frankly, naive in this matter. Let me show you the evil that is in the other Incarnations."”

Ni obe hurried along the path, poking her distaff forward to nove Satan out of the way, but

he fl oated back without noving his legs. He was sinply fixed in place in relation to her, like a
m rage. She could not escape his attention. "I -- won't listen to this!" she exclained. "The other
In -- carnations aren't evil!"
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"Evil is as evil does, love," Satan said. "Fromyour contaninated thread on, evil lurks in
every nortal crea -- ture, and it is not necessarily expunged by Incarnation."

"Contami nated thread!" Ni obe exclained. "I just fetched it fromthe purest essence of the
Voi d!'"

"Purity does not exist in the Void, delicious thing," Satan said. "Only chaos. Wat you
have is virtually pure entropy -- that is, conplete disorder. Wien you spin it, you are inmposing
order -- your brand of order -- on the purest chaos you can obtain. That is because you want to

define its order conpletely, with no contam nation by order from any other source. But because
chaos is com-- plete, it excludes nothing, not even a sm dgeon of order. You are necessarily
working with inperfect substance, 0 heart's desire; in fact it is that contam nation of order that
enables you to spinit. Wthout that, you would not be able to get a grip on it. But that is only
part of it. That substance is a m xture of good, neutral, and evil, and it is inpossible to tel

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (43 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:44 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

which will prevail in the end. There -- fore we run it through the ultimate test for its bias: ani
-- mated free will."
Ni obe was trying not to listen, but not succeeding. The voice of Evil was insidiously

conpelling. "I"'mmaking this thread for life!"

"Exactly, darling. Aninmated free will -- otherwi se known as life. By the tinme each nodi cum
of this soul substance runs its course, the nature of its individual bal -- ance between good and
evil is known, and final order can be achieved. Eventually the last of the Void will have been
processed, and the entropy of the universe will have been reduced to zero. Al good will be in
Heaven, and all evil in Hell. The job will done, and the systemw || be shut down."

Ni obe was appalled. "All -- life -- just a -- a laboratory to classify the substance of
t he Voi d?"

106 Wth a Tangl ed Skein Piers Anthony 107

"I ndeed. Beautiful, isn't it? Just like you, cutie. On that day of final reckoning we
shall at last know which is dom-- inant: God or Satan. The score will tell."

"Then what am 1 doi ng here?" she denanded, feeling dizzy.
"You are initiating the sequence, honey," Satan said. "You are taking another spoonful of

chaos out of the Void. It is a good and necessary task. But evil is in your thread of life; were
it not so, we would not need life at all."

"Well, the Incarnations aren't evil!" she said stoutly. "You said yourself that this task
I'"mdoing is good."

"The task is good, to be sure, doll. But the Incarnations are human -- which is to say,

i nperfect. They have human anbitions, weaknesses, and |lusts."”
"Lusts!" she exclainmed indignantly. "What are you tal ki ng about ?"
“I"'mso glad you asked, precious." They were passing through the pi nwheel now, the

Incarnation of Evil still drifting before her like a specter, unavoi dable. He was beconi ng
clearer, and nore eerily famliar. "lIndeed the Incarnations do have lusts! They indul ge them on
occa -- sion with nortals, but this is problematical. You see, rav -- ishing one, the |Incarnations
do not age, physically -- but nortals do. It is difficult for an Incarnation to maintain a

rel ationship with one who constantly ages, particularly a ronantic connection. So it is better to
do it with another of his kind."

It had not occurred to Niobe that that sort of thing ex -- isted in Purgatory. Still
Lachesi s had nmentioned the pos -- sible use of the body; perhaps that was not nmerely an extrene
occasi on. She herself retained her grief for Ced -- ric and her anger at Satan for his connivance

in that. She knew from her personal experience already that nmuch of what Satan told her was true
I ncarnations did retain human passions.

"Unfortunately, scrunptious,"” Satan continued re -- lentlessly, "there are relatively few
I ncarnati ons, and nost are nale."

"Chronos, Thanatos, and Mars," Niobe said shortly. "And you."

"Those are the major ones. Sone would consider God to be nale too, though that really
doesn't matter. God is indifferent to nortal passions other than power.™

"The maj or Incarnations? There are others?" She was still trying to ignore him but he
kept intriguing her cur -- iosity.

"Didn't you know, sweet-buns? There's Hypnos, who is in charge of sleep, and Eros, in
charge of -- "

"Never mnd. Wat's your point?"

"My point, fair creature, is that there is a severe scar -- city of Incarnate young flesh
Gaea can of course assune any form she w shes, and she can be a lusty wench i ndeed, but she |acks
one quality that nost nales prize in a fe -- nmale."

He paused, as if inviting her query -- and N obe was hooked. She had to ask. "Wat quality
is that?"

"I nnocence, " he replied succinctly.

Ni obe mull ed that over. She could think of only one relatively innocent female in
Purgatory: the newest one. Herself. "Surely you don't nean -- "

"Consi der Chronos, beautiful," Satan said. "He |ives backward. He renenbers the future,
and doesn't know the past. Association with a nortal woman is, if you will excuse the expression
hellish for him They just don't understand."

"But he can change tine to coincide --

"For short periods, cutie. Not for long-term Which nmeans that if he wi shes to have a
|'iaison once a week without a hassle, he nust find a woman who understands his situation and is
willing to accommpdate him That
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means anot her |ncarnation. Gaea, or -- " Again he
paused, artfully.
"Are you inplying that / -- ?" she demanded indig -- nantly. Again she renenbered how

solicitous Chronos had been, and how understanding the other Incarnations had been during her
first visit. And how cl osenpbut hed. That gave her an abi di ng disquiet.

"Chronos surely renenbers," Satan said. "Wat is to

be, has been, for him"

She was becomi ng outraged. "And you claimhe -- | -- we -- that |I'm here because Chronos
wants -- "

"And the other Incamative nmales," Satan agreed. "Fate is known as an accommopbdati ng wonman.
But of course those males prefer her youngest and firnmest As -- pect, as perhaps your better two-
thirds have already ex -- plained to you."

Ni obe coul d not answer. She had been told. Now that notion was becomni ng much | ess
theoreti cal .

"You see, honeypot," Satan continued inexorably, "we Incarnations have to get along with
each other. W are too small a group, and our duties overlap; if we do not cooperate, the world
will revert to chaos and all will be lost. W are not antagonists; we are the several As -- pects
of the job. Fate cannot operate without Tine -- so it behooves her to keep himsatisfied, and she
has one exceedi ngly potent nechanismtherefor.”

"I can't believe that!" she cried, beginning to believe. "You may verify it very sinply,
roundheel s. Ask

Chronos. He renmenbers.”

"No!" she said. "I love Cedric! | will never -- " But she had already agreed when she
assunmed the office. What had she thoughtl essly gotten herself into?

"Ah, yes, Cedric. Your sacrificial husband, the boy wonder. Allow nme to clarify the story

on that."

"No!" she said, turning her face away. But she con -- tinued to listen
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"The Incarnations -- and not just Chronos -- wanted a new face and body and innocence in
Purgatory,” he said. "I nmean, even the sexiest and nost accommodati ng young woman -- and Daphne
was certainly that! -- palls after a few years or decades, especially when her body doesn't change
at all. Especially when her mnd gets too knowi ng. She's a good one to visit -- don't | know --

but not to stay with. The novelty is gone, and novelty is chronically in short supply in
Purgatory. So when C otho found a conpatible situation anong the nortals, she took it. She was
bored out of her gourd, as the saying will one day go, and -- "

"How can you know what a future saying will be?"

"Chronos uses expressions he remenbers fromthe fu -- ture, and sone of themare apt. At
any rate, trixie, the Incarnations did an informal survey of nortal flesh, and you were the
prettiest innocence they found, and your ability with | oomand distaff nade it even better. The
perfect unliberated, docile sex object! So they arranged to bring you in. That neant elinnating
your man."

This was appalling. She had to deny it -- yet could not. Satan m ght be the
personification of evil, but he was mak -- ing sense. Still, she tried to fight, weakly. "But it
was nme they -- you tried to kill, not Cedric."

"So they told you, cheesecake. But that was a ruse, to shift the blame to Me. After all
they could hardly have found a better surrogate for blame! So that you would agree to join. It
does, in that limted sense, have to be voluntary; you have to think you want it. They have to
renove the one you love, to |l eave you no further reason to remain nortal. They conveyed to your
i nnocent bonnie boy that you were the target, thus very cleverly tricking himinto doing exactly
what they wanted -- "

"No!" Ni obe cried |like a drowni ng woman.

"And it worked perfectly, as you know, trophy-piece. Now the nost desirable and i nnocent
norsel of a young
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worman on Earth is in Purgatory and available for duty. The Incarnations are already
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champing at the nether bit. | could hardly have done it better Myself -- but of course such evi
is Mne anyway, by definition. | suggest you relax and enjoy it, toots."
"Rel ax, hell!" she screaned.

Satan smiled. "Exactly."

She peered at himnore closely. Hi s inage had been slowy clarifying as they progressed,
and now at the verge of the forest he was at |ast recogni zabl e. He had assuned Cedric's form

"You utter cad!" she screaned, trying to push himinto a tree. "You have no right to -- to

He caught her hand. "Shall | kiss you, sweetlips?" he asked in Cedric's voice. "I, too,
find you desirable, and I can make you forget -- "

She struck at himwi th the distaff she had been re -- w nding. He ducked, and the thread
sprang out and settled about himin a tangle. "Get out! Get out!" she screaned.

Satan resuned his nornmal form and sighed. "Another tine, perhaps, when you have been
suitably broken in." He faded away, |eaving her with the tangle.

Ni obe stood and cried in rage and grief for sone tinme. Dam Satan! He had changed her
prom sing new exis -- tence into a tornent of savage enoti on.

But after a while she reasserted such cynicismas she could nuster. She detached the
tangl ed mass of threads, as they were fromthe borrowed section of the river, spun the ends

toget her, and resunmed her wal k. She was not a plaything of Fate; she had free will, and she could
| eave this position if she wanted to. They had expl ai ned that each |ncarnation, except perhaps
Chronos, had a trial pe -- riod in office, after which he or she was granted indefinite tenure if

sui table. She would sinply declare herself to be
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unsuitable and return to nortality. Certainly she would not serve in the -- the capacity
t hey want ed!

She wended her way through the trees, her tears drying on her face. Wat a nonstrous
conspiracy she had fallen into! To think that Cedric had died in order to nake her available for --

She was still furious as the forest retreated and thinned, and the path straightened and
became a road. She was back in structured reality, now -- and not one bit pleased.

VWat's the matter, C otho?

They were back! "You should know, you hypocrites!"” she flared.

She was nmet by a thought of anmazement. Wiy do you say that?

Ni obe | et |oose a torrent of why.

Wait! Wait! We can't assimlate all that! W can feel your anger, but you will have to
vocalize to clarify the reason

"Cedric!" N obe shouted. "You conspired to kill Ced -- ric, so |l would -- would -- " Her
tears started up again, and her enotion was a confusion of |ove, sorrow, and fury rem ni scent of
the chaos of the Void she had just departed. Perhaps, she thought in an isolated flash of hunor,

she had brought the Void with her -- in her head.
Cedric? W expl ai ned about hi n
"Well, Satan explained it better! I'Il not stay in this job! You had no right to -- "

Satan! Lachesis' thought cane.
That explains it! Atropos agreed.
"Yes, Satan!" N obe agreed. "He really understands evil! He was there in the Void, and he -

And he told you an intricate lie, Lachesis continued.

And you believed him Atropos concl uded.

"Yes, | believe him" N obe cried. "And | want to go back to nortality! At |east there ny
body is ny own!"
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You believed the Father of Lies, Atropos thought.

It is your right to return, Lachesis agreed. But first we nust hash this out. You nust
know the truth before you act, lest Satan | ead you to tragedy.

"Why should he do that?"

He does not want you in the office. He knows that sonehow you will cause him great
trouble. That is why he tried to kill you before you could beconme d ot ho.

Ni obe suffered doubt. Satan had been persuasive -- but he was the Incarnation of Evil, and
certainly he would lie to suit his purposes. She should not believe himwthout establishing the
case thoroughly. "How can | verify this?"
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Per haps Chronos knows.

"Chronos!" Niobe exclainmed indignantly. "All he wants is --

That is a half-truth.

"You admit to half of it?" N obe demanded.

Lachesi s made a nental sigh. Satan has poi soned your mind. You nust cleanse it yourself.
Go to Chronos, chal -- lenge him We will be silent until you address us.

That, of course, was the answer. Chronos was at the heart of this. She would give him
aj agged fragnent other m nd!

She returned to the Abode, deposited her new batch of yarn -- she woul d reprocess that
into nmuch finer thread later, as she spun out the lives of new nortals -- assuming she remained in
office that long -- and set off along the line that connected to Chronos' mansion. She was awk --
ward in her use of the travel-thread; it would have been faster and snmoother if one of the other
Aspects had han -- dled it, but she needed to master the techniques herself in order to --

To what? Be a good O otho? When she had no intention of retaining the position? Unlikely
chance!

She made it to the mansion. She had |learned that tine reversed when a person entered
Chronos' residence, so that she would actually depart before she arrived. She found that aspect of
it intriguing. It existed so that others could converse confortably with Chronos; otherw se each
woul d be tal king backward at the ot her.

She knocked on the door, and was adnitted inmedi -- ately. Chronos net her, wearing a pure
white robe; he stepped right up, snmiling, and took her in his arnms and ki ssed her
N obe was so surprised that she sinply froze for a nbo -- nment. Then she recovered, jerked

back her head, brought up her arm and slapped himsmartly across the cheek. "What kind of nerve
do you have, trying a thing like that?" she cried.

He turned her |oose, a | ook of astonishnment on his face. "Wy, Cotho -- what happened?"

"What happened?" she repeated furiously. "You just grabbed me and ki ssed ne!"

"But of course! As | have al ways done, here at hone."

"Always done!" she screaned. "Then it's true!"

Now a | ook of realization spread across his counte -- nance. "The tine -- are you just
begi nni ng your cycl e?”

"My what ?"

"Have you just begun your office? As O otho?"

"Of course | have, as you well know And if you think

"But | don't know" he protested. "That's in ny fu -- ture, and you have never said
exactly when -- "
Because he |ived backward. Now she understood. "You -- you couldn't have conspired to --

because it hasn't happened yet, for you!"

"I woul d never conspire against you, Cotho," he said.

"l love you."

She felt as if a denonic hand had squeezed her heart. She reel ed, and sank onto a couch
It was true -- they were
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going to have an affair! This man she didn't know, and certainly didn't |ove!

"Ah, Clotho," he said. "I didn't realize. You have not done this before. You don't --
renenber. Had | real -- ized -- I'"'msorry. | should have known. Long ago you told ne the date of
your origin. | had forgotten. | apol ogize for -- "

"What do you renenber?" Ni obe asked dully.

He took a seat opposite her. "Wen | assuned my of -- fice, thirty-five years hence in
your view, | was bewi|l -- dered by everything. | did not know what to do, or howto do it -- even

the Hourglass was a nystery to ne. But you, in your three guises, cane to ne, and took nme in hand,
and set ne straight. It was as if you had known ne all along, though we had never before net. You
did so nuch for me, and | was grateful, and then you -- "

He broke off, putting his face in his hands. "Ch, Cotho! It's over at last, and so
abruptly! I owe you so nuch and I will mss you so nuch!"

Suddenly he rem nded her of Cedric, as he had been at the outset of their narriage. So
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forlorn and |l ost and unable to come to grips with what he knew had to be. She, in her naivete and
insensitivity, had only exacerbated his problem How nmuch she regretted that now
And t he nmagnitude of Satan's lie was manifest: Chronos had never, could never conspire.

She had initiated their romance -- thirty-five years hence. And now she was bl am ng him

I f she had known, at the outset other marriage to Ced -- ric, what was to be, she would
have been far nore un -- derstanding and careful. Now she faced a roughly simlar situation. She
did not love this nman -- but neither had she loved Cedric, at first. The | esson was there.

Did she really want to return to nortality? Cedric still would not be there. If she had to
live without him wouldn't it be better to do it with the power of the In -- carnation of Fate,
rather than as a sinple nortal ? Chances were that this job would offer her nmany distractions. She
could keep herself busy -- and she coul d | eave whenever she chose to. She didn't have to nake a

deci sion yet. Yet --

Satan had tried to talk her into | eaving. He woul dn't have bothered if she were not
destined to cause himsone grief.

Chronos renenbered three and a half decades' asso -- ciation with her. That showed her
deci sion and her future. What point to rail against it? Better to take herself in hand and do what
had to be done. Cedric was dead; he would never live again. She had to face reality, and the
sooner the better. This was her noment of conmmitment. She did not relish the prospect, but she had
to put the past firmy behind her

She dried her face, arranged her hair, and stood. Chronos sat with his face covered. He
was not pretending;

he was a decent, vul nerable man, and he was nourning a rel ationship he knew was past.
Indeed it was, for him It was an enotion she understood.

She crossed over to himand put one hand on his shoul -- der. "Chronos, | understand. But
this -- is the last tinme." He | ooked up. "The first -- for you." "For ne. | do not -- |ove you,
but -- " She shrugged. "I m sjudged you, Chronos, and I"'msorry. | -- | give you this. There is
only now, for us. Such as it is." "Such as it is," he agreed, lifting his hand to her. She took
it. "When next we neet, it will be different. | will not renmenber -- this. O know of it." "I wll
not speak of it." He drew her down to him She tried to conceal her aversion to being handl ed by
any nman not Cedric. She felt guilty and unclean -- but, perversely, she was sure she was doi ng

right. She was no |onger narried, no longer nortal, and she had a job to do here and a role to
fill. It turned out that Chronos' |ong
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experience with her future self gave hima special touch, and it becane easier to
cooper at e.

When it was done, she dressed and departed, using an exit opposite to the entrance she had
used so that there was no chance of encountering her arriving self. She did not want to try to
explain or justify what she had done to that self!

Then, because she also did not wish to return to her web Abode before she had left it, she
el ected to spend an hour el sewhere. That would allow for the half hour she had spent in Chronos
mansi on, and carry her another half hour beyond. The net effect would be the sane as if her half
hour wi thin had been conposed of normal, forward tine.

Where woul d she go in that period? Wiere else! She went to Earth. She slid down a thread --

this was good practice! -- to the farmwhere Junior was. She wal ked up to the door and knocked.
They were surprised and pleased to see her, with masked concern. "I amonly visiting. My
ot her business is not yet done; | nust still |eave Junior with you."

She saw relief in them and it gratified her. They really wanted to keep Junior, and she
knew it wasn't for the support stipend. This was certainly the place for him

She picked himup and held himand kissed him then set himdown. In a nonent he was back
pl aying with Cousin Pace.

"That's a very nice water oak," the wonman remarked. "The dryad came right down to join him
when we re -- treated.”

They were doing it! At least the dryad was not being deprived. "She is teaching him
magi ¢c," she said with a w nk.

“I'f he can learn it, he'll be sone nagician!" the man said.
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Yes -- she had done right here. The | oss of her baby hurt her, but she could adapt to
this, just as she could adapt to the affair with Chronos. She was a different per -- son, now,
with new and different commtnents. Even her body wasn't her own, but a construct fromthe flesh
of Fate, as if formed fromthe substance of the Void.

But she was no creature of the Void! She had a new kind of |life to live. She hoped it
woul d turn out better than the old one.

Pi ers Ant hony 119

-- 6 --

GENEALOGY

Niobe's Iife as Clotho settled in confortably enough, now that she had made the necessary
enoti onal decisions. Each Aspect slept for six or eight hours, and they gen -- erally staggered
these, so that at any given noment one Aspect would be donminant -- would have the body -- and
anot her woul d be keepi ng her consci ous conpany, while the third would be tuned out or asleep. For
conveni ence they generally proceeded from sl eep, to conpany, to dom-- inant, so that an Aspect

could be fully alert and ready the nonent she took over the body. Thus Niobe, as d otho, would
sl eep, then keep Atropos conpany for her shift, then assune the office while Atropos slept and
Lachesi s kept her conpany. Sonetinmes they varied it, and special circunstances caused themall to
wake or sleep together, but nornmally the routine held.

Ni obe |iked the other two. They talked with each other a lot, conparing notes on
experi ences and feelings. The other two had eavesdropped on Niobe's first engagenent w th Chronos,
for this was as novel to themas to her.
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They had i ndeed not conspired to put her in that position
they had not been having an affair with Chronos. Evi -- dently he, in the progress of his

life toward their past, had not been interested in the to-himnew C otho. "But the body is only
the body," Lachesis said philosophically, as N obe spun her Thread of Life fromthe supply of yarn
she had fetched fromthe Void. "You are young, you like to think that there is only one man for
each wonman and one woman for each man, but any conbinati on can occur, and couple, and love. In
this office we are forced to be less romantic and nore pragmatic.”

"Yes," N obe agreed sadly. "And Chronos is a good person. But I'Il always |ove Cedric."
"There is no love like the first," Lachesis agreed, tak -- ing over the lips again. "I
remenber mine..." And she recounted her own first romance. It was not as immediate as N obe's

experience, but it had its own poignancy, and it did show that the ol der woman understood. Men
tended to think in terms of the physical, while wonan related to the social; men focused on bodies
and action, while wonmen focused on character and feeling. They agreed that wonman's way was nore
sensi bl e, but on occasion man's way had nerit, and it was possible for the two to relate.

They | earned each other's jobs, to a certain extent. N obe nornmally slept while Lachesis
nmeasured the threads, but not always, and of course she was alert while Atropos cut them The
cutting was not nmerely at the ter -- mnal end; the threads had to be started, too. So after
Lachesi s had anal yzed, measured, and marked each po -- tential life, on the endl ess thread C ot ho
spun, Atropos would cut and place it. The beginning of a cut thread was the conception of a baby;
it had to be tied in to the threads of its parents before nobving out onto its own course in the
Tapestry. The physical, nental, and enotional qual -- ities of a life were determ ned by heredity,
provided by the parental tie-in, and its devel opnent was i nfl uenced
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consi derably by environment. But its circunstance -- the odd coincidences that governed
every life -- was arranged by Fate. Sonme excellently endowed |ives were dooned to di sappoi nt nent
and failure, while some seemingly weak strands were destined for greatness. Lachesis planned these
threads with an eye to the esthetics of the larger picture. Sone she regretted, as when a thread
had to be neasured short, meaning that a child would die. But it had to be done, for stresses in
the fabric of the Tapestry could distort the whole, and |lead to the damage of many nore innocent
threads unl ess the correction was nade in the key region. It would not have been easy to explain
to the average nortal why he should suffer, as the stresses were cunul ative and subtle; indeed,

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (49 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:44 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

tfiere were generally several ways in which a given stress could be alleviated. But it was
Lachesis' job to select a course and inplenent it, and this she did.

Cedric's early death had not really been Lachesis' doing. Satan had stretched the fabric
in such a way that only the truncation of a specific thread would alleviate it -- and N obe had
been that thread until Cedric abruptly switched places with her. Lachesis had had to mark it for
elimnation, and Atropos had had to cut it -- but that had been in the nature of emergency
surgery. They were still adjusting for the distortion in the fabric caused by that unschedul ed
renoval ; it tended to buckle, and several nore distant threads had had to be cut short, and new
ones added el sewhere. Now Ni obe, tracing the pattern and grasping the stresses on it, understood
how conpl ex the natter of Pate was. Fate was not all-powerful or ca -- pricious; she nerely had to
acconplish a purpose that nortal man was not properly equi pped to appreciate. It would nake as
much sense for an individual soldier in battle to break ranks and demand of the general why he
shoul d be subjected to this danger
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But Ni obe was no | onger a foot soldier. She had becone an Aspect of an Incarnation. She

was now in a position to grasp the larger picture -- and to understand just what Satan had done to
her. She still had a score to settle with

hi m

The probl em was, she didn't see how Satan had no Tapestry; she could not nmess up his
threads. She con -- cluded that whatever it was that nade Satan object to her presence as C otho
had not yet mani fested and that she was on the way to gaining her satisfaction nerely by re --
taining her office. Eventually her chance would cone -- and then she would take it with a will.
Meanwhi | e, she just had to be patient.

In due course the routine became dull. Then the inter -- actions with the other
I ncarnations, including Satan, be -- cane nore interesting. N obe did not |ove Chronos, but he was

so grateful for the particular favors she rendered that it becanme a kind of pleasure for her. She
did have to work with himquite a bit, or rather Lachesis did, for only Chronos could accurately
|l ocate the timng of the key events in each life -- the kinks in each thread. The Tap -- estry
woul d not be right if the threads were too | ocose or tight, or crossed each other in the wong
places. It was especially inportant that Atropos inform Chronos of the precise end of each thread,
for Chronos programmed the watch that Thanatos carried. |fThanatos was not present for particular
term nations -- the souls in close balance be -- tween good and evil -- those souls could escape
and drift back to the Void, causing the whole effort to be wasted. No one approved of wasted
l'ives.

But this, too, becane dull. Therefore the Aspects of Fate were wont to visit the nortals
directly when slack -- tinme was avail able. They would nerge anonynously with the throngs of
peopl e, and pretend to be going honme fromwork, or taking a vacation, or perform ng some business.
Peopl e tended not to perceive the Incarnations as such,
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and to forget them so it was sinple enough to do. Each Aspect had her favorite region of
the nortal world to visit. It was a kind of holiday.

Lachesis liked to go to special restaurants and enjoy good neals. The Incarnations did
have natural functions, including the need to eat. If they did not eat, they would not starve,
because of their immortality, but they would becone increasingly unconfortable. They had
everything provided in Purgatory, but there was sonething special about doing it anong the
nortals. The mal e I ncarnations, Lachesis confided w ckedly, sonetinmes indul ged other appetites
with nmortal wonen, though they had to be care -- ful not to change the lie of any particular
thread. An In -- carnation could not sire a baby, because of the freeze on aging -- a baby would
never devel op beyond the single -- cell stage -- but that was not the only way to affect a nor --
tal. Once Mars had formed a relationship with a nortal Amazon -- he had a weakness for viol ent
worren -- and her thread had changed its course. This affair superseded one she woul d otherw se
have had with a nortal man that woul d have generated offspring. Lachesis had had to bail himout;
she had neasured that thread but found no way to attach it to start the baby. The necessary
i nteraction had not taken place. She had spoken sharply to Mars about that, requiring himto break
off the affair so that the natural order could reassert itself; then she had tied in the new
thread a little farther down the line. dotho had had to sweeten the pot for Mars until he found a
new nmortal to dally with. It was a private scandal

Atropos preferred to go to orchestral recitals, operas, and plays. |Indeed, she had a
reserved box at one prom-- inent playhouse. N obe got to watch these too, and | earned to enjoy
them In this manner she was able to acquire sone culture. Once, however, a gentlenan had
chal | enged Atropos' credentials; it seemed they had not been able to verify her social credentials
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and suspected
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she was a commoner in disguise. At this point N obe had taken over the body, smled, and
asked the man what he neant. He blinked, for she was young and beautiful in -- stead of old and
honel y; he had apol ogi zed for the con -- fusion and departed. Atropos resuned form and watched t he
opera in peace.

N obe herself went to visit her son. At first she went as she was, but she soon realized
that this could not con -- tinue. For one thing, she did not age; she was |ocked at the physica
age of twenty-three, and before long this would be noticed. Al so, she did not want Junior to be
accustoned to her presence; it was better that he forget her and orient entirely on his new
famly. It would be easier on him in the long run. And -- it was evident that young Cousin Pacian
was smitten by her. This sort of thing happened with adol escents; it was a liability of beauty.
She deened it best sinply to absent herself.

Still, she wanted some personal interaction with her son. So she asked Atropos to pose as
a grandnotherly friend who visited relatives in the area and |iked children. Atropos, with N obe's
silent advice, cultivated the lad' s acquaintance, and in tine Pace, ever on guard for any threat
to his little friend's welfare, cane to accept her also. As the years passed, and Juni or becane an
active child and Pace a tall and surprisingly handsone teenager, Atropos took themto |ight operas
and plays of interest to all ages. Because Atropos had a wi de know edge of the form she knew
whi ch ones were appropriate, and it worked nicely. Both boys enjoyed it, and Pace's parents | ooked
with favor on it. Atropos herself found this to be a rewardi ng experience, so it was good al
around.

But there was one experience that shook themall. It happened when Juni or was siXx years
old and Pace eight -- een. It was the day of the annual fair, and everyone went -- but the old
fol ks soon got separated fromthe young folks in the press of the throng. Atropos counted
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as a young folk; Pace hardly needed supervision, but little Junior did, and anyway they
had | ong been a threesone for such jaunts. They cruised the fair, trying the ganes of pseudo-
skill, eating candy, and riding the small captive sphinx. They watched a nagi c show that was
somewhat faked up to nake the mmgi c appear nore inpressive that it was, and sat through two
choruses of the Nynph-vs. -- Satyr dance. But though it was suggestive, it wasn't po -- tent; the
partici pants were authentic, but in the course of a dozen shows a day they lost their ardor
Neverthel ess, little Junior's eyes al nost bugged; he wasn't supposed to be in here, but
enforcenent was | ax and he had promi sed not to tell the folks. N obe herself had grave
reservations, but Atropos had pooh-poohed them "The lad's interested in magic, and this is an
aspect of magic. It isn't as if he's never seen a nynph before." O course that was true, because
of the hamadryad of the water oak.

Then they passed a prophecy booth. "Hey, tell nmy for -- tune!™ Junior cried. This was
magi ¢, so he liked it. "Ah, it's probably fake," Pace protested. "I can verify that, if you wish,"
At ropos said. What are you doi ng? Ni obe thought at her. The fortune -- teller will recognize you!

"Very well, let's test her," Pace agreed, as he liked to expose hunbugs. Junior clapped
hi s hands.

So they stopped there, and Atropos paid the seer. The woman | ooked at her, then proffered
the return of the noney. "You seek to fool me, immortal one?" she de -- manded. "You know | cannot
read your |ike!"

"She's authentic,

At ropos reported, and pushed the noney back. "Do it for the two boys;

they are nortal." "You're imortal ?" Pace asked, |ooking at Atropos. "I'mold, but | won't
actually live forever."
He wasn't quite satisfied with that explanation, but let it pass. "Very well. Do us

together, ne and nmy little brother here.” He hefted Junior up to sit on the counter

"Who are we going to narry, and will our children be fanpous?"

Juni or giggled at the audacity of the question, not be -- lieving that the present order
woul d ever change, but the seer took it seriously. "G ve nme your hands," she said.

She took Junior's right hand and Pace's left, and closed her eyes. In a noment they opened
agai n. "Hooh!" she exclainmed, as if letting off a head of steam "A nbst re -- markable pair!"

Ni obe becanme nore interested. What did the seer see?

"Each to possess the npbst beautiful wonman of her gen -- eration, who will bear himthe
nost tal ented daughter of her type," the seer intoned. "Both daughters to stand athwart the
tangl ed skein, and one nay nmarry Death and the other Evil." She cast |oose their hands, seem ng
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shaken. "Mdre | dare not say."

Pace lifted Junior down, and they noved away fromthe booth. "That was a true telling?" he
asked, awed.

"So it seens,
what it seemns.”

"That prophecy is |oaded!" he exclainmed. "The nobst beautiful daughter?"

The tangl ed skein? N obe asked. That's our business!

Atropos said. "OF course interpretation changes things, so it nmay not nean

"And one may marry Death, the other Evil," Atropos said thoughtfully. "I'"mnot sure I like
the snell of that."
Ni obe had simlar doubts. Death is Thanatos, and Evil is Satan. Their daughters will marry

I ncar nati ons?

"What's a tangl ed skein?" Junior asked.

"Troubl e!" Atropos said.

Troubl e, N obe agreed.

They settled down under a tree and talked it out. "This is not a bad prophecy," Atropos
told the boys. "It is no disaster for a man to possess -- that is, to narry -- the nost beautifu
of wonen, and to have talented offspring. If they stand athwart the skein, that probably neans
they are to be very inportant figures. As for marrying Death and
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Evil -- well, renenber the prophecy says nmay. Any per -- son may get into trouble if
carel ess! You have your warn -- ing; you nust educate your children to beware of such things as
Death and Evil, and there should be no prob -- lem"

"Say, yes!" Pace agreed, brightening. "W have been given warning. W can nmake it cone out
all right."

But little Junior, oddly, was nore pensive. "Aren't prophecies un -- un --

"Unavoi dabl e," Atropos finished for him "Yes, a true prophecy will be fulfilled, and this
seens to be a true one. But it does provide | eeway."

"l want another," Junior decided. "A corr -- corr -- "
"A corroborative opinion," Pace finished.
At ropos shrugged. "I suppose it can't hurt."

Asking for a corroborative opinion? N obe thought. My son is snart!

So they went to another seer. Again Atropos proffered the noney, and again the seer did a
doubl e take. "What do you do here, you sinister trio?" she demanded.

"I't is for the boys," Atropos said, knowing it had not been the physical three the seer

referred to. This was an -- other qualified one! "Do themtogether. What is to be -- cone of them
and their children?"

The seer took the boys' hands, as had the first one -- and her eyes also widened. "One to
be savior of deer, his child savior of man; other to love an Incarnation, his child to be one. But
the skein is tangled -- oh!" The seer tore her hands away. "I cannot finish; it is too much for

nme." | ndeed, she was shaki ng.
They retreated and di scussed this one. "Deer?" Junior asked.
Hi s father sought to enable the deer to shoot back at the hunters, N obe clarified. So
At ropos expl ai ned about that, and the boy was satisfied.
"I"'mgoing to do it!" he exclained. "Hana will show nme how 1'I|l nake the deer shoot
back!"
But Pace | ooked narrowy at Atropos. "How do you know about that? My cousin Cedric died
bef ore you met us;"
"I know his wife. Junior's nother,"’
famly."
"Ch? Were is she now? She hasn't visited us in a long tine."
"She is locked into a very special project," Atropos said. "A secret one. That is why she
couldn't have Junior with her."
"She's the nost beautiful woman | ever saw, " Pace said dreamily.
"What's an | ncarnation?" Junior asked.
"The Incarnations are human personifications of the inportant aspects of existence,"”
Atropos said carefully. "Love, War, Tine -- "
"Death, Evil," Pace put in. "That other prophecy -- "
"I think," Atropos said, "your daughters are going to associate with sone renarkabl e

Atropos said. "I told you | was a friend of the
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figures, and perhaps be -- come -- "

"An Incarnation," Pace said. "lIs that possible?"

"Mortals do becone Incarnations on occasion,” Atro -- pos said. "But it is a very rare
thing."

“Whi ch one?" Junior asked.

Atropos spread her hands. "As both seers said, it is a tangled skein. |I doubt we can
unravel it before the event -- and it may not be wise to try."

"Yes, | think we should stay away from prophecies after this," Pace said. But Junior

didn't seem convi nced.

They went on to other distractions of the fair, but the boys were pensive, and so was
Ni obe. As Aspects of Fate, she and Atropos could trace the threads of |life -- but not far into the
future, for the vision of the Tapestry soon fuzzed. This wasn't because of hostile magic, but
because
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the Tapestry itself was so i mensely conplex that only direct inspection of its present
portion could unravel any of it. But N obe knew that the threads for both Pace and Juni or were of
normal | ength; neither would die young. After Cedric, she had nmade sure of that! But she could not
see their precise interactions in the coning Tapestry. These prophecies seened to confirmthat the

boys, who were al ready associating with an Incarnation, would con -- tinue to do so. In that sense
the outl ook wasn't as re -- nmarkable as it seenmed. But obviously there was a great deal destined
to occur!

Ti me noved on, and none of them di scussed the proph -- ecies further, but N obe knew t hat
the boys had not for -- gotten. Fromthat point on. Junior focused increasingly on magic. He

bought a magic kit, and practiced sinple conjurations and transformations. He wasn't really good
at them but no other boy his age even attenpted genuine nagic; it was easier to hire a
prof essi onal nmgician, or to buy packaged spells. Junior did seemto have a special talent for
imprinting stones; it seened the hamadryad had shown himthat. He could take a pebble fromthe
shore of a |lake and cause it to glow or nake a sound. Stone -- magic was a specialty that few did
well, and his ability was renmarkable in one so young. Ni obe bought an inter -- mnediate genstone, a
green aquanmarine, and had Atropos give it to himfor his eighth birthday. He was thrilled, and
i ndeed the quality stone was nuch nore responsive to his spells than the crude pebbles were. He
fashioned it into a hom ng stone that showed by its gl ow which way hone was, so that he could
never get lost. "That boy is going to be a major nagician, mark my word," Atropos said.

Pace progressed to other interests, as well as taking over nost of the nanagenent of the
famly farm Wen he was twenty-two he married Bl anche, a schoolnmate with hair so fair it was
al nost white. Blanche was a fine person, warm and generous and conpetent about the

farm but by no stretch could she be terned the npst beautiful wonman of her generation

Pace gave Atropos a significant glance at the weddi ng, showing that he re -- nenbered the prophecy
-- and had deliberately avoided it.

Ni obe was uneasy. The prophecy had said "possess" rather than "marry"; if he did not marry
the nost beau -- tiful woman, how woul d he associate with her? But she kept her msgivings to
hersel f.

The followi ng year, when Juni or was el even, Blanche gave birth to a baby girl. Fromthe
start, Blenda was daz -- zling, certainly the prettiest baby in the vicinity. She grewinto a

stunning child. If Pace hadn't married the prettiest woman, he seened to have fathered her, and in
that sense possessed her. Blenda was the talk of the county.

Juni or was now an only child, for Pacian and Bl anche |ived separately. It was a
consi derabl e adjustnent for himat first, for his cousin/brother had been nuch of his famly. He
knew that his natural father was dead, and his natural nother absent, but his identity was with
his cousin's fam-- ily. He turned inward, focusing even nore on his pursuit of nagic. N obe hated
to see himlonely, but could do nothing; she had given himup, and, anyway, it was the sort of
adj ustnment a person had to make in life. But Atro -- pos seened to take it harder than N obe
herself did. The old worman had really cone to |ike the boy and nissed the threesome advent ures.
Per haps by no coincidence, Atropos decided to retire fromher Aspect. "I've had enough of
imortality," she said.

Lachesi s searched the Tapestry, and | ocated a wi dowed grandnot her who woul d do. They went

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (53 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:44 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

to visit her, in the formof Atropos. The woman |istened gravely while Atropos explai ned her
nature and her desire. "But if what you say is true, | will becone inmortal and you will die of
old age!" the worman pointed out. "Wy would you seek such a bargai n?"
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"It is true that | will not survive long as a nortal," Atropos agreed. "But | have lived
fifteen years beyond nmy tinme, and | have no fear of the Afterlife. | know | have done well enough
and will see Heaven and | amready for it."

They showed the wonman their other two forns, and she was duly inpressed. "Do you nean that
| can be young again, and be like that? | have never seen a wonman as beautiful!"

Ni obe had the body now. "You can share with ne," she explained. "But | will govern; you
will be an observer, just as | will be an observer when you govern. But after a while we seemto
overl ap; we beconme in effect a single person with alternate forms. In that sense you can becone
me, if you wish."

The woman shook her head. "I am astonished. Let me think about it."

She thought about it for a week, then put her affairs in order and joined Fate. No
conpl exities of meeting were necessary, as this was not a person Satan opposed; N obe had been a
special case. This tine N obe watched frominside as Lachesis took the wonan's hand, and her es --
sence entered them while the old Atropos departed. In a nonent the Atropos they had known stood
before them a separate person, nolded fromthe flesh of the nortal woman. Again there were tears
however voluntary the transition was, there was sorrowin it too. They separated.

It took tine to break in the new Atropos, and to get to know her well. Now N obe knew what
the ot hers had gone through when she had joined. It wasn't good or bad, it was mainly a | ot of
work and adjustnent, for the person -- ality of the total entity of Pate had nade a significant

shift. The fascination with opera was gone; new interests took its place. It was nonths before
they were really com-- fortable as a group. But the process did serve to distract N obe's
attention fromJunior for a while, for she was too
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busy to visit the nortals on any but a strictly business basis.

When Niobe did go to visit Junior again, she had to do it in her own form for the new
Atropos had no interest in this matter. Lachesis would have hel ped, but they de -- cided it was
better to save her as a reserve, in case it should be necessary to change identity quickly. So
Ni obe donned a wi g and applied makeup to nmake hersel f | ook ol der

She discovered that the prior Atropos, the one she had known in office, had settled in
Ireland, and was now vis -- iting Junior as a nortal. They still enjoyed attendi ng plays together
and she was able to provide magical materials for himthat he could not otherw se obtain. They
went regularly to visit the hamadryad of the water oak

Ni obe considered that situation, and decided to let well enough alone. Atropos really did
like the boy, and would see that no harmcane to him "Bless you," N obe nmur -- nured to herself.
Then she reconsidered, and visited the old wonan privately to repeat the sentinent aloud.

"Well, you know ny own kin wouldn't know me any -- nore," Atropos said. "They think | died
fifteen years ago. |'ma grandnother; | need to practice nmy art."

Evidently so. But Ni obe kissed her anyway.

Ti me passed. Junior grew to adulthood. He specialized in magi c when he attended the sane
col l ege Cedric had, and showed simlar brilliance. He progressed beyond the level of his
professors. For his Ph.D. project he devel oped the spell that enabled the deer to shoot back: any
m ssil e di scharged, whether from bow, gun, or hand, swung around to score on the hunter. Suddenly
hunting lost its appeal, not only in the local wetlands, but in all wetlands and nost of the
remai ning wi l derness of the world. Sim-- ilarly devel opers were bal ked; their bulldozers tended
to crash back on their starting points, unable to penetrate far into the living wlderness. Junior
made an A for the
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project, and the construction industry filed a | awsuit against the college. In the end
they had to conprom se

the deer-magi c would be applied only to those regions officially designated as parks. But
the cl osest one was so designated i mediately. Junior had fulfilled his father's anbition. The
hanmadryad was so thrilled she gave hima kiss, then hid in the deepest foliage for three days,
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bl ush -- ing.

Juni or becanme Magici an Kaftan, a professional en -- chanter of stones. H s business
i ncreased; soon he was filling orders fromall over the world. He did not becone fanbus because he
mai ntained a low profile; the lawsuit against the college had taught himcaution. The stones were
merely a business to support his continuing re -- searches into nmagic. He was fast becom ng the
nost for -- nmidable magician in the world. Magic was all he cared about, especially after G andma
At ropos passed away. He woul d di sappear into his |laboratory and not reappear for days.

Concerned, N obe went to visit him She wore her wig and nakeup, but he recogni zed her
instantly. "Hello, Mdther! Howis Pate treating you?"

She sighed. Her son the Magician was now thirty-four years old, eleven years ol der than
she, physically, and he was a genius in his trade. Perhaps she should not have been surprised; his

father had been brilliant, and Junior had had uni que schooling al ong the way, beginning with the
hamadryad. Naturally he had researched his own line -- age, and discovered exactly what had
happened to his nother

"I amdoing well," she said. "But you. Junior -- | wi sh you would not seal yourself off

fromthe world so much. It's not healthy."

He smiled, prepared to indulge her in small nmatters. "What would you have ne do. Mother?"

"Socialize a little, at least with your friends and rela -- tives! How long has it been
since you visited the water oak?"

"Five years," he confessed.

"And how | ong since you' ve seen Paci an?"

He counted off on his fingers. "A decade. It wasn't the sane, after he married."

"Well, go see them" she urged. "You owe a |lot to the hamadryad, and Pacian is a good man,
with a nice fam-- ily." She studied himwi th notherly solicitude. "Speaking of which -- when are
you going to marry?"

"When | encounter the nmpost beautiful woman of her generation,” he said, smling.
"According to the proph -- ecy.” It was evident that he no |onger credited the proph -- ecies.
Possi bly he had researched them too, using his superior magic, but she doubted it. That wasn't
his type of magic, and it was difficult for any person to research his own destiny; paradox closed

in rapidly.

"Well, all in good tine. | want you to visit your cousin, at least," she said firmy. "He
was very good to you."

He nodded, renenbering. "He was, indeed. Very well, Mther, I will visit the water oak and
Paci an. "

"Promni se?"

"Proni se. "

"And soon," she said, and changed into arachnid formand slid up her thread to Purgatory.
There was no point in concealing her magic from himanynore.
The Magi ci an was as good as his word. The foll ow ng day he phoned Pace, and | ater that

week they had a re -- union. In the interimhe visited the water oak. The ha -- madryad was gl ad
to see him though the passage of years nmade her diffident. "Mdther tells ne | should get mar --
ried," he said, and she nodded agreenment. "But where on Earth will | find a nortal wonan as

beautiful as you?" She shrugged and bl ushed, forgiving himhis five years neglect; even imortals
were subject to flattery.
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At the reunion he nmet Blenda. He had seen her as a baby and occasionally as a child. Now
she was twenty -- three, the sane age as N obe's body, and she was so beau -- tiful she seened to
light the roomshe entered. It would have taken an expert to judge between her and the ha --
madryad -- but she was nortal. She smled shyly at the visiting Magician -- and worked on hima
magi ¢ nore fun -- danmental than any he had studi ed.

They were married the followi ng year. N obe attended the weddi ng, at her son's request,
doing it in her own guise, as no one would recognize her now After all, she was fifty-eight years
ol d, chronol ogically; who would ever believe she could be the nother of the groonf? But Pacian, the
father of the bride, gave her a single piercing | ook, then shrugged, not able to believe the wild
t hought that had touched his m nd

It was a |ovely weddi ng. N obe sat alone in the crom, in the section reserved for the
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groom s relatives, and cried. Wen the two exchanged vows, she could hardly contain herself. "I am
I osing ny son!" she sobbed. Mdre than one head turned to face her, perplexed.

Bet ween t he weddi ng and the reception, they posed for pictures. The groom coul d not
present any proud parents for this; the famly he had known bel onged to his cousin, the father of
the bride. "Indulge ne, dear," he nurnured to Bl enda, and beckoned to Ni obe. She approached un --
certainly, stifling tears.

"This is a blood relative; she can pose in lieu."

So Ni obe stood beside Blenda and smiled, and Blenda snmled -- and there was a murnur of
awe through the as -- senblage. "Look at them " a woman exclained. "Like twins in beauty!"

Ni obe realized it was true. She had been said to be the |oveliest of her generation, and
Bl enda of hers. Niobe's hair was dark anber, |ike buckwheat honey, while Blen -- da's was |ight
anber, like clover honey; with both, it flowed |oose to the slender waist, and both sets of eyes
were bright blue. They were a match of feature and figure, like two scintillating gens. It was a
remar kabl e coinci -- dence.

The phot ographers went on to other subjects, and N obe and Bl enda had a nonent together
"Pl ease,"” the girl begged. "Tell me who you are! Kaf said he had a beautiful relative, but | never
suspected -- "

Ni obe had of course checked Blenda's thread of Iife, and knew she was a fine person al
around, as her nother was. She could be trusted, and she deserved to know. "You will find this
hard to believe -- "

"After seeing Kafs magic, | can believe nuch!"

"I am his nother."

Bl enda' s perfect nouth dropped open. She | ooked across the room at her new husband, who

nodded gravely, though he could not have overheard their dial ogue. Then she recovered. "Ch -- a
youth spell! O course! He said his nother was the nost -- but you know that, of course!"

"And his father was as handsone and intelligent as any," N obe said, feeling the tears
begin again. "Like yours. It is not a youth spell, precisely. | never aged. | becane an
Incarnation. That's why | had to give up ny baby."

“An -- ?"

"Fate."

"Fate!" Blenda's eyes widened in realization. "Did you arrange -- ?"

"For my son to marry you? Not in that manner! | sim-- ply told himto get back in touch
with his closest friend, his cousin Pace, and the rest happened. | confess | wasn't even thinking
of you, but I"'mglad it happened. You are worthy of him dear, and it does fill the prophecy."

"Prophecy?"

r
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"That nmy son woul d possess the nost beautiful woman of her generation, and have a daughter
who woul d be the npst talented of her type and | ove an | ncarnation.”

"My father mentioned a prophecy," Blenda said. "But

he said he foiled it."

"Prophecies are hard to foil," N obe said. "Certainly it seens to be comng true for ny
son, and if the rest follows, your daughter will consort with the Incarnation of Death or Evil.
That is not necessarily bad, horrendous as it may sound. But she is also to be the savior of man
and to stand athwart a tangled skein. Since there is an entity who objects to the sal vation of
man, she could be

i n danger."
Bl enda made a soundl ess whistle. "I shall do my best to protect her! In fact, | wll
consider carefully before | bear her. | thank you for telling nme of this prophecy. I had not known

the full nature of it."
"No one ever knows the full nature of a prophecy --

until it is too late."
They ki ssed, then noved on to the reception chanber, where Bl enda had to rejoin her
husband and cut the non -- strous cake. She picked up the knife, and the groom put his hand on

hers, and they brought it to the outer |ayer
"Hol d!" the Magician exclaimed. "There is evil here!" He drew his bride back and brought
out a stone.
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There was a hush. The Magi cian held the stone high and noved it in a circle. Wen it
approached the cake, it glowed brilliantly. He nodded; there was the focus of evil.

"Go to your parents,” the Magician said tersely. "This

may be nessy."

"I knew cake was fattening, but..." Blenda nur -- nured. She went to join Pacian and
Bl anche, and the three | watched anxiously fromone side, while N obe and ot her guests watched
fromthe front. What was wong with that cake?

The Magi ci an brought out another stone and held it carefully before him Suddenly a beam
of light speared out fromthe stone, into the center of the cake.

There was a crackle of scorching frosting. Then the cake expl oded. Splotches of icing
sprayed out, plastering ceiling. Magician, and guests. Soneone screaned. Fromthe cake | eaped a
denmon. The thing had red skin, a barbed tail, and a horrendously horned head. Wth an inchoate
roar it |eaped at the Magician -- and bounced away froman invisible shield. Naturally the adept
had seen to his own protection.

"So you refuse to die. Kaftan!" the denon cried, its voice so guttural that it was barely
conprehensible. "But it takes two to nmake a child!" It whirled on Blenda, mak -- ing a prodigious
| eap.

The Magician threw a stone at his bride. "Catch it!" he cried.

Bl enda, al nmost frozen in terror, noved automatically to catch the stone just before the
demon | anded. The denon bounced again, for now she had the protection stone. The nonster rolled
off the side of the invisible sphere -- and came down on Bl anche. Its outsized nouth opened, and
its terrible fangs closed on the woman's throat. Bl ood spurted.

"Mt her!" Bl enda shrieked in absolute horror

Then the Magici an brought another stone into play. Blue radiance spread fromit to
enconpass the denon -- and the denon screaned and nelted into a bubbling pud -- dle.

But it was too late. The bride's nother was dead. The denmon had gotten neither its primary
nor its secondary target, but had wought terrible mschief inits failure.

CHANGES

Ni obe was an Incarnation, but she could not do anything about the tragedy. She had not
t hought to check Bl anche's thread. Satan had scored a partial evil again. As it had been when he
tried to strike at N obe herself, he had been bal ked, but an innocent party had suffered. "I
shoul d have seen it conming," Lachesis said with deep regret. "Perhaps | could have rearranged the
threads in that part of the Tapestry -- "

"But 1'mthe one who cuts the threads," Atropos said. "I've been with you | ong enough to

know - -
"That thread was cut by your predecessor,"” N obe said. "But I'"'msure | checked it when
Pacian married her, and it was of normal |ength. Wen Satan strikes, we all nmake m stakes. No one
was supposed to die at that wed -- ding; Satan interfered by sending his denbn to -- " She
shrugged and swal | owed, then continued. "And now we sinply have to patch the Tapestry on a

makeshi ft basis, as we have done before."
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"Still, it could not have happened if | hadn't becone carel ess," Lachesis said. "Wen
Thanat os gets carel ess, he gets killed by his successor; when | get careless, in -- nocent nortals

suffer. It is time for ne to retire."

Naturally Ni obe protested. But they all knew it was true: Lachesis, as the measurer of the
t hreads, should have been alert to Satan's interference in her neasure -- nment. No Incarnation
could successfully interfere with another, if the other was on the job. Satan prospered by deceit -
- and Lachesi s had been deceived. She had erred.

They | ocated a suitable prospect, a woman of middling age who had no close fanmly and had
a talent for managing things, and approached her. She agreed, and the change was made. This tinme
Ni obe, as the senior remamining As -- pect, handled it. She took the woman's hand, and the woman's
essence entered while Lachesis' essence de -- parted. Again it was done -- and they had a new
Aspect to break in.

Unfortunately, the change of Lachesis-identities did not make Fate's job easier. Satan
took this opportunity to yank the threads about to his benefit. Once again it was a struggle to
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stave off disaster, and once again the staving was not conplete.

The political scene was constantly in flux across the world, whatever nom nal form of
government a country had, and Satan was adept at the corruption of politicians. At any given
nmonent, the representation of good and evil in politics was about even, worldw de. Every tinme an
evil power-w el der was ousted, another developed. It was ev -- ident that Satan was really trying
to gain a clear political advantage that he could use to gain a social advantage. Nowhere was the
war between good and evil shown to better advantage than in politics.

Quite a nunber of N obe's countrymen had emigrated to America, and now t hey were achi eving
political rep --
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resentation there. Wether this was good or bad depended on the particular nen, but she
tended to favor her own. Thus when, in trying to clarify the nature of the job for the new
Lachesi s, she discovered a Satanistic tangle of threads in the Tapestry, involving one of this
lineage in America, she investigated. Satan was certainly up to sonething; tangles never occurred
naturally. But she could not nmake it out clearly, and Lachesis was as yet

too i nexperienced to do so.

"Soneone's thread is to be prematurely cut," Atropos

sai d.

They zeroed in on it. Sure enough, the thread of a po -- tential future candidate for the
Aneri can presidency was to be artificially cut. That would seriously distort the Tap -- estry. But

they weren't sure how bad it would be.

Ni obe consulted with Chronos, who renenbered the future. Her affair with him had proceeded
intermttently for thirty-five years, and she was really quite fond of him

he was a decent nman. Because the two of them noved tenporally opposite, there was al ways a
certain novelty init, and it was a relationship they found nutually con -- venient. It was true
it took one Incarnation to truly un -- derstand another. But Chronos was unable to help her in
this. "As you know, | have only been in office a year, and | have no know edge of the world's
future beyond

that."

"I didn't know" she said, startled. "I -- | suppose |

t hought you were eternal, though I'msure you told me at the outset." Indeed, now she
renenbered the reverse situation, when he had forgotten that her begi nning-end was near. It was
easy to do, over such a tinespan! "Wy, that neans we'll have to be breaking you in, soon!"

He smled. "You have done that very conmpetently, Cotho; | will always be in your debt. |
hope soneday |

can repay the favor."

"You did, Chronos," she reassured him
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Lacki ng the perspective of the future, they could obtain nore specific information only by
going to Earth to check the living threads. There they di scovered that a denon had been di spatched

fromHell. It would drive a car to intercept the senator on a back road at night and crash into
him Rather, the denobn-spirit was to take over the body of a Satanist -- a Satan worshiper -- for
this nission;

naturally the nortal had not been told that he would prob -- ably lose his owmn life. He
merely understood that, in re -- turn for assisting Satan, he would be richly rewarded.

The ol d, experienced Lachesis could have twitched the threads expertly to clear the tangle
and prevent Satan frominterfering. But what woul d have been sinple for her was conplex for the
new one. It did take tinme to gain proficiency. They had to take the direct route: a visit to the
senator hinsel f.

The night the "accident” was schedul ed, Ni obe took the body and slid a thread to the
spi derweb nearest the country house where the senator was having a private party with his workers,
vol unteers, and friends. There was a | ot of |iquor going around, and many of the atten -- dees
were conely young wonen. Niobe didn't approve;

if this was one of the good politicians, what were the bad ones |ike? But of course a man
could not be judged by his private entertainnments; it was his perfornance in of -- fice that
counted. Wonen could not be blanmed for being attracted to the focal points of power like bees to
flowers;

that was their nature. She herself had not loved Cedric until he had shown his power. At
|l east this made it easy for her to infiltrate; she was assumed to be a professional of another
t ype.

She filled a wineglass with water and carried it about so that no one realized she was not
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i mbi bi ng. She had never inbibed since that night Cedric got sick. She fended off the approaches of
i nterested young nmen and wor ked
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her way to the senator hinself. "Senator, your life is in peril,’
danced with him

He smiled in that vote-getting way he had. "You are a Russian agent?"

"Just a friend of the status quo. There is a car ready to crash yours. Do not go driving
toni ght. Senator."

He smiled again, but this time there was a certain masked malice behind it; he did not
like to have anyone tell himwhat not to do. Politically he stood for the right things, and nore
often than not did the right things, but that did not nake hima perfect man. There was, she had

she murmured as she

I ong since learned, a mxture of good and evil in every thread of life -- which was the point of
life, if Satan was to be believed. She had never been satisfied that that was the whole of it, but
it was at least a half-truth. So he was annoyed at her warning -- but she was physically the type
of woman the senator did not openly affront. That was why she had approached himin her own form
inare-- vealing gown. In a nonent he woul d nake a pass at her

"You have sonething better to offer?" he asked.

"Your life," she replied evenly. "This house is pro -- tected; the assassin will not

enter. It nmust catch you on the road, tonight. Renain here; by norning the threat will abate."™ For
they had ascertained that this particular denmon-spirit could not survive away fromHell for nore
than a few hours.

"Remain here -- with you?"
"No, Senator. | amhere nerely to warn you, not to entertain you. Heed ny warning, and al
will be well." She turned and wal ked away.

When she was out of his sight, she changed to Lachesis, so that the senator could not
recogni ze her, and noved on out of the house. Qutside, she shifted to spider formand sat on the
branch of a tree, watching.

Sure enough, her warning had not sufficed. Once a thread was positioned, it was hard to
reposition, and this
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one was |locked in a tangle. The senator energed with a young wonan; he was going to take
her for a ride. He was married, but such nen did not take such things too seriously.

Ni obe, uncertain what to do, slid dowmn a line to |land on the senator's shoul der. She would
just have to go al ong and hope she could enable himto avoid the assassination. Maybe if he saw
t he assassin-car approaching, he would take heed and get off the road in tine. O course, then the
demon m ght come after him afoot, but perhaps she could balk it. Certainly she had to try. How she
wi shed that this tangle hadn't occurred just now, when Lachesis was inexperienced -- but of course
that was why it had occurred. Satan never passed up a chance!

The senator got into a small car, and the girl took the passenger seat. He drove out the
back way, avoiding the guard at the front; he evidently didn't care to be recog -- nized and have
news of this tryst relayed to his wife. The fool

Ni obe knew t he assassin was lurking out there, waiting to spy the senator's car. There
woul d be little chance to escape once that happened.

It was difficult to talk while in spider form but possible. "Senator!" N obe said near
his left ear. He glanced at the girl to his right. "Yes?" "Wiat?" the girl asked.

"She didn't speak," Niobe said. "/ spoke. |I'mthe spi -- der on your shoul der."
The senator |ooked left, startled. "What sorcery is this?"

"Just a little shape-changing. |'mthe woman who warned you before.”

"The I ovely one!" he said. "I didn't know you were nmgical!"

"What is this?" the girl on the other side denanded.
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the senator ex --

There is a spider talking to ne,
pl ai ned.
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"Alovely spider? | don't believe it!" "Take warning!" Niobe cried. "Get off the road
bef ore

the assassin spies you!"

Now t he senator was doubtful. "I thought it was a ploy for attention. But you di sappear ed.
Now | | earn you're a shape-changer. But why should you care about ne?"

"I don't care nmuch about you personally," N obe said. "If | did, |I'd probably tell your

wi fe what you're up to tonight. But you are one of the better nen in the bad nmess that politics is
today and you may have a considerable future, so | don't want an evil force to take you out.

Pl ease, Senator -- turn about, get back to your party. Save your little dalliance for some other

ni ght."

"Now / hear it!" the girl exclained. "How can a spi der

tal k?"

"I'"mnot sure," the senator said, and N obe knew he meant about the situation, not about
tal ki ng spi ders. That was one of his weaknesses: the inability to make a firm decision on short
notice. Normally he had advisers and scriptwiters to put words in his nouth; perhaps he de --
pended on themtoo nuch. Wen caught unprepared, he

coul d seem positively tongue-tied.

"Then play it safe!" Ni obe urged. "The nmpbst you can lose is one tryst! The alternative
will cost you your lifel"

Still he hedged. "You may be magical, but | don't really know your notive. There may be
danger at the party.”

"Then go sonewhere else!l”™ N obe cried in her tinny spider-voice. "Take a wal k through the
forest! Anything but a drive along this road tonight!"

He ground to a decision. "All right -- 1'Il check this out. Enjay, you take the wheel
I"lI'l get out and watch. If there's an assassin looking for me, he won't bother you -- and I|']
know himif | see him" He brought out a pair of

tinted gl asses and put themon as he brought the car to a

hal t .

"But | don't know the way!" the girl protested. "Just follow the road; it dead-ends at the
beach. It's

not far; 1'lIl catch up with you there, once |'ve verified

M ss Spider's story. | want to see what else is on this

road. "

"Well, if you say -- " the girl said doubtfully. She noved over and took the wheel. She

nmoved slowy on while the senator hid behind the bushes at the side of the road.
As the car's headlights retreated, the senator addressed Niobe. "Al right, spider-woman --

change back to your human forml You got ny attention, all right!" "I didn't cone here to -- "
Ni obe protested. "Change -- or I'll squish you where you sit!" He brought up his open hand and
made as if to slap his shoul -- der.

Ni obe hastily changed. It wasn't that she was vulner -- able in arachnid form she was
protected by the sane web -- anbiance that kept her safe when in human form no mat -- ter how
exposed she m ght seem Thanatos and Chronos had their cloaks; she had her web. But she didn't
want to tell the senator her true nature, so she obeyed his de -- nand. She | eaped off his

shoul der and | anded in her own form before him

"Now that's better," he said, reaching for her

She ski pped away. "Senator, if you think this was all a device to get you al one out here --
shouldn't you be afraid it's a trap?"

"Nope." He tapped his glasses. "These show evil. There's hardly any evil in you; you're
just as lovely through these | enses as you are w thout them"
"Well, I"'mnot evil, but also not -- " She broke off, hearing sonething.
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He heard it too. He crouched behind the bushes, peer -- ing down the road. The car cane
slowly fromthe direction the girl had

gone. Its glass was reflective in the night, bfil the nmotor had an ugly sound. The senator
stared -- and gave a stifled gasp. Niobe put a hand on his shoul der, cautioning him

to silence. The car passed. The senator faced her, renoving the

gl asses, his eyes round in the noonlight. "That thing in

the car -- it was a denon!"
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"I't was a nman possessed by an evil spirit," N obe

agreed. "Now you know. "

"I'f I'd been out there --

"I't would have spotted you, accelerated, and deliber -- ately rammed you. It doesn't care
if it dies; it's already dead, though the living nan it possesses isn't."

He gl anced down the road. "WIIl it go after Enjay?"

he asked, worri ed.

"It shouldn't. It's targeted for just one person: you." "I'll go after her anyway," he
decided. "I don't want |

her out here while that thing's on the road!" He started

down the road at a lunbering run. Niobe paced him "It's not safe for you afoot either

Senator! That denon will be back, and -- "

“I'"1l hide when it cones!" he puffed, slowing to a walk;

he was in no condition to run the whol e way.

The assassin car did return, and the senator did hide in the bushes. Denpn-possessed
peopl e were not very alert or observant because it took nost of the denon's energy to operate the
host's body, so the thing never even | ooked to the sides. It would have worked better if the denon
-- spirit nerely rode along in the body, letting the living per -- son follow instructions -- but
when the instructions in -- cluded a suicide collision, that was not feasible. The denon had to
retain conplete control so that there would be no | ast-nonent bal king. That was probably why it
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wasn't destined to survive long; it took a great deal of spiritual energy to translate
i nto physical energy.

Way hadn't Satan sent a full physical denon, as he had to the Magician's weddi ng? Probably

because that was very awkward to do. True denmons were confined to Hell, and only on very rare
occasi ons could they be sprung | oose. The nortal plane was a hostile environnent for denobns, as it
was for angels. It was easier to spring denon-spirits, as in this case -- but they were |ess

reliable. Probably Satan had not expected Fate to conme to the scene personally; he had forgotten
the score Niobe had to settle with him

They reached a bridge that crossed a mnor inlet of the sea, and stopped, appalled. The
wooden guardrail had been smashed. oviously the car had gone off the bridge and into the water.

"She didn't know the road!" the senator exclained. "See -- the bridge curves, and she was
going straight -- "

He ripped off his jacket and kicked off his shoes. He dived into the water, searching for
the car. In a nonent he surfaced, gasping. "It's down there!"

He dived again, and surfaced again. "I can't get it open!"

Ni obe sent a magic thread down and slid along it, im-- pervious to the water. But in this
nmode she could only observe, not act on anything physical. She saw the car, and the girl inside.

She returned to the shore. "She's dead," she reported. "There's nothing you can do. Get on
back to the house.” Then, sick at heart, she retreated to Purgatory.

Satan hinself awaited her there. "So you sought to in -- terfere, sugarplum" he said.
"Well, you did not suc -- ceed."

"I saved his life!" Niobe retorted angrily. "And exchanged it for that of an innocent
girl," he countered. "And My purpose has been served. | don't
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care whether that man lives or dies; | just want himfin -- ished politically. That has
been acconplished.”

Ni obe brushed on by, refusing to speak to himagain. But the follow ng events proved Satan

correct. The sen -- ator put out the story that he had been driving the girl back to town, and had
taken a wong turn and blundered into the bay; he had fought free of the car but she hadn't. Sone
believed that; sone did not; after all, his bulk was twice that of the girl. How could he have

been nore agile in escape than she? There were too nmany questions. The senator had been perhaps
the | eadi ng candidate of his party for president; after the scandal of the girl's strange death,
he could not cone close to nomination. He con -- tinued as senator, but he woul d never be
president. Hs career had been capped. Al because he had let the girl drive an unfanmiliar road
al one.
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“"If | hadn't been inept with the threads..." Lachesis said.

"It takes many years of experience to foil Satan,"” N obe said grimy. "He is an infinitely
wily and indefa -- tigable opponent. W thought it was the senator's |ife Satan wanted, not nerely
his career. It was probably too late to undo the damage when we becane aware of the tangle." But
her rage at Satan was renewed. So many tines she had tried to foil himand had taken her |osses,
as it had been with Cedric, with Blanche, and now with the senator. She wi shed she coul d skunk
Satan com-- pletely. But the person of goodwill seened always to be at a di sadvantage before the
conpl etely unscrupul ous power that was Evil I|ncarnate.

Chronos' tine was growi ng short. He becane |ess con -- fident as he approached t he nonent
of his changeover. For himit was the assunption of his office; for the others, it was the
termnation of it. Each Chronos of ficehol der took the Hourglass, the single nost potent magical in

strument in existence, after a nortal existence. In this respect that office was simlar
to the others. But fromthat nmonent Chronos |ived backward until the noment of his origin, when he
had to pass the dass on to his prede -- cessor. It was an exceedi ngly awkward adj ust nent.

Ni obe had al ways been -- would always be -- closest to Chronos, and now it was especially
i mportant. Physically he was twi ce her age, but in other respects he was nmuch younger. There was
now a ki nd of desperation in their |ovenmaking, as if he needed reassurance that sone things
remai ned as they had been in his nortal life. He could change tine itself, but |acked experience,
and that made him hi ghly insecure.

Finally it cane to the first time. N obe knew it, because she had had the foresight to ask
him as if playfully, how many tines they had done it, and then she had kept count. Now he was

obviously smitten by her, but afraid to con -- fess it, and unable to get a proper grip on his job
while this inpasse remai ned. She seduced himgently, letting himknow it was all right, that she
under st ood. | ndeed she did! In her nortal life, so |long ago, she would have been appalled to see

hersel f now. But she was thirty-six years w ser now, and she knew Chronos better than he could
believe at this stage. He was an old friend, and though she never had | oved him she regretted no
part of their relationship. Satan, of course, called her a call girl, but it was a calling that
had its self-respect. The under -- standing she brought to Chronos was inportant, yet she m ssed
the true | ove she had once had, so briefly, as a nortal.

The affair was over, or had not yet begun. It cane at last to Chronos' last/first day in
his office. He was so bew | dered she knew she had to take himliterally in hand, |leading himto
hi s mansi on where she coul d explain things nore confortably. Away fromthe mansion their tines
were reversed, meking comruni cation difficult, for now
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he had not yet |earned how to use the Hourglass to control time. She had to use printed
signboards to tell himhow to reverse hinmself |ong enough for her to take himin hand, for the
print was conprehensi bl e whether a person was traveling forward or backward in tine.

The place was near an anusenent park, where he was standing, bew | dered. She knew, from
what he had told her before, that this was an hour after his assunption of the office; he had
bl undered out of the park by hinself, and wi shed she had found himearlier. But now she under --
stood why she had not (would not): she needed that hour to orient him So her printed sign told
hi m how to use the Hourglass to reverse hinself. Wen he did that, he was suddenly moving forward
intime again, and they could talk. Once they were in his mansion they were still to -- gether --
but now she was reversed, not he. The half hour of his reversal canceled the half hour of hers, so
that she energed at the sane tine as she had started the dia -- |ogue -- a conveni ence she had
careful Iy arranged. Chronos now understood enough to continue, and was in the hands of the |oya
staff of the mansion; she knew it would work out, however haltingly, because she remem-- bered
that it had.

Now she had to get on with the other part of it: seeing

the new Chronos in. Chronos was too inportant to her job to be left to chance, as it were;
she had to know exactly what she had to deal with. She returned to the anusenent

park and expl ored the situation

She picked up a few minutes after she had intercepted Chronos with her printed signs,

before. This time she con -- cealed herself fromhim She retained her body, because Lachesis was
too inexperienced to handle this, and it was Atropos' off-shift. She conceal ed her face sonewhat
with a kerchief, so that Chronos woul dn't recogni ze her if he saw her -- not that he had any

noti on of her identity or nature at this point. He hadn't nmet her yet. She foll owed
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hi m as he meandered backward into the park. No one else paid himattention; nortals sel dom
noti ced I ncarnations, and the backward-1living Chronos was difficult to relate to. So though they
were in acrowd, it was in effect just the two of them playing a kind of hide-and-seek.

She felt sorry for him seeing himso confused and ill at ease. She knew what he was
feeling, because he had told her about it. She knew himbetter than any other person did, now, and
better than any other person would. Thirty-six years as associates and |overs did nake for nutua
under st andi ng. Perhaps it woul d have been better if she had |loved him for certainly he had | oved
her. But, she decided, it had been necessary for one of themto be objective; that had enabl ed her
to cope with the backward nature of their association, and not to take mi sunder -- standings too
seriously. She renmenbered when they had agreed to try the act of love in their natural states,
novi ng in opposite tenporal directions. They had had to coor -- dinate it carefully, before and
after. It had turned out to be possible and intriguing as a novelty -- but, for her, not really
much different fromthe normal act, because she had been only slightly aroused. She had sinply
been there for him and for her own curiosity. So it had been a dis -- appointnment -- but now she
renenbered it clearly, for what reason she was not sure, as she watched hi mwan -- dering backward
through the crowd. Perhaps, she thought, this was an anal ogy of the hunman condition: each person
bl undering along in his own course, trying to relate to others, and succeeding only fractionally.
Because each person, nortal and inmortal, was traveling along his own unique tinmeline, unable to
tiein with others perfectly, however rmuch they all tried.

Finally he backed into the horror house. She followed. Neither of them bought tickets, as
the park proprietors were no nore aware of themthan the other nortals were. It was not a natter
of invisibility, just of not being noticed.
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There, too, she thought, was an anal ogy of nortality: the key forces that governed the
lives of people were gen -- erally unobserved by those who were nobst concer ned.

The horror house was stocked with ghosts who fl oated out periodically, nmade faces, and
yel |l ed "Boooo!" sup -- posedly scaring the paying custoners. Only the smallest children were
actually frightened; the others knew that ghosts were insubstantial and therefore harmess. Still,
it was fun, in the sense that playing the rigged ganbling ganes was fun. The illusion of fear and
potential riches was what this sort of park was all about.

Ni obe paused beside a ghost. "But what do you get out of it?" she asked. "Don't you fee
pretty stupid, play -- acting |ike this?"

"Well, it does get dull, and it is stupid, and it contrib -- utes to the prejudice people
have agai nst ghosts, but the pay is good," the ghost replied. "A ghost can't get a job

j ust anywhere, you know. "

"But what use do you have for noney?" "Well, it's like this,"” the ghost said, clarifying
into the senblance of a woman. "I was on ny way to work, when | was alive, and | was |ate, so
cut through this alley. | knew | shouldn't have, but I'd been late twi ce before that nonth, and
was on notice; | just had to get there on tine. Suddenly a nmasked man junped out at me. | screaned
and ran, but he chased me down, held a knife to ny face, and raped ne. | was screanming all the
time, but no one came to help me -- and there were others in the alley, too, who could have
hel ped. Finally -- too late -- | got mad, and | grabbed his hand and bit it. The last thing
remenber is his knife comng down at ny neck.”

"Ah, yes," N obe said. This was nuch nore of an an -- swer than she had sought.

"By the tine | recovered consciousness, | was dead," the ghost continued. "l guess it took

me a few minutes to die, while | was unconscious. There was ny body,
Pier's Anthony 153
naked fromthe wai st down, and nmy throat was a nmass of bl ood, and the rapi st was gone.

Wll, | didn't exactly take kindly to that. So | stayed around, determned to find out who had
done it and nake hi m pay. But that takes nobney, because private eyes don't work for nothing, so
here | am earning noney. Pretty soon |'ll have enough to hire one for a day, and if that doesn't
doit, I'll keep working until it does get done." She shrugged. "Wen you get down to it, geeking
isn't so bad." She paused to junp out at another child, screaming "Booo!" The child eeked and
gi ggl ed, pleased, and went on. "I wi sh you luck and fortune,” Niobe said. "Say -- howis it you
see me as a person?" the ghost asked. "I nean, nost of the living folk don't -- "

"You are a person,"” N obe said. "I spun your thread nyself. I"'msorry it was cut short."
"Ch -- you're Fate! | didn't recognize you!" "Few do," N obe said, and proceeded on after Chronos,
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who had backed up the passage.

Wiy, she wondered, had Chronos chosen to make the change here? It was the next Chronos who
had done it, the one com ng fromthe future. He had not been bound to the site of birth, just to
his monent of origin. He picked the place he wanted, and his successor had to cone to it and take
the Hourgl ass. Exactly how the successor knew where to cone she was not sure; apparently there was
a guidance in these things, and not the nornal guidance of Fate. Lachesis had, of course, neasured
his nortal thread, but when that person became Chronos, that de -- leted the thread fromthe
Tapestry as if it were an un -- schedul ed dem se. Chronos -- the one she had known so long -- had
remarked that his nortal existence had seened pointless and dull -- jejune was the actual term he
had used -- so that when the opportunity cane to becone an Incarnation, he had taken it. But he
hadn't realized that it neant |iving backward, or battling Satan
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Well, she was about to |l earn about the future Chronos. She watched froma cranny of the
horror house as the Chronos she knew backed to a dark chanber illum nated only by the glow of the
Hourgl ass. Fromthe far side an -- other figure cane, wal king forward. The other Chronos!

No -- it was the one she knew She could tell by the way he noved. He wal ked forward, and

t he ot her wal ked backward, and they net in the center of the chanmber. The
Hourgl ass flared. Suddenly, in the glow of the dass, there were three:

two young wonen and a child! O all tines for horror -- house custonmers to pass through

But the wonen | ooked oddly famliar. N obe saw one in silhouette as she turned: wasp-
wai sted, hair flowing -- She stifled an exclamation. It was her double! The doubl e wal ked ri ght
toward her. "Cone with ne, N obe," she said. "I'll explain." She took N obe's hand.

Benused, Niobe suffered herself to be led out of the dark chanber, |eaving the other wonen
and the child be -- hind. Wat was happeni ng?
Qut in the light of day, her double turned to her with a smle. "I amyourself, two hours
she expl ai ned. "You renmenber how you doubl e up when you spend an hour in Chronos

| ater,'
mansi on?" Ch. "Yes. But --
"There are three of you then

the other continued. "Self One is the one approaching the

mansion; Self Two is the one within it, living tenporarily backward; and Self Three is the one
living forward again, after energing. You have al ways avoi ded each other before."™ "Un, yes. But --
"Right now you are Self One. | am Self Three. Self Two is with Chronos, |iving backward."

"But this is not his mansion!"
"He reversed us for an hour. He wanted conpany to see himout. He's only a child, after

all.
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"The -- child | just saw?"

"Chronos can be any age or sex, as can any Incarna -- tion," Self Three rem nded her
"He'll tell you about it, as he told ne. |I'mjust making sure you understand the situation."

Ni obe took a deep breath. "I -- think so. But who -- who explained things to you when you

were Self One? | nean, if we are all parts of the same person --

"Self Three expl ai ned then, of course."

"But you are Self Three!"

"I amnow. Then | wasn't. | was you."

"But -- "

The other | aughed. "Don't try to analyze it, self-sister! You'll |ose your mnd. There
really aren't three of us, just one in three consecutive roles. Renenber, Chronos is imune from
paradox, and so are we when we interact with him"

Ni obe nodded, though she felt dizzy. "Now | know how Chronos felt when he started in
office, just a few mnutes ago. It's alnbst too nuch to grasp!”

"I know. But it's hard for the other Chronos, too. He's afraid. So be kind to him it
won't hurt you. I'min a position to know "

Then they both | aughed; they were by no coi ncidence very simlar people.

The two of themremnminisced for the rest of the hour, finding thenselves conpatible. "W'|
have to do this again sone tine!" Self Three said, and Ni obe agreed. "Next tinme we spend tinme in
Chronos' mansion -- which | don't think will be for |ovemaking -- you conme early, and I'll wait
for you."

"Agreed." They shook hands.
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Then, as the nonent drew near, they returned to the chanber. "W nust part," Self Three
sai d, huggi ng her. She was a very huggabl e person. "It's been nice talking with you."
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"Yes," N obe agreed. She saw tears on the other's cheeks. In all the years she had been
G ot ho, she had never done this before. Now she realized what she had been m ssing.

Ni obe entered the chanber, hesitated, turned -- and Self Three waved her on. So she wal ked
to the center, where the child stood with the other woman. "Hello," she said.

"“,olleH Self Two replied.

Then Self Two suddenly stepped backward into Niobe. There was a nmild jolt, and N obe
stunbl ed forward

"Hell o," Niobe said.

",olleH" the other replied. But the other was backi ng away.

"l guess you know | reversed you, Obe," the child said.

Startled, she | ooked at him He was about eight years old, with tousled sunbl eached hair
and eyes as blue as her own. He was indeed Chronos, for he carried the gl owi ng Hourgl ass.

"Yes," she agreed. "You -- want conpany. For -- the change."
"I'"ve never died before,” he confided. "I just didn't want to do it alone.”
Ni obe gl anced about, seeing Self Three escorting Self One out -- or rather in, as they

were novi ng backward. She was Self Two, now. She had exchanged greetings with her other self,
comi ng and going. To each, it had seened that the other had spoken second, because of the reversed

perspective. Now she had another job to do. "It's not death," she said reassuringly.

"It's the same thing, for me," he said. "I'll be in Heaven -- or Hell."

Ni obe shifted to Lachesis, who checked her threads. H s was obscurely | ooped back on
itself, but seenmed otherwi se unsullied. "Heaven, |I'msure." She changed back

There were two chairs by the wall. "I hope," he said as they sat. "I know | shoul dn't
worry, but I'mjust a kid. |'mscared!" Then his eyes bri med over, and he was crying.

Ni obe reached across and pulled himin to her bosom She had never in her life been able
to resist a person who required conforting, and she understood tears about as well as anyone
could. "OF course you are, dear, of course you are!" she said soothingly. "Not one of us is
sangui ne about -- that."

Soon his tears abated, but she continued to hold him nuch as she had held his successor.
There were tinmes when nen of any age needed the special favor of a wom-- an's enbrace. It was too
bad that people of either sex tended to confuse this with sex.

"You know, ne," he said, "when you cane in, three years ago | guess it was, maybe two, |

was mad; | liked Lisa. But when | got to know you, | |iked you even better. You're prettier."
Li sa, evidently, was her successor -- two or three years hence. N obe stifled her shock
She had had no idea her own termwas ending. "Beauty is no indication of nerit," she said. "I'm

sure Lisa was a fine woman."

"Ch, sure. And when she got mad at me, she'd tease ne with that gibberish | anguage others.
But you -- "

Ni obe changed the subject. "How did you conme to be Chronos?" she asked, glancing at the
gl owi ng Hourgl ass which floated before them He had set it there when he started crying, and it
remai ned.

"Ch, you know." He straightened up, shrugging.

"l don't know," she reminded him "I wasn't there, remenber? Lisa was."
"Ch, yeah. Well, the d ass was going to be changed, but the guy conming for it chickened
out." He smiled tooth -- ily. "He saw it, and he ran! He just got the hoorah out of there. | was

playing in the park, and | just knew sone --
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one had to take it, so | just stepped up and grabbed. | was too young to know any better.
And here | am eight years after. Before, | nean.”

“I"msurprised you were able to handle the job," she nurnured.

"Aw, Maw Cheese showed me how. | got the hang."

"Maw Cheese?"
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"You know, Cbe. Your niddle third."

Oh. Lachesis. The accent was properly on the first syl -- lable, and the ch was hard: LAK-
e-sis. But obviously the child didn't take names seriously. Maw Cheese! Lachesis snorted nentally.
Thi s whi pper - snapper --

"But | always |liked you best, Obe, after Lisa went, though Atta-pose is okay too. If |
coul da growed up, |'da nmarried you."

“"I'mortality does have its liabilities," N obe said, smiling.

And so they tal ked, and Chronos was conforted, and as the hour ended he was ready for the
Afterlife. Inthe final mnute he lifted the Hourglass, and N obe bent to kiss him and backed
off. As the Hourgl ass was taken by the shadowy other Chronos, the spell of reversal |eft her, and
she noved toward agai n.

Quickly she intercepted the confused Self One. "Cone with me, N obe, I'lIl explain." She
| ed the woman' out before their presence could interfere with the backward di al ogue of Self Two
and the juvenile Chronos. "I amyourself, two hours later," she explained, and went on to clarify

the situation. Her prior self was duly inpressed. It was fun, now that she knew what she was
doi ng.

In due course she guided her other self back into the chanber, and waved her on when she
hesitated. She watched as Self One and Self Two nerged -- and suddenly they were both gone. There
was only the child Chronos, waiting nervously for his conpany.
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How had he known she would cone to himamto be reversed for that hour? Ooviously she had
t( she would do it when the tine came. Neverthel ess a good thing that Chronos was i mmune to parade

She departed quietly. She had had enough of this it was tinme to get back to her regul ar
busi ness.

One thing stayed in her mind, though. Three } or two -- until she left her office! To be
repl aced b
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8 --

SECOND LOVE

Fromtime to tinme N obe checked on her nortal famly. The rawness of the tragedy of the
weddi ng eased. Her son the Magician seened to be quite happy with his bride Bl enda. She was a
school teacher, disdaining to exploit her beauty by going into show business. Blenda visited her
fat her, Pacian, often, naking sure he took care of hinself during his bereavenent. It was her
ber eavenent too, but she used a spell stone her husband provided to danmp its misery. This was not,

Ni obe knew, from any selfishness. It was sinply that, with a husband and a fa -- ther to attend
to, and a class to teach, she could not afford to be incapacitated at this tine. This was one of
the ben -- efits of nbdern nmagic; it did make it easier for people to survive such crises. Pes
:ps it was for sinilar reasons Bl enda postponed starting her own famly.

But Paci an was not doing as well. He refused to use nagic to aneliorate his msery, and
his suffering did not appear to ease with tinme. He maintained hinmself with sol --

760

em dignity, neeting his commtnents, keeping up his health, but he seened to be aging too
rapidly.

Ni obe was concerned. As the nother of the Magician whom Satan had sought to strike down,
she felt a guilty responsibility for the tragedy of the wedding. Al so, as an Aspect of Fate, she
knew she shoul d have been able to balk Satan nore effectively than she had. So it was at least in
part her fault. Pacian had been her son's best friend in youth, virtually his brother; it was not
right to let himsuffer.

She visited himin her own form and apol ogi zed. At first he hardly listened, but then he

remenbered. "You -- you are the Magician's relativel The one who posed with nmy daughter."”

Ni obe westled briefly with her sense of propriety and decided it didn't matter. "I am
related to the Magician," she rem nded him "Cosely."

"He has no little sister,” he said. "I amhis only cousin, once-renoved, so you cannot be

related that way. Yet you are strangely famliar. Exactly how are you rel at ed?"
She del ayed a nonent nore, hesitating before the plunge. "You have net ne before."
“I"'msure | have -- or soneone like you. It nags ne every tine | see you! But | can't
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pl ace the connection."

"Certainly you can. | amthe Mgician's nother."

He | aughed. "Sure, and you're sixty years old!"

"Closer to sixty-two."

"I knew his nmother when | was a boy. She was the prettiest woman extant! But after she
left Junior with us, she visited for a while, then disappeared. She had sone kind of inportant job

that took all her time. | think she just couldn't stand to stay around where cousin Cedric had
died." Suddenly his animtion deflated. "I know the feeling."

162
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"l am Ni obe Kaftan," she said firmy. "Wat you say is true; | could not remain. | |oved
my baby son, but | knew | could not raise himas well as your famly could, so | gave himup. |
have never truly regretted that deci -- sion; your folks did a fine job with him-- and with you."

"He was al ways a good boy," he agreed. "I was so pl eased when he took an interest in ny

daughter. O course they are second cousins, but it reunified a fanily that had been drifting

apart." Then he refocused on her. "The irony is that you do resenble her. But you are no ol der
t han ny daughter."

"I never aged, physically," N obe explained. "I amstill the physical age | was when you
were twel ve. Wien | Kkissed you and departed.”

"That kiss..." he nurnured, renenbering.

But he was still unable to accept it. Blenda, being younger, had readily acclinatized to
the truth and kept her nouth shut, but Pacian at age fifty was too adult to swallow the inpossible
readily. "The Magician, perhaps, has a spell for eternal youth -- but he has never used it, and
certainly he did not have it in tine for his nother's use."

"I becane an Aspect of Fate,"” she said. "An Incar -- nation. They are physically frozen
they are Incarnations of I mmortality -- forawhile. So, asC otho, | never aged."

He | ooked at her again. "You are beautiful," he said as if yielding a point. "Probably as
| ovely as she was. | had a crush on her -- "

"I know. "

He sighed. "Very well. | will entertain the notion that you are she, unaged. |'msure the
matter can be verified readily enough; the Magician will know. "

"He does."

"But | require proof of ny owmn. As | recall. Fate has three Aspects -- "

"Yes. | assunmed the Aspect of Atropos to continue visiting Junior -- and you."

"Atropos?"

"The ol dest Aspect of Fate. She -- "

"You can change -- just like that?"

"Yes."

"Do so."

She gave the body to Atropos.

Paci an shook his head. "No, you are not she."

"Of course I'mnot," Atropos said. "The Atropos you knew retired to be with you and the
boy until she died;

I am her successor."” She gave the body back to N obe.

"And you were there, too, in the body -- all the tine?"

"Yes," N obe said.

"There is sonething that happened --

"The prophecy."

"Which | voided. | married Bl anche. She was the finest wonan --

"But not the |oveliest of her generation,” Niobe fin -- ished.

"Correct. You were that."

She | aughed. "So | have been told. And Blenda is the one of her generation. She honored
t he prophecy by mar -- rying -- "

She broke of f, suddenly making a connection. She stared at Pacian. He stared back with
simlar astonish -- nent.

Then he turned away. N obe got up quickly and de -- parted.

Back in her Purgatory Abode, N obe tried to concen -- trate on her spinning, but the
others wouldn't let her. "I wasn't there," Atropos said. "But what's wong with Pa -- cian?"
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"He's my husband's cousin!" N obe retorted.
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"“Your husband di ed al nbst forty years ago, didn't he?" Lachesis asked. "And Pacian's wife
four years ago. You are both free, now "

"But we never thought of each other in that way!"

"But he had a crush -- " Lachesis said.

"And you are the nost beautiful -- " Atropos put in

"To Hell with the prophecy!" N obe cried.

"That is what Satan would |ike," Lachesis said snidely.

"To Hell with Satan!"

"Exactly how did that prophecy go?"

"Each boy woul d possess the nost beautiful woman of her generation,” N obe said,
concentrating to renenber it accurately.'' Each would bear a nost tal ented daughter. One girl
woul d | ove an Incarnation, and the other would becone one. No, wait -- there were two propheci es;
I've got them nixed."

"That's all right," Lachesis said. "Renenber all you

can."

"Both would stand athwart the tangled skein," N obe

N said.

"That's us!" Atropos said.

"One may marry Death, the other Evil," Niobe said, fishing another fillip from her menory.
"One to be the savior of man -- the daughter of the savior of deer. | think that's all of it."

"Then it's the Magician's daughter who will save man," Lachesis said.

"But he has no daughter," Atropos pointed out,

"And Paci an's daughter certainly didn't marry Than -- atos or Satan!” N obe said. "So it
remai ns a m shmash;

it doesn't -- "

"Unl ess you marry Paci an," Lachesis said. "And give himanother daughter."

"That's preposterous!"”

"You are leaving us within a year
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"You damed mat chneker! | don't |ove Pacian!" "Yet," both other Aspects said together with
her nout h.

It was a nonth before Niobe could bring herself to face Pacian again. He | ooked at her
with a certain resignation. "Prophecies are difficult to void," he said.

Atropos said. "That would be a fine way to do it."

"And often not understood until too late,"” N obe an -- swered. It was a faniliar dial ogue.
"I want you to understand that | never -- "
"Of course. |'mover sixty years old."

"And you | ook younger than ny daughter. In addition, your |ove was Cedric, mine Blanche.
am sure you .would not wish to be untrue to your love any nore than | would to nmine. So we really

shoul d di spense with this foolish -- ness -- "

Untrue to her | ove. N obe sighed. She had been phys -- ically untrue to Cedric a thousand
times! Yet that had provided her with a better perspective. She had entered a new life, a new
role, after Cedric's death, and it would have been wong not to fulfill that life and that role in
the requisite manner. Her private |ove had renmained sacred, and that was what count ed.

"Pace, I'mnot sure it is foolishness. Those propheci es have not been voided after all.

When you married Bl anche --
"I generated the nost beautiful woman ny cousin was destined to marry," he finished. "The
skein was nore tangled than | realized. But that doesn't necessarily mean -- "
"There have been other signals. It seems | amto | eave ny office soon. | think I nust at
| east explore the pos -- sibility that it is to marry you." There -- she had said it.
"“Ni obe, you owe nothing to me! That prophecy dates fromwhen | was a teenager!"”

166

Pi ers Ant hony 167

Wth a Tangl ed Skein

"But you see, Satan has evil plans for the world. 1 sus -- pect that if the prophecy can
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be voi ded, that neans that the child of nmy son and your daughter will not be the savior of nan
Maybe she will never be bom-- unless the full prophecy is honored."

"That's ridicul ous! Prophecies don't hold parts of thensel ves hostage for the performance
of the rest."

"I amFate," she said slowy. "A prophecy is a signal of Fate. The threads of our lives

run true, and we try to interfere with themat our peril -- and perhaps the peril of man. |'m not
sure we have the right to toy with such destiny. Pace -- | nust know "

He shrugged. "It is not that | have any aversion to you, N obe. Far fromit! | |oved you
in ny secret heart until | cane to know Bl anche, and | think that feeling remains. But | always
knew you were never to be mine. | sinmply would not tread upon ny cousin's grave."

“"Nor | on your wife's! But if the prophecy is voided, and there is no savior of man -- "
She spread her hands. "Pace, | married once because it was destined to be, not for |ove. Love came
after. | would do it again -- if | were sure.”

"How can anyone ever be sure about a thing like this?" "I would like to consult with -- an
acquai ntance. Per -- haps she will know. " "And who is that?"

"Gaea. You would call her the Incarnation of Nature." "Nature." He nodded. "Yes -- such an
entity mght know "

“I want you to be with me, so she can see us both." He | aughed tensely. "N obe, | can't
enter your realm" "Yes, you can -- if | take you. WIIl you do it?" He pondered, then shrugged. "I
agree that this should be settled, one way or another. |If you can take me, | wll

go.

She held out her hand. "Then we shall do it."

He was startled. "Now?"

"I have tine available now. Don't you?"

"It's the weekend. "

She took his hand. "This will be a trip to remenber."

"That is nmy fear." But he sniled.

She flung a strand to Purgatory and slid along it, bring -- ing himwith her. They passed
through the walls and the foliage of a tree, then up into the sky. Pace watched with the wonder
only a nortal could have, and that restored sone of the wonder for her, too. She had becone jaded
in thirty-eight years, as was natural enough, and it was good to be rem nded of the phenonena
nature other pow -- ers. She was not eager to give them up

They slid through the cloudbank underlying Purgatory and stopped before Fate's Abode.
"This is where | live, now."

"A giant spiderweb?"

She shifted to her arachnid form and back to human. "I am no | onger an ordinary woman."

"You were never that," he said.

"Now I will take you to Gaea's green mansion." She flung another strand, took his hand
again, and slid the two of them across the pleasant |andscape of Purgatory. She remenbered how
Chronos had taken her fromlIncarnation to Incarnation, so long ago -- his parting favor for her
| ayi ng the basis for her eventual understanding. In the interimsince then, a significant segnent
of the Tapestry had noved by!

They arrived at the edge of the G een Mother's de -- mesne. Before thema hillside slope
dropped into a broad valley covered with waving grain. On the far slope of the valley stood Gaea's
veget abl e palace. Al they had to do was cross.

They started down. "You can't fling a web across?" Paci an inquired.
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"Not here. Ge protects her environment, so it can be a challenge to reach her."

"You have not been here before?"

"Ch, yes, many tines. We often consult. But this tine |I'mbringing you al ong, so her
def ense system has been activated. It's just her way."

"Nat ure does have her way," he agreed.

"All the Incarnations do."

He shook his head with nmock wonder. "All this -- up in the clouds!"”

"This is not in the clouds; it just seems that way. Pur -- gatory is between Heaven and
Hell, but it is inpossible to define their |ocations. For convenience, we think of Heaven as

above. Hell below, and Purgatory between."
"And | suppose this isn't really physical, either."
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"It's indeternminate. You and | are alive and solid, but many of the others who seemthat
way are neither."

He paused and turned to her. "Niobe, | amglad after all these years to | earn where you
have been. | can ap -- preciate now why you had so little tine for nortal mat -- ters."

"I had time for nortal matters!" she said defensively. "I was spinning the threads of
lifel™

"OfF course," he agreed, and she felt guilty for her sharp conment. He was a good and

decent nman, not | ooking for any quarrel. It was hardly his fault that she still thought of him in
a sense, as a twelve-year-old boy. She had not changed, physically, but he had.

They reached the level floor of the valley and waded into the grass. At the first step it
was knee-hi gh; at the second, waist-high; at the third, chest-high

They stopped. "Ch-oh," N obe said. "I forgot about the challenge. It's not a matter of
just wal king across. There's no telling how deep this valley really is."

"It could be a V-shaped valley -- conceal ed by |evel grass?"

"I't could be. Ge can do anything she wants with plants."

"Then we can wal k under the grass," he said. "It's not far."

"W'll have to," she agreed uncertainly.

They proceeded. The sl ope continued, while the height of the grass rose until it was
taller than they were. Soon it was twi ce their height, the long, thin stens giving way elastically
before them so that the broader blades at the top were undi sturbed. The light dinmed as they went
deeper; it was |ike descending into an ocean, toward the utter dark at the bottom

Ni obe put her foot down -- and found nothing. "Ch!" she exclained as she | ost her bal ance.

Paci an's strong hand caught her windm|ling arm and he drew her back. Then he squatted to
check the ground. "There is a dropoff," he reported. "About a yard, here -- but | suspect that is
only the begi nning. W need a light."

Ni obe extended a glowi ng strand of web. Its Iight was not great, but it was enough. It
showed that the even slope was converting to a treacherous pattern of rocks and crev -- ices.

They noved on down, now hol di ng hands for safety. Wen they reached a dropoff of nore than
six feet, Niobe spun a strong thread and | ocoped it about Pacian's waist. Then he braced hinself to
support her weight while she | owered herself down. After that, he knotted the web to the stout
base of a grass-stemand |l et hinself down. She was unable to denaterialize, here.

Now t he gl oom was Stygi an i ndeed! She had to extend several glowing strands to illumnate
the ground clearly, for even a small hole could trap a foot and break an ankle. Even so, it was no
fun.

Then the ground shuddered.

They paused. "What's that?" N obe whispered ner -- vously.
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"The tread of a nonster," he whispered back. "Now | believe in live and let live; | value
the wilderness as ny cousin did, as the Magici an does now. But the denizens do not necessarily
feel the sanme way."

"No, they don't!" she agreed. "And we are in some kind of channel or |edge, here in the
gloom wi thout de -- fensive neans. Pace, let's get out of here!"

"Agreed!"

They hastened up the slope the way they had cone. Pacian gave her a boost up the line they
had | eft, though she didn't need it; she clinbed her threads nagically. But he was being
unconsci ously chival rous, and she appre -- ciated the gesture. In a nonment he followed, clinbing
up hand over hand. The thread, so thin it was alnmost invis -- ible, was spelled not to cut flesh,
and he was in good condition for his age. He had no trouble.

The ground shuddered agai n; the nonster was comi ng cl oser

They rejoi ned hands and hurried up the slope, following the line she had I eft. There was

no way to tell how close the nonster was; the shudderi ng was everywhere. Pant -- ing, they
scranbl ed out of the grass and into the sunshine.

"Ch!" Niobe gasped. "I was so frightened!"

"Aren't you invul nerable, as an Incarnation?"

She | aughed. "OF course | aml How silly of ne to for -- get!"™ Then she frowned. "But you
aren't."

He smled, rem nding her fleetingly of Cedric. They were, of course blood kin; if Cedric
had lived to this age..."Just as well we hurried, then," he said. Sone -- how they both knew t hat
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they were safe in the bright Iight;

the monster woul d not | eave the shelter of the deep grass.

She | ooked across at Gaea's treehouse, so near and yet so far away. "But we still need to
get across."”

Paci an considered. "You know, that |ooks |ike a roving ocean. The surface ripples in waves
under the wind."

"Too bad we can't sail across it,"'

"Can't we? If this is a magic challenge --

Her nouth dropped open. "It could be!"

He | ooked about. "Perhaps a raft. | see sonme drift -- wood." He wal ked over to the
bonel i ke branches of a dead tree and began collecting them "This wood is strong and light. If we
| ash pieces together -- "

"I have threads," she said. "They'll work for that. Do you really think it will float --
on grass?"

"Wth magic, anything is possible,” he said cheerfully. It was evident that he liked a
chal | enge. He was nore ani mated now than she had seen himin the past two years.

As Paci an worked, he commented on a river-crossing riddle that this effort brought to
nm nd. N obe renmenbered that one fromher days with Cedric. "All right," Pacian said, sniling.
"Then try this one: A coin dealer has twelve coins, one of which is counterfeit..." He defined the
probl em for her, and she struggled wi thout success until he explained the key step in the
solution. He had the sane joy in such puzzles that Cedric had had.

As they tal ked, he arranged the |arger branches to make a framework, which she bound
together with lengths of her thread. Then they tied snaller branches on until they had a raft
about six feet square. They saved two long, thin branches to use as poles, and several nore for
pad -- dles. "But a sail would be better," he said.

That reni nded her of her voyage across the coll ege | ake, on the patched-up sail boat. She
was not reassured.

she j oked.

There was no suitable material for a sail. Wth tinme and a | oom she coul d have woven one
fromher threads, but of course she had no | oom here. They heaved the raft onto the surface of the
thick grass -- and it floated. "That's it!" Pacian exclained. "It would never work wi thout magic
this isn't real water. But your friend Na -- ture has enchanted it as a chall enge, and we have

found the key."
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Had they? Ni obe hoped so. Paci an hel ped her aboard, and they shoved off. The raft fl oated

somewhat uncer -- tainly, and the feel was not the same as for water, but

they were on their way.

Poling got themwell into it, but then they went beyond the depth the poles could reach
Paci an sat down, hooked his feet into the tw sted planking, and set up the two long -- est paddles

as oars. "Um we need to anchor them" he

sai d. Niobe saw the problem She knelt and tied the oars to

the edges with nmore | oops of thread, so that they swung on crude ful crums. Then Paci an
started rowing -- and the raft noved. The oars tended to slide past the | eaves of grass, but there
was enough friction to make it work. They

were on their way, again.

There was a jet of vapor down the valley. "There she bl ows!" N obe exclai mned. Then she had
a second thought. Wat kind of whale would swmin grass?

Paci an had the same thought. He accelerated his row -- ing, but the clumsy raft noved
slowy, while a second plune erupted, closer. The whal e was coni ng toward

t hem

"I's that coincidence?" N obe asked worriedly.

"Here? | doubt it," he puffed. "I don't think we can outrun it." She was al arned. Paci an

ceased rowing. His face was red fromhis effort. "Another challenge?" he gasped. "I'm-- afraid
so. And this tine we can't retreat. It
woul d catch us in a nonent."

He hefted a paddl e, pondering. "I suppose | could try to fend it off," he said. "If it's
bi g enough to take a bite of us, it's big enough to get a paddle or a pole wedged edgewise in its
mouth. But 1 don't like nolesting wildlife. After all, we are intruders on its preserve." "You're
a soft-hearted fool!" she chided him "It runs in the famly," he agreed w thout rancor
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She was stricken. He was right. Once Cedric had taken to the wlderness, he had refused to
harmany of it. And Junior's |ong association with the hanmadryad of the water oak had left him
with a profound appreciation of the magic of the wetlands. She herself felt the sanme. Pacian was
very much in that nold

The | eviathan drew near. Its huge snout broke the sur -- face of the grass. The thing was
bi g enough to swallow them whole, raft and all

"They say that nusic has charns to soothe the savage breast," Pacian said. "That is nopst
often m squoted as 'savage beast.' It just nay be worth a try, rather than futile force."

Ni obe |iked the way his mnd worked, but the leviathan terrified her. Aready its
ponderous jaws were cranking open. "You nmean -- sing it a song?"

"Sounds silly, | know -- but it's harnmless, at least. | have sung to the aninals on the
farmwi th sone success. W can always try to fight, as a |last resort. Have you any idea what it
m ght |ike?"

Doi ng requests, for a nonster? Ni obe found her mnd largely blank. "I -- maybe a round --

He nodded agreenent. He faced the leviathan as if about to deliver a speech. He sang,
crudely but ade -- quately:

"Have you seen the ghost of Ton? Round white bones with the flesh all gone! 0-0-0-0-0-0-O
Wuldn't it be chilly with no skin on!"

Ni obe started to | augh, hysterically. To sing a Hallow -- een song to a nonster

The | evi at han paused in place. The jaws stopped open -- ing. It was listening, and |ike
sonme aninmals, it could not focus its attention on two things at once.
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"Have you seen the ghost of TonP" Pacian sang, with greater volume and confidence. This
tinme Niobe picked up on it, repeating the first Iine as Pacian continued with the second line, for
it was indeed a round. It worked out rather prettily, despite the nacabre and foolish words.

They went through it three tinmes, and the |eviathan did not nove. Wiether it liked the
song was uncertain; per -- haps nere curiosity held it. But that was certainly pref -- erable to
an attack.

When they stopped, the jaws slowy resumed notion. Quickly Pacian started another song,
one long beloved in his culture:

"0 Danny-Boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling, Fromglen to glen and down the nountain --
side..."

Ni obe joined in, nmaking the harnony. She had not sung like this since her nortal days, and
had al nost forgotten how grand it was.

"The sunmer's gone, and all the |leaves are falling..."

Paci an turned while singing, and reached to take her hand.

"'Tis you, '"tis you nmust go and | rmust bide."

And Ni obe was transfixed as the song abruptly ex -- panded to magnificent sound. He had
the magi c! The same phantom orchestra that Cedric had had when he sang. The same phenonenal
magni fi cati on of the nusic!

O course! This, too, ran in the fanmily! Not in every nenber, for her son did not have it.
But here and there. She had never guessed! No wonder Pace could pacify an -- inals!
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The | eviathan was aware of it too. Slowy, now, its jaws subsided, no |onger nenacing the
raft. They had indeed found a way to soothe the beast.

But Niobe's attention was only partly on that. She had thought she woul d never |ove again,
after Cedric. Now, suddenly, amazingly, she knew it was possible. The prophecy had not been based
on what she knew, but on what she woul d di scover

They finished the song, and the internal nusic faded. The leviathan did not resune its
aggression, but N obe now had need of nore nusic. She clung to Pacian's hand, and started a song.

“"In the gloam ng, 0 ny darling, when the lights are dimand low..."

He joined the song and the music rose in themand sur -- rounded them

"WIl you think of me, and | ove ne, as you did once | ong ago?"

Even as she sang, Niobe felt the |ove expanding from her |ong-isolated heart, enconpassing
her being. The be -- ginning of her love for Cedric had come with the magi c nusic. She had not
sei zed upon it, then, and so had wasted nuch of the scant time they had had together. She was much
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ol der, and perhaps wi ser now -- and she found her -- self entering into it as into a prineval sea,
gladly giving herself to its tide. 0 ny darling..

When the song ended and the nusic faded again, the |eviathan was satisfied. It backed off
slow y and turned about, and swam away.

"It seens we have navigated the crisis,"” Pacian said. "Now we can go to neet Mt her
Nature." He reached for the oars.
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Ni obe put her hand on his armagain. "Pace -- do we

need to?" He considered, then |aughed. Then he drew her in to
him and they kissed. The grand nusic enconpassed

them They reversed course and returned to her Abode, and

then to the realmof the nortals. As they | anded back in his house, he said: "I don't
think I"'mgoing to be lonely anynore. But let's not act precipitously.”

"This is very sudden," she agreed. "W can afford time to be sure it's real." But she
al ready knew it was.

He nodded. "And if it is -- " "Then | will retire on schedule, to becone nortal --

and be your wife."

"Fulfilling the prophecy,"” he agreed.

She left himw thout further conment. The nonment she was al one, a babbl e broke out anong
her Aspects. Did you feel that nusic? He's a rare one! If that's what your first love was |ike, no

wonder you waited for his Iike! We'll have to | ocate your successor, whatshernane. Lisa.

When' s the weddi ng?

"Enough, you hens!" N obe exploded. "It's tenta -- tive!"

Lachesis snorted. As tentative as a pregnancy, girl! Indeed, all that devel oped over the
course of the fol -- lowing nonths was certainty. N obe visited Pacian sev -- eral tinmes, and each
time it was as if another layer of |ove was added. "I do | ove you. Pace," she said. "I nust

marry you."

"l thought I would never be whole again, after | |ost

Bl anche,” he said. "But it is no denigration of her to confess that now | [ove you as I
did her. Wen | was a child | adored you hopelessly; now !l ama man | have reason to |live again.
It is as if you were saved for the time in ny life when | would nost need you." He paused. "Is

t hat coi nci dence?"
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She shook her head. "I am an Aspect of Pate -- but ny power is limted. Lachesis handles
the disposition of the threads of life I spin -- but her power too is limted. It was Satan's
interference that caused nme to | ose nmy spouse, and you yours. Fate never planned those horrors,
and now the Tapestry is healing."

"Yet the prophecy -- "

She sighed. "Yes, there nust be a deeper current of Fate, beyond our awareness, that the
seers drew from Maybe our manipul ations of the Threads of Life are only to restore the pattern
Sat an sought to disrupt. It has made for a tangled skein!"

"Whi ch our daughter -- and granddaughter -- will stand athwart,
monent, there is only our |ove."

They ki ssed, and there was music. He was right; their offspring m ght be destined for
horrendous adventures, but at the nmonent |ove nade all that beside the point.

In due course, as the tinme of her departure fromoffice neared, Niobe made it a point to
bid adieu to her friends, the other Incarnations. First she went to the G een Mother. This tinme

he agreed. "But for the

she had no trouble reaching the dom-- icile of Nature. "You knew, didn't you?" she charged the
worman. "You arranged that challenge course!™
"Love is one of ny Aspects,"” Gaea admitted. "I knew your heart and his. | only facilitated

what was inevitable.'

"So we never even consulted you!"

"Not overtly."

"You are devious, Ce."

"Coming fromFate, that is indeed a conplinent."

They enbraced, and Niobe cried a little, and they parted. Gaea's face was serene -- but
when Ni obe stepped outside the domicile, she discovered a gentle rain falling, and knew that Ge
was crying too.
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A few days later, in the course of routine business, she visited Thanatos. Pate worked
most intimately with
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Chronos, but she also had considerable interaction with Thanatos, for the threads had to

be term nated as well as started. "I amsoon to return to nortality," she said. "I pray you do not
come too soon for ne or the man | |ove."

The death's-head smiled. "I will postpone it as |long as your successor permts. W is she
to be?"

"I don't know. We are conducting a search, but no suitable prospect naned Lisa has shown

up.

"Wl Lisa be as pretty as you?"

"Not quite. But you are sure to |like her."

"I envy you, Cotho. You are able to step down vol -- untarily, returning to life. | wll
be assassinated by ny successor, even as | assassinated nmy predecessor."

"Yet it was to Heaven you sent your predecessor, and to Heaven you will go."

"That is a confort," he agreed.

She enbraced him not repul sed by his skeletal hands, and she kissed his grinning skull -
face. H's business was grim but he was a decent person. He was not the same one she had first
met, but the office had nade himsimlar

Her supply of yamran |ow, and she made her nonthly trip to the Void for nore. She
wondered, as she often did, whether this nmonthly cycle stood in lieu of the fem nine cycle that
had abat ed when she becane imortal. There were, indeed, patterns she did not understand.

"So you are quitting, cutie," Satan said, appearing be -- fore her
"Go to Hell," she told himshortly.
"You have been a delectable thorn in My side for too long,"” he continued blithely. "It

will be an excellent rid -- dance."

"Go dam yoursel f."

“I really will enjoy working over your successor, scrunptious."”

She paused. "Wiy so positive. Lord of Flies? Can it be that you don't want nme to go?"
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He puffed smoke. "OF course | want you to go!" he said.

She nodded. "Because | amfated to produce a nortal child who will be a real pain in the
tail for you."

He did not respond with the derogatory or cynical ex -- clamation she expected. Instead he
was oddly pensive. "There are currents of destiny that perhaps only God conprehends," he said.
"Qur glinpses of the future are fleeting and inperfect. | have taken a readi ng on your daughter
and | see only a terrible stormperhaps forty years hence, and she is caught up init -- and so am
I. I do not know the outcone."

Ni obe suffered a chill. "And one nay marry Death, the other Evil," she said, again
recal ling the prophecy.

"I amthe Incarnation of Evill" he said. "Wiy should | ever bind Myself to a nortal

woman?"

"She is to be an Incarnation.”

Satan turned and paced in air, his gaze downcast. He was al nost handsonme in that nonent of
reflection. "And what woman, whether nortal or Incarnation, would ever bind herself to Me?"

It was a serious question. "Only an evil one," N obe said.

"Are you about to birth and raise an evil woman?"

"Of course not!"

"Of course not," he agreed. "For you are indeed a good wonan, as well as a lovely one. She
can only oppose Me. Yet the prophecy -- "

He was genui nely di sturbed! "Satan, what are you get -- ting at?"

He faced her without any sign of cruelty or nockery. "Sinply this: there is a tangle
comi ng in your skein that neither of us understands. Never would | bind Myself to a good woman,
nor would she to Me. Sonething very strange is brewing. Let us avoid the whole issue, and op --
pose each other on conventional grounds. Keep your
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present office, O |ovely woman! Do not generate that child.”

Ni obe was astoni shed. "You are pleading with ne to do you a favor -- by abrogating the
fulfillment of nmy | ove?"
"l suppose | am Cdotho. | can proffer inducement if you prefer. | could assune the

I i keness and nanner of your --

"You're crazy!"

Satan sighed. "No, | amevil, not crazy. | have nmerely confirned that no decent woman
woul d accept Me if she knew My nature, however | night clothe Myself. You know Me, therefore you
will not do for Me what you did for Chronos."

Ni obe stared at him "You -- desire ny favor?"

"l do desire it."

Al nost, she felt sorry for him Then the nenory of Cedric surged back, and the enotion
becane anger. "Well, you will never have it!"

"That | know. Still | would have you remain in office."

"You shoul d know better!"

“"You will not do it?"

“I will not doit!"

Now he flared brightly with his abrupt fury. "I tried to be reasonable! To be honest,
though it pains Me! I"'mnot good at it, | know, but | did try. Now you will feel the brunt of My
wrat h!' "

"Go to Hell, Satan," she repeated mldly.

"And your child will suffer too!" he cried as he faded out. "You and yours will rue this
hour ! "

He was gone -- and Niobe found herself shivering with reaction. Had she nmade a m stake by
refusing to deal with Satan? He had seenmed oddly pensive, and his expression of desire for her had
seenmed honest. Satan, of course, had all the wonen he wanted, in all the forns he wanted, in Hell -
- yet none of themwere good, by definition. Did he

have a hankering for the opposite type? Was there sone good even in the Prince of Evil?

Surely not! Satan's designs were always evil, also by definition. If she opposed him she
was probably correct. If he was angry, she should be pleased. She was fulfilling the vengeance she
had so | ong sought agai nst him

Yet Satan was al so devious. The Father of Lies knew how to deceive by indirection as well
as by direction. Wiy had he cone to her to nake his plea and why had he shown such obvi ous anger
when she declined it? That suggested that it was an act, and that she was in fact doing exactly
what he want ed.

She shook her head. Her safest course was to pursue her course as she intended, not
all owi ng herself to be in -- fluenced in any way by Satan. Still, it bothered her. She brooded on
it throughout her business in the Void. Wuld she -- and her daughter -- be vulnerable to Satan's
wath, as nortal s?

She visited Chronos next. M ndful of his reversed timeline, she phrased her farewell

carefully. "Hello, Chronos. | thought | would introduce nyself, as we shall be working together
for the next two or three years. | am Cotho, an Aspect of Fate."

"Ch, go on!" the child snapped. "You aren't Lisal"

"Of course I'"'mnot. Lisa has gone nortal. | am Niobe.” She sm | ed.

Chronos was eight years old, physically and enmption -- ally. He nelted like ice creamin
the radi ance of that smile. "Gee, you sure are pretty, Obe! | guess you're okay!"

"I guess | am" she agreed. "I know you and | will get along well." She tousled his hair.

"Hey, wait a minute!" he protested. "You live for -- ward, not backward |ike ne! You' ve
al ready been through it!"

She sniled again, daunting him "Smart |ad! Yes, | know you a good deal better than you

know ne, though
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that will change as you advance into my past. But when your tenure cones to a close, and
you are afraid, | will cone to you and hold your hand. So don't annoy ne, okay?"
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"Ceez, it's weird having you conme in like this, knowi ng so nuch! Lisa was sorta tind and
sweet, specially at the end when she forgot my |language. 1'll sure miss her."

Forgot his |anguage? How could that be? But N obe preferred not to discuss it with him
"Just renenber, sport -- | chose her."

"Yeah, | know. Yesterday. Funny thing, you coming up with her."

"What's so funny about bringing in a woman who can do the job?"

He stared at her a nmonent, then |aughed teasingly. "That's right! You don't know her yet.
You'll find out, Cbe!"

"I''l'l find out," she agreed, kissed himon the forehead, shifted to spider form and
clinmbed out of his sight. He always enjoyed that trick

This was getting stranger. First Satan's pointless offer and threat, then Chronos'

reacti on. Chronos knew sone -- thing she didn't, of course. They had been searching dil -- igently
for Lisa, and still had not found her, one day be -- fore the event.

VWhat woul d happen if they failed to find her? Wuld there be another snarl in the threads,
pi nching the Tap -- estry, and could Niobe find herself stranded in office, un -- able to turn
nortal and marry Paci an? Was that the mis -- chief Satan contenpl at ed?

No, it couldn't be, for the change to Lisa had occurred tonorrow, Chronos renenbered it,
and Chronos was no tool of Satan's. She really didn't need to worry about it;

what would be would be -- and she would be nortal, to -- norrow

But tomorrow came with no further illum nation. There was no sign of Lisa even as the hour
approached. N obe's better two-thirds were as nystified as she was. "The thread has to be here in
the Tapestry,” Lachesis said. "But nothing distinguishes it. So it is lost until we find it. There
simply is no signal that Lisa is to step out of |life and into Pate."

“I'I'l bid farewell to Mars," N obe decided. "Then it will be tine, and we'll see."

She sailed down a thread to the spot on Earth where Mars was working. This was the great
double city of Bu -- dapest, at the nonment torn by strife. Huge Soviet tanks were noving in the
streets, and buil di ngs were burning.

She | anded on a street beside him Mars, too, was dif -- ferent fromthe one who had been
in office when she first cane to Purgatory. She wasn't certain what the necha -- nismfor his
changi ng was, but it seemed to occur irreg -- ularly and w thout warning. But this one had been in
of fice for several years, and she |liked himwell enough, consid -- ering the differences in their
phil osophies. "Mars, | came to say good-bye."

He gl anced at her. "Ah, so soon, lass? There'll never be a sweeter or prettier Cotho than

you! G ve ne a buss!”

She subnmittted to his enbrace and hugged hi m back. She had had |iaisons with himon
occasi on, as appropriate, and so had Lachesis. "How s it going. Warrior?"

He rel eased her. "Always a novelty! See that |ine of refugees?"

She | ooked where he pointed. A seenmingly endless |line of bedraggled civilians were wal ki ng
al ong the side of the street, going north. Obviously they had been bonbed out of their hones and
were fleeing to whatever safety they could find.

Now he took her by the shoul ders and turned her to face the other way. "And those?"
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She | ooked dutifully. Another line of refugees was trav -- eling south. "But they're each
goi ng where the other's comng from" she excl ai ned.

"True. What do you nmake of that?"

"I't has to be a tragedy! No hope for either group!"

“"Now you have it, lass," he agreed gruffly. "War is

hell." She knew better, but she couldn't help herself. She

chal l enged his rationale: "How can you encourage such an appalling situation. Mars? Those
are living, feeling people there, surely innocent of the causes of this war!"

Mars, always ready for conbat, answered wi thout hes -- itation. "Aye, lass, that they are,
by your definition. But not by mine! They sought freedom so brought this con -- sequence on their
heads!"

"Fr eedon?"

He nodded. "Freedomto speak, to assenble, to read, to choose their own work. They forgot
they were a sat -- ellite nation. Those tanks are here to rem nd them"”

"And you approve of this?" she demanded incredu -- |ously.

"To be sure! Freedomis the nost precious thing man can grasp, and its price is
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comrensur ate. These people suffer to prove that they are worthy of what they seek, and |I'm proud
of them"

"And what of the tanks?"

"I am proud of them too."

"Ch, Mars, you're inpossible! I wish | could save even

one of those poor souls!"

Mars made a gesture that included both lines of refu -- gees. "Take your pick, Cotho."
"What ?"

"If you are exchangi ng your office in a few mnutes, you can do it with one of these. She,
at | east, can be

spared. "

The incredible boor! Lachesis thought.
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But it may be true, Atropos replied. "All right, I will!" N obe walked out to the line
goi ng north and stopped the first young worman she spied who seened to be traveling al one. She was
a dark-haired, pretty girl of perhaps twenty, toting a large suitcase. She stared at N obe.

"Woul d you like to becone Fate?" N obe asked. The wonan's | arge eyes | ooked at her
bl ankly. "To exchange places with nme and be forever free of this?"

The wonman spoke unintelligibly. O course!l Atropos thought. She's Hungarian! Doesn't Mars
speak all tongues? Lachesis thought. "Yes!" N obe said. She took the woman by the hand and tugged
her across the street toward the Incarnation of War. The wonman seened to have been stunned by the
horror of the violence around her. Perhaps she thought N obe was offering her a place to stay in
safety for the night.

“"Mars, tell her," Ni obe ordered. "Ask her to ex -- change."

Mars spoke to the woman in her |anguage, gesturing to N obe. The woman shook her head, not
believing it. Then a shell |anded nearby, blow ng out part of a building, and the woman changed
her m nd. She nodded affirmation. "Any port in a storm"™ Mars translated. It was Atropos' turn to
handl e the change. She assuned the body. "Farewell, N obe,"” she said. "It has been a pleasure

working with you."

CGood- by, sister Aspect, Lachesis thought, giving her a nmental Kkiss.

Atropos took the woman's hand -- and Ni obe found her -- self standing separately, in her
own body, facing Atropos. "Farewell, sister Aspects!" she cried -- and as al ways, tears flowed.

186 Wth a Tangl ed Skein

Mars touched one of his pockets and brought out a frag -- nent of reddi sh stone. "Take
this, N obe," he said gruffly. "It is frommy planet. It will guard you from harm

until you can reach your destination." N obe took the stone. She opened her nmouth to thank

him Anot her shell burst, close by, nmomentarily blinding her

and causing her to cower. \Wien she straightened up, both Mars and Fate were gone. She was
on her own. Deprived of her two alternate Aspects, she felt abruptly naked. They -- and
imortality -- were no longer part of her. Her

tears continued.

But she could not remain here, crying in the street of

the war-torn city. She knew where she was goi ng. She hefted the suitcase and started
wal ki ng.

9

TW N MOONS

Thanks to the Mars fragnment, she nmade her way safely from Budapest, across the Iron
Curtain, and to Ireland, where Pacian was waiting for her. She was tired and be -- draggled and

felt exceedingly nortal, but she was ready to marry him

But first she consulted with her son the Mgician. "Satan swore to harass ne and nine,"
she said. "lIs it possible to be secure fromthis?"

"Satan is constrained to operate sonewhat through channels,” he replied. "My power does
not approach his, but | can protect us all fromhis mischief." He gave her a bright green garnet,
mounted on a silver chain. "War this always. Mther, and you will be secure. | will see to the
daughters in their turn."

"Thank you, son," she said, smling. He was now forty, she twenty-four, physically.
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"And one for Pace," he said, handi ng her another.

The wedding was in spring, and by sumer N obe was pregnant. The Magician's wife, Pacian's
daught er Bl enda,
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turned up pregnant that same summer, after five years of marriage, by what coincidence or
design only Lachesis mi ght know. Ni obe and Bl enda took wal ks toget her and conpared notes, stil
seemng |like sisters though Bl enda was now five years ol der physically.

When spring cane again, both wonen gave birth to daughters within a week of each other
Ni obe naned hers Ob and Bl enda named hers Luna, for they were like twin nmoons. The Magi ci an
presented each baby with a polished noonstone, to protect her from mnisfortune.

The two girls were raised together and were amazingly simlar even after allow ng for the
fact that they were closely related. N obe and Pacian were the ancestors of both; strangers
assuned that Ob and Luna were twins. The Magician still tended to bury hinself in his studies,
and Bl enda had retired fromteaching in order to assist him so that Luna would spend days at a
time at N obe's house. Pacian, always a farmer, was now going into tree farm ng, gradually
remaki ng the wetlands without de -- stroying it; this took |long hours. Thus nost of the child care
fell to Niobe. She loved it. She had given up her first child. Junior, and now was gl ad to nake up
for it by raising two. It was her fulfillment as a nother, forty years de -- |ayed.

She put themtogether in a double pramfor wal ks through the countrysi de and, when they
grew ol d enough to do their own wal ki ng, she took themthrough the wet -- lands to adnire the fine
magi cal trees Pacian was culti -- vating. Sonetinmes they would ride their famly carpet to the
pl ace where she and Cedric had lived. The old cabin had been replaced by a nodem bungal ow,
complete with electricity and central heating, but the old water oak re -- mained. The hanadryad
was now a m ddl e-aged nynph, showing it nore by manner than by form but she re -- menbered N obe,
once she introduced herself, and came down cautiously to play with the little girls. N obe was
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as happy as she had ever been, despite the nostalgia. But she always nmade sure both girls
were wearing their pro -- tective noonstones, for Satan could be |urking, awaiting his chance for
m schi ef .

The children reached school age, and N obe took themthere together and got them enroll ed.
She had to westle verbally with the clerks who assuned that two simlar children whose surnane
was Kaftan had to be sisters if not twins. "Orb is mne, Luna is ny son's child." They stared at
her, for she was physically thirty.

Both girls were bright as well as pretty. N obe's side of the fam |y accounted for the

beauty, and the Kaftan side accounted for the brilliance. It was genetics nore than nerit, but
still she was inordinately proud.
As school progressed, the girls becane nore differ -- entiated. They adopted different

clothing and hairstyles;
one woul d wear pink, the other green, and then they would switch. One would grow her hair

Il ong, while the other cut it short -- and again they would switch. Luna's hair was cl over-honey,
Iike her nother's, and her eyes were pearl-gray; Ob's hair was buckwheat-honey, |ike N obe's, and
her eyes pale blue. But they could still be very simlar when they chose.

Luna became interested in art, while Orb |iked nusic. Luna showed real talent with
pi ctures, proceeding fromcrayons to pastel chalk to watercolors and finally to oil
her efforts were always prominently represented in class shows. Ob started with the

guitar and gravitated to the pi -- ano, then centered on the harp. She had genuine talent for it,
and when she was ten, she gave a recital of The Shep -- herd's Song that sounded so |like the magic
musi ¢ her father and grandfather had had that N obe was stunned. She had the magic -- and it
reached a short way out be -- yond physical contact to touch those who |istened closely. The

audi ence, though it heard only the physical nusic, was still entranced, and appl auded her

ent husi astical ly.
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By the tinme they were twelve, both girls were alnost as pretty as their nothers had been
and their talents were solidly established. "It's tinme they had better equip -- nent," Pacian said
and he took Niobe to see the Magi -- cian
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"The instrunents exist," the Mgician said. "But they

have to be won. They are in an annex to the Hall of the Muntain King. The King sl eeps,
but an attenpt to steal anything would wake him and that would be unfortu -- nate.”

"I don't want them stealing anything!" N obe pro -- tested. "They're honest girls!"

The Magician smiled tolerantly. "To be sure. Mther. But you rmust understand the Muntain
King's definition. He will freely give the instrunents to any person he deens worthy of them --
but what he calls worthy, we mght cal

theft."

"That's preposterous!”

"Not so. Mother," he infornmed her patiently. "A per -- son who can take the instrunent
deserves it; the one who cannot, but who tries to, is a thief."

"There are standards -- an exanination?"

"A series of three challenges to gain entry," he said, "Then a denonstration of
proficiency for the specific in -- strument."

"Chal | enges?" She wasn't sure she liked the sound of

it. Not for twelve-year-old girls.

"The Annex is deep in the nountain, of course. There are cliffs, pitfalls, nonsters --
that sort of thing. Routine."

"Routine! I'"'mnot sending ny child or yours into that!

Those girls are only -- "

"Twel ve years old,"” he finished for her. "Mther, the challenges are only illusions. No
danger -- as long as the unworthy person does not attenpt to steal an instru -- nent."
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Now it was coming clear. "They run the course -- and if they get through w thout making an

error, then they can try for the prizes?"

"Precisely. And if they do make an error, they have sinply to depart imediately, w thout
waki ng the King. He gets angry when awoken.™

"And proceeding on, after an error, wakes hinP"

"Yes. It really isn't wise to do that."

She pondered. "Exactly what woul d happen if he wakes?"

"He would turn the challenges real."

"Real pitfalls, instead of illusory ones?"

"That's it. Mther," he said with the cal mess that a person of normal intelligence
assunmes when dealing with one of Iimted intellect. "And if that person attenpts to steal -- "

"Then -- not that our girls would, but -- ?"

"Then the Mountain King would personally intervene. | could not protect themin the King's
hall; he is omi -- potent there. The nponstones protect themfromevil, but the Muntain King is
not evil, just tough. But it should never come to that."

"I wouldn't let themtake the risk!"

He shrugged. "Wy don't you go along to chaperone thenf? Then you can be sure they don't do
anything fool -- ish. The Mountain King is a fair man; he will not bother anyone who honors his
rules.”

"I can do that? Run the challenges with thenf"

"Of course you can. Mther!" he said, as if her intellect had turned out to be below his
al ready- nodest expecta -- tions. "The King is not fussy about details. | would take the girls in
mysel f, but he wouldn't tolerate ny presence. R val magic, you know. "

"The instrunents are good ones?"

"The best that exist. Mdther," he assured her pa -- tiently. "State of the art."

192 Wth a Tangl ed Skein She sighed. "Then I'Il do it."

She took themin, parking the car beside the huge sign

MOUNTAI N KI NG -- ANNEX. They entered the marked ap -- erture, which resenbled a jewel -
encrusted cave. The girls were thrilled and nervous. They had heard stories about the nefarious
halls of the Muntain King, but had never hoped to visit them personally. They had wanted to dress
prettily, but N obe had insisted on jeans and sneakers. "This isn't a fashion show " she snorted.

Inside were signs with arrows: TOURI STS -- CHALLENGES. They took the latter direction

The passage opened into a large cave with a rocky floor. A painted yellow |ine wound
around between the rocks to the far side. Several notorcycles were parked at the near side. A big
sign said | NSTRUCTI ONS.
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Ni obe nmoved over to read the sign. Smaller print on it clarified the conditions of the
chal l enge. She read and whistled. "This really is a challenge!"

The girls read the sign. "Mther, we can't do that!"

Ob protested.

"I confess | don't like it," N obe agreed. "But remem-- ber: the hazards are not real

They're illusions."

The chal l enge was to ride a notorcycle along the line, which was the only safe route
across the nminefield. Be -- cause this was the first, one error was pernmtted. Because the mnines
were illusions, they would nerely flash brightly when set off, rather than blow the transgressor

apart. "How sweet of the Mountain King," N obe rmurnured

with a certain irony.

"But if we set off two," Luna said, "we can't get our

i nstrument s?"

"That's right, dear. Because if we took anything after

failing the chall enge of passage, those nines would be -- cone real.’
admit, a nice device of
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sel ection. Those who coul d handl e the chal |l enges woul d have no problem those who coul d

It was, she had to

not woul d be absolute fools to trigger the non-illusory threats. The Muntain King played a hard
but fair game

"000," Ob murrmured softly. She was the nore re -- active of the two, quicker to turn on
or off, quicker to anger or to forgiveness. "But if we play the game hon -- estly, we have nothing
to fear."

"That's right. That's a good rule for life." N obe | ooked at the notorcycles, and at the
nmnefield, and the nmean -- dering line. How much cl earance was there on either side of it? And the
girls -- neither had ridden nore than a bi -- cycle before. One would be sure to waver too far
This was too nmuch of a chall enge

"I'"d better take you across, one at a tinme," N obe de -- cided. "The largest cycle wll
handl e two."

She wheel ed out the large notorcycle, started it -- trust -- ing that the cave was |arge
enough to handl e the funes of the exhaust -- and rode it up and down the side, naking sure she had

the hang of it. Cbviously the Muntain King had expected a nan to chall enge, rather than a woman
and girls. Wien she was satisfied, she put Ob on it behind her, the girl clasping her about the
m ddl e, and rode up to the side again. "Now |l ean with nme when | nmeke the turn,” she said. "The
bal ance has to be just so, as with a bicycle."

"Yes, Mother."

"Luna, you have the eye for depth. You watch us, and cry warning if | seemto be
nm sj udgi ng a curve."

"Yes, Grandma." The girls enjoyed their real relation -- ships in private; in public they
preferred to consider them-- selves cousins.

Ni obe nerved herself and started along the line. The first curve went well, but when she
hit the reverse curve, Orb got confused and started to | ean the wong way. She
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corrected herself in a nonent, but it was enough to nudge the cycle off the mark. A mne

was touched, and a brilliant flash blinded her
"I can't see!" Ni obe cried.
"Neither can I'!'" Orb screaned.

The notorcycle wavered as she tried to guide it along the course by menory. But she knew
it was hopeless; by the time her vision recovered, she would be in the niddle of the nines, and
thoroughly disqualified. Unless --

"Luna!" she called. "Can you see?"

“Yes," Luna replied. "You're drifting right."

"Direct nme!"

Luna was a smart and | evel headed girl. She understood i medi ately. "Bear left."

Ni obe obeyed, maintaining a velocity so the cycle would not waver out of control

"Now turn right, slowy,"” Luna called. "Alittle nore -- yes. And straight. Coming up is

an acute left turn -- nmake it sharp on the nark. Ready -- mark!"
Ni obe and Orb | eaned |l eft, and they made a sharp left turn
"Now go straight -- nudge right -- yes -- now an S-turn, right then left, not too sharp --
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nmore right -- now edge left -- more -- that's it -- and right again. Now straight;

you're al nost there.”

Thus did they navigate the field without setting off an -- other mne. N obe parked the
notorcycle, waited a few m nutes for her vision to clear, then rode back alone to fetch Luna. "You
did a good job there," she told the girl. "Your judgnent has preserved our chance to win through."
The girl flushed prettily with pleasure.

The second trip across was | ess eventful; sight and ex -- perience made all the
di fference. They parked the nmo -- torcycle and wal ked down the passage to the next chal -- |enge

This turned out to be a subterranean river, broad and deep, with a wire nmesh fence
bisecting it lengthwise, bar -- ring passage across it. But there was another explanatory plaque
"This is a section of the River Lethe," N obe read aloud. "One drop in the nouth will cause a
person to forget for a nonent; one swallow will cause forget -- fulness for an hour. Water in eyes

will cause the forgetting of the ability to see. Beware |ethal nonster who patrols at irregular
interval s.”

"That's funny!" Ob exclainmed. "The | ethal nonster swins in Lethe!"

"Not funny if it catches you," Luna rem nded her

"W shall have to swimacross,"” N obe said. "The problemis the barrier in the center --

we'll have to dive under it. That nmeans closing the eyes tightly. W'd better do it singly, with
the others watching while one dives."

"But -- our clothing!"™ Ob protested.

"You're right. W'll have to |leave it here. W don't want to carry the water of Lethe

around with us! Also, wet clothing is no fun."

"But we have no bathing suits!" Luna said.

Ni obe | ooked at her. "Dear, soon enough you will be proud to stand nude for self-
portraits. There are occasi ons when nodesty is dispensable. This is one such. W are all fanmly

and femal e, and the Mountain King is asleep. No one will see. | daresay this is part of his
chal | enge:

have we the courage to go naked to his lair? Renenber, the danger is only illusion; if we
gulp the water we will not actually forget, we'll nerely disqualify ourselves and have to give up

the quest. The real test is nopdesty.
setting it well clear of the water.

Luna shrugged and foll owed her exanple, not unduly sensitive about the matter. After a
pause. Ob followed suit, obviously | ess at ease. They were, at this age, in the process of
devel opi ng, neither wonmen nor children, and

She proceeded to undress, carefully folding her clothing and
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wer e under st andably sonewhat reticent about exposure. The Muuntain King was giving this
party a greater variety of challenge than anticipated.

"Now we can dog-paddle to the barrier,"” N obe said. "Right after the nonster passes. Wo's
first?"

Ob shrugged. "I'"Il try it. Someone yell if the nonster turns back." They waited, watching
for the lethal nons -- ter. In a nonment it appeared -- a globular mass of jelly that seenmed to
have forgotten its original form "GOoh, ugh!"™ Ob exclaimed.

"It's only illusion,” N obe rem nded her firmy. "But don't let it catch you. Now scoot!"
She sl apped the girl on her bare bottom

Startled, Orb stepped into the water and dog-paddl ed across, glancing nervously after the
monster. "Remem -- ber -- no peeking!" N obe called. "Keep your eyes closed after you cone up on
the other side, until you're sure the water's clear."

O b nodded, then took half a breath, squinched her eyes shut, and dived. Her |egs went up,
then slid under. Both girls were good swimers; it was only the special nature of this challenge
that made the swi mm ng awkward. In a nonment she cane up on the far side, eyes and nouth stil
firmy closed, and resuned her dog-paddling -- in the wong direction. She was swi mm ng downstream
i nstead of across.

“You're going wong!" N obe called. "Turn about!"

The girl, still sightless, didn't understand. She reversed course, now sw nming upstream
making little headway.

"The nonster's com ng back!" Luna whi spered.

"She'll never avoid it!" N obe said tersely. "I'lIl go get her clear!" She waded in and
stroked as swiftly as she could w thout splashing. Fortunately the nonster was slow, she

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (81 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:44 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

outdi stanced it. She closed her nouth and eyes and dived, finding the bottomof the barrier and
haul i ng

hersel f under. Then she angled for the surface in the di -- rection she hoped Ob was. Her
head broke water, drip -- ping -- and she didn't dare open her eyes.

"To your left!" Luna call ed.

Ni obe lunged left, and encountered one of Orb's arns.

"But the nonster's between you and the shore!" Luna called. "You can't get by it! It's
turning toward you!'

"This way!" N obe ordered Orb. "To the barrier!" She side-stroked back, half-hauling the
girl along with her other hand. She found the wire. "Clinmb up it; you don't need to | ook!"

Wordl essly, the girl obeyed. N obe made sure Ob had hold of the wire, then let go of her
and used hands and feet to clinb up out of the water.

Once cl ear, she used the back of her hand to w pe out both eyes, then cracked one open
Ob was beside her, clinbing blindly up the barrier. The nonster was below, trying to find them
its linmp tentacles flailed about.

"Up here, idiot!"™ N obe told it.

The nonster heard and tried to reach out of the water, but its substance was too fl abby
for support. It could not extend any part of itself beyond the river. After a while it gave up and
drifted on downstream

"Very well,"” N obe said. "Orb, clear your eyes and clinb down. W'Il swimthe rest of the
way across."

They did so. Then Luna crossed and, with the help of Niobe's called instructions, managed
to avoid all hazards. They had surnounted the second chal |l enge.

Naked, they proceeded to the third. This one turned out to be awesone; it was a deep
chasm crossed by a narrow rope bridge. They would have to walk or crawl across it. There was
anot her instruction plaque that said

BEWARE OF THE VAMPI RE BAT.

That needed no clarification. Cbviously a bite by that bat would disqualify them-- and
the bat woul d attack
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whoever was on the bridge. But the instructions advised themthat one of the magi c wands
could be used to fend off the bat. Sure enough, there was a rack hol ding three wands.

One for each of them How convenient! O was it co -- incidence? N obe didn't quite trust
this, but saw no al -- ternative to proceeding. They were two-thirds of the way through; it would
be a shane to nuff it now

Ob stared down into the gulf and shuddered. "I don't think I can -- "

"Nonsense, " N obe said, though she herself found the depth of the chasm awesone. "Renenber
-- it's illusion. If you | ose your balance, you won't get hurt; you'll just be disqualified."

"Ch, yes," she said, brightening. "It's just a flat floor, like the m ne caves, and the
bridge's a line through it."

"But we'll be careful, anyway," N obe cautioned them

"Il go first," Luna volunteered. She took a wand, held it firmy in her right hand, and
stepped out on the bridge. It sank beneath her weight, startling her, but she kept her bal ance and
wal ked on.

"Ooo, it's swinging!" she exclained as she noved over the gulf. Indeed it was, sw nging
grandly back and forth |ike a pendul um

"Conpensate!" N obe called. "You're all right!"

Luna did, and continued across. At mdpoint the bat appeared.

The thing was huge and ugly. Bright red eyes stared at the prey. The bl ack wi ngs spread
out a good yard. As it approached, the draft fromthose wi ngs blew Luna's hair back and rmade her
| ose confidence.

"Fend it off with the wand!" Ni obe called. "Just stand there, keep your bal ance, and point
the wand at it."

Luna tried, but she was now quite nervous. The bat
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flew at her; she lunged with the wand. The bat sheered away. She |ost her bal ance and
started to fall.

"Grab the bridge!" N obe cried.
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The girl dropped the wand and grabbed the bridge with both hands, hugging it. The wand
pl unged into the chasm slowing turning in the air, taking a long tine to fall. Sone illusion

The bat, seeing the girl hel pl ess, banked and cane back

Ni obe charged out onto the bridge. Her |ong experience with the threads of Fate nade her
conpetent; she wasn't worried about mssing a step or falling. TShe alnbst dived at the bat as it
came down, jamming the end of the wand into its furry body. There was no resistance; the wand
passed through. The bat shrieked al nost audibly and | urched away, seemingly hurt.

"CGet up, girl," Niobe snapped. "Go on across."

"I can't!" Luna cried. Indeed, she was in tears. She was a sensible girl, but she was,
after all, only twelve.

"Then crawl across! |'Il protect you."

This the girl could do. She scranbled on hands and knees, while Ni obe foll owed her and
wat ched the bat. The creature tried to cone in for another pass, |ooked at Niobe's nilitant
stance, and stayed cl ear.

On the far side, Luna was able to stand again. She was all right.

“Your turn, Orb," N obe called. "Can you nake it yourself, or shall | cone to help you?"
Ob | ooked at the swinging bridge, and at the hovering bat. "I -- you'd better cone."
Ni obe wal ked back, holding off the bat with a mere glance. It had come to know the

di fference between a frightened girl and an enbattled woman. "All right -- walk ahead of me. 1'1lI

protect your rear. Just focus on Luna over there and keep your balance. It's not hard."
"How can you be so brave?" the girl asked, awed.
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"I'ma nother. It comes with the office.’
seriously. "Hav -- ing a child nakes you brave?"

"When you have sonething you would die to protect, it ceases to be a matter of courage,"”
Ni obe expl ai ned. "You just know what you have to do and you can't afford

It was an of fhand quip, but Ob took it

fear."

They nmoved on across. The bat cane at them and Ob cowered. "Cet away!" N obe screaned at
the bat. "O I'll ramthis down your throat, batbrain!"

It spun in the air and fled. Even illusions could be cowed!

"Way is it afraid of you?" Ob asked, anmmzed.

"Because | wasn't bluffing," N obe answered. "I would wing its neck if it touched you
and it knows it."

"“Ch, Mother!" "Any parent would do the sane. You will, when you

are one."

They nmade it across. Luna shook her head. "You' ve had to save us each time. G andna. W'd
never have nmade it al one."

"It's a cooperative effort. But | think you'll have to win your instrunents for
your sel ves. "

They wal ked to the next chapter. There were two cab -- inets. In one was a paintbrush with
a silver handle; in the other was a miniature gol den harp.

"This is it," N obe said. "There are your instrunents."

"But -- " Luna said. "How do we -- ?"

Ni obe | ooked around. She saw no instruction plaque. "I think you have to figure that out
for yourselves."

Luna shrugged. She stepped up, opened the cabinet doors, and took the brush. She nade a
pass in the air -- and the brush left a snear of yellow hanging there, un -- supported.

Sur prised, she noved the brush again, marking an X across the snmear. Bl ack appeared, a big
Xin air.
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“I't makes col or fromthought!" Luna exclained, pleased.

She went to work seriously, erasing the smear and X with deft strokes, then painting a
pi cture of N obe. Luna, young as she was, was good; it was a remarkably accurate rendition. Ni obe
had never seen the girl paint so fast and well before. OF course, she wasn't totally thrilled to
have herself painted nude at the physical age of thirty-six; she had put on sonme wei ght and was no
| onger the nost beau -- tiful woman extant. The stretch marks frombirthing Ob didn't help. But
she wasn't in a position to protest; she wanted Luna to paint well enough to win the brush. The
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i nstrument was obviously i deal

Then Luna added a gauzy hal o of al nbst colorless paint. "Wat are you doi ng?" N obe asked.

"Pai nting your aura,"” Luna replied.

My - 2"

"I can see it, so I'mpainting it."

N obe was silent. If what the girl said was true, she had nore talent than anyone had
j udged.

Luna paused and stepped back. "There," she said. She had painted a huge seashell partly
enclosing the figure. "Nude G andnother on the hal f-shell."

"For pity's sake!" Ni obe exclained with nock annoy -- ance, and Ob giggl ed.

Then the picture noved in the air. It tilted, developed a frame, and noved into the
cabi net. The gl ass doors cl osed.

"I think your picture has been accepted,"” N obe said. "You have earned the brush."

"Ch, goody!" Luna excl ained. "Thank you, Muntain King! I'Il use it always! It's the best
brush | ever dreaned of!"

Now it was Orb's turn. She opened the cabinet and Iifted out the golden harp. It was
smal |, but exquisitely crafted, surely the finest instrunent of its kind. She seated
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hersel f cross-legged on the floor, set the base of the harp within the circle of her |egs
so she could hold it steady, and touched the strings with her Fingers. A fine chord sounded. " Ooo,
it's truly magic!" she exclaimed. "I can

really play this!"

O b paused a nmonent, nentally selecting a song. Then she began singi ng, acconpanying
herself on the harp

"I want to waltz in the wetlands..."

Ni obe was astoni shed. She hadn't known that Orb knew that song; she nust have learned it

at school. She was doing it very well, and the nmagic harp anplified both the sound and the natura
magi ¢ she had, so that the back -- ground orchestra sounded | oud and clear and stereo -- phonic.
Twel ve years ol d! How well would Orb sing and pl ay
and project when she achieved her full proficiency? Prob -- ably well enough to turn
prof essional, if she chose.
"Yes | -- will cry -- I'll cry when the wetlands are dry," Ob finished and bowed her
head. There were tears on her cheeks, and on Luna's and N obe's too; it had been
truly beautiful. Then the song sounded again -- but Orb wasn't singing

or playing. The cabinet was doing it. The song had been recorded, magi c orchestra and all

The replay ended, and the cabinet doors closed. This, too, had been accepted. Orb had won
her harp.

"It's done," Niobe said, relieved. "Now we can go

hone." They started back. The bat cave had been turned off,

and was now apparent as a concavely curving floor eight -- een inches bel ow the sw nging
bridge; the bat was a trans -- parent |ight projection. The wand Luna had dropped |ay on the
stone; its long fall had been illusion. There had, indeed, been no danger.
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"To think I crawl ed on hands and knees!" Luna said ruefully.

"As a challenge, it was valid," Ni obe said, picking up the wand to replace it in the wand-
hol der. "Even illusions can hurt, as when we were blinded. Life is |like that too;

the unreal can be as inportant as the real, and sonetinmes it becones real." She was
consciously lecturing the girls, knowing that all too soon they would enter the arena of social
and sexual awareness, where the pitfalls were in -- deed of perception.

They crossed, not bothering to use the bridge, and took the tunnel to the next chanber.
Thi s was unchanged,;

there really was a river and a barrier.

"That's a relief,"” Luna said. "lI'd hate to think | went naked to swi mthrough water that
didn't exist!"”

"But nowit's just water,” Ob said, scooping up a handful and sipping it. "And no bl ubber
nmonster."

They waded in, the girls holding their instrunents clear of the water as |ong as they
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could. There was a nmonentary flicker of light. Then Ob dived under the barrier and canme up on the

other side. She took a breath as she broke the surface -- and screaned.

Ni obe halted at the barrier. "What is it, dear?" she called, alarned.

"I can't see!"™ Orb cried. "I'mblind! I"'mblind!" She flailed about, dropping the harp
whi ch sank to the bot -- tom

"Wait, dear!" N obe cried. "Relax! It can't be -- "

"Where am | ?" Ob cried, still flailing. "How did |I get here? Wiy can't | see?"

Ni obe exchanged gl ances with Luna, whose nouth opened in an appalled 0. "The Lethe!l" the
girl whis -- pered. "It's on again!"

"And this time it's real!" Niobe exclained. "Sone -- thing's wong!"
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The | ethal nonster appeared, noving slowy toward

O b.

"Cet back out of the water!" N obe cried to Luna. "I'll

rescue her!" She took a breath, closed her eyes, and dived under the barrier. She was able
to spot Orb by the noise of her splashing. She took hold of the girl and used the life-saving
technique to haul her along. N obe had to trust that her sense of direction was true and that she
was swim-- ning for the opposite bank. She did not dare open her eyes, or try to speak to her
daughter; sone water would be sure to splash in. She had no notion how cl ose the nonster was; she
just had to keep them movi ng.

She made it. She found the bank and hauled Orb out. She cleared her eyes, then shook the
girl by the shoulders to get her attention. "Be still. Ob! You ve been dosed with the water of
Lethe, so you can't see or renenber, but the effect fs tenporary. Soon you will see and re --
menber. Just relax. Relax!"

Slowmy the girl calnmed. "Oh, Mther," she cried, and

hugged Niobe. "lI'm so scared!"

So she renmenbered the basic relationship. Probably it was only the nost recent events that
were gone. "It will pass,” N obe reassured her. "You' re not hurt, just in -- convenienced for a
few m nutes. Just sit here and don't nove." Then she | ooked across the river. Luna was standing on
the far side. "Are you all right, Luna?" "lI'mall right," the girl called. "Should 1 cross?" Ni obe

considered nonentarily. "No. Go to the other cave and see whether it too has been reactivated.
Don' t
try to cross it, though!"

"I wouldn't dare!"™ Luna said seriously. She disap -- peared into the tunnel
Ob's tears seened to help clear the spell fromher eyes
“"Mother! | can see a little!"
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"Yes, of course, dear," N obe said, expressing nore confidence than she had felt. "Just

have patience, and you will soon be back to normal."

After a while that seened |onger than it was, Luna re -- turned. "It's back," she
reported. "I knelt at the edge and reached down, and | couldn't feel the floor at all. Then the
bat came, and | ran."

How did the illusion of a chasm become real, N obe wondered. An eighteen-inch fall could
not duplicate the effect of a hundred-foot fall. But she was sure that chasm

was now there. The Mountain King's magic was no il -- lusion

"You' d better come across, then,"” N obe decided. "It's easier for you than it would be for
Ob, and | think we can handl e the mine-chanber better."

"What happened?" Orb asked as Luna crossed. Evi -- dently her nmenory had not caught up to
the last fewmn -- utes.

"W were crossing the river -- and the magic came on," N obe said. "I don't know why. It's
as if we were sud -- denly considered thieves instead of worthy w nners."

"But we're not thieves!™ Orb protested.
"Of course we're not!" Then sonmething occurred to her. "But maybe there is a thief,

somewhere in here, and he activated the nagic -- and we got caught."
"But we saw no one el se!"
"True." Niobe sighed; it had been such a good expla -- nation. Then she thought of an

answer. "One could have tried the first challenge, and set off nore than one mine, and not
retreated. That mi ght account for it."

Luna enmerged fromthe water. "I got it!" she ex -- clained, brandishing the harp. "I felt
for it on the bottom and there it was!"

"Ch, thank you. Moth!" Ob excl ai ned.
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"That's okay. Eyeball," Luna replied, smling as she

handed it to her. Niobe was startled in a minor way; she had not heard

these particul ar nicknanes before. She wondered how nmuch of children's activities
inattentive adults nissed.

They dressed and proceeded cautiously to the mne -- cave, half expecting to encounter the
thief, but there was none. The cave was enpty. They tested it by tossing a stone into the center
and hiding their eyes.

The expl osi on was horrendous. It shook the whol e cave, and several nore rocks dropped from
the ceiling. The hazard was certainly back -- and now the nines were

truly destructive. Niobe |ooked at the one notorcycle on this side, the

one they had ridden across on. Her nouth went dry. She had crossed this cave three tines,
once while blind -- but she was suprenely reluctant to do so again. This tine the hazard was real
She and the girls could be blown up! The very know edge of that could cause her to waver on the
cycle and go astray. Already her hands were shaking.

"Where's the thief?" Luna asked.

Were, indeed! If the thief had done this by pushing on regardl ess, he should be here --
either alive or dead. The notorcycle he had used should be visible, either whole or wecked. But
there was none -- and all the other cycles were still parked in their places. There seened to be
no

t hi ef .

Wel |, naybe the Mountain King was cheating. He

m ght have had no intention of giving away his precious nagical instrunents, so he

arranged to balk the girls' es -- cape as if by accident.
That angered Ni obe. "Two can play at that!" she mut -- tered. She picked up another fallen
rock. "Watch your -- selves!" she warned, and heaved it.
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There was anot her detonation. Again the cave shook, and nore rocks dropped. As soon as the
cave was quiet, N obe picked up another rock and heaved it.

"What are you doing. Mdther?' Ob asked after the third expl osion

"I amclearing a path through this trap!" N obe said grimy. "A mine can't expl ode when it
has al ready been expl oded." She heaved agai n.

"Ch!" Ob exclainmed, smling. "How snmart of you, Mother! Can | do it too?"

Way not? "Yes you may -- but shield your eyes."

The girl picked up a rock and heaved, then turned away. She cl apped her hands with delight
as the mne went off. Children of either sex seened to have a certain nuted passion for violence,
Ni obe refl ected.

Before long they had cleared a broad channel across the cave. They tossed in a few nore
rocks, just to be sure there were no live mines left. Then N obe ferried them across as before.
She wasn't sure what woul d happen if they sinmply wal ked across and didn't trust it; the nmotor --
cycl e was easy enough to use, now Safely across, she parked it, and the three of themturned to
the entrance/ exit passage.

But as they approached, a man canme through it fromthe other direction. He was huge and
hairy and ferocious, he carried a giant sl edgehammer, and his eyes fairly sparked so that they
threatened to set fire to his beard. "Thieves!" he roared. "You would rob the museum of the Vanir?
I will destroy you!" He lifted the sledgeham-- ner.

"The Mountain King!" Luna squeaked, falling back. Something akin to a berserker rage
fl ooded through N obe. She stepped forward, sidestepped the swi nging sledge, and sl apped the man
resoundingly on his hairy
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cheek. "Leave that girl alone!" she snapped. "She's no

thief! You are!"

The man could hardly have been hurt by the slap, but he paused, astonished, as he stared
at her. "dotho!"

"Not anynore!" Niobe said curtly. Then she, too, paused. "How did you know nme?"

He set his sl edgehamer down and | eaned on the han -- dle. "How could any man forget the
face of the loveliest creature to grace the pagan real n? Wiat do ye here, 0

di vine one?" Niobe stifled a flush of pleasure. "Un, how |l ong have
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you been asleep this tinme?"
The Mountain King ticked off nunbers on his fingers. "Twenty-five years or so. \Wy?"

That explained it. He had been asleep all the time she had been nortal. "I returned to
ordinary life thirteen years ago," Niobe said. "I'"'mhere with ny daughter and granddaughter. W
did not cone here to steal fromyou."

The man gl anced at the instrunments the girls held. "If you speak for these, dotho, Il
not challenge them In -- deed, nethought in nmy dream| heard the nusic of nmy harp, played in a
manner it was Grafted to be." Then he did a double take. "A granddaughter -- in thirteen years?

Your body woul d madden any nman's mnd, but --

"By ny prior nortality," N obe said quickly. She ges -- tured to Luna. "Your cabinet
accepted the picture she

pai nted, so -- "

"True. Then why the alarnP" "That's what | want to know W were hal fway out

when -- "

"Tis not of nmy doing," the giant said. "I will have the

truth of this. Follow ne, Clotho." He strode into the cave, and his footprints glowed in
his wake. He was angry.
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They foll owed, not bothering with the motorcycle this tinme; the glowing prints were their
guar ant ee of safety.

VWhen the Mountain King cane to the middl e cave, he stepped into the water -- and it
evaporated instantly, leav -- ing the floor dry. Wien he reached the barrier, a gate in it swing
open to let himpass wthout pause. There was no doubt he was the nmaster of this place. They
continued to follow, awed.

The chasm was there in the third cave, and the vanpire bat alert. The King strode into it,
and the illusion or reality vani shed, |eaving the cave enpty. The tremulous light -- pattern that
was all that remained of the vanpire bat fled

They canme into the display room There was a denmon with its finger in the harp-cabinet.
Evidently that evil in -- fluence was what was triggering the thief-alarm as |long as that denon
remai ned, no one coul d pass.

"Ho! Loki's work!" the Muntain King exclained, and hurled his massive sledge as if it
were a toy.

The hamrer struck the demon. The creature puffed into snoke. The cabi net expl oded.

The Mountain King retrieved his sledgehamrer. The far-flung fragnents of the cabinet
i mpl oded, re-forning their original shape, with a hint of the nusic Orb had nade.

"Go in peace, Cotho," the giant rumbled. "You and yours. My apology for this nuisance."

"Quite all right, sir," Niobe said, sonewhat taken aback. She hustled the girls out again
This time there was no problemin any of the caves.

The instrunments were wonderful, and both girls con -- tinued to prosper in their talents.
By the time they com-- pleted school, each was as skilled as any Ni obe knew. She was sure both
woul d prosper in life, if Fate pernitted.
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But there was the matter of the tangled skein that had not yet materialized.

After Blenda died, the Magician Kaftan noved to Arerica with Luna, apparently unable to
face the old country in her absence. N obe was saddened nore by Luna's departure than by her
son's, for she had actually been closer to her granddaughter. But she could not pro -- test. Luna
was a fine, |evel headed young woman, and she woul d take good care of her father

Then, after twenty-two years of their marriage, Pacian died. He was seventy-four, by no
means young, but it came as a shock; sonehow she had al ways t hought of himas el even years younger
than herself, and she was only forty-six, physically. She had lived twenty-three years in her
first nortality, and the same number in her second. It was as if she had finally conpleted the
termset for her original love of Cedric. She still |oved Pacian, but the intensity of it had
eased over the years. Now she had raised her famly, and was satisfied to neet the necessary
severance of threads. She had seen Pace ailing, and had done what she could for him never
t hi nki ng he could actually die. Satan seened to have no hand in this; the cause had been natural

After the funeral, she tended to retreat frompartici -- pation in worldly matters. Ob
went away on tour as a singer; indeed, she had been traveling about the world fromthe tine she
turned eighteen. There just wasn't rmuch left for Niobe in the nortal realm

Then she received news that her son, the Magician, had also died. This was entirely
unexpected; he was only sixty-three. Luna wote to report that she now lived alone in the
Magi ci an' s house, carrying on his business, and that she was dating the new Thanatos, exactly as
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the prophecy had foretold. N obe had no stomach for that business. She kept her letters polite and
left the girl alone. What, after all, had she expected of nortality -- perpetual youth, bliss,
Piers Anthony 3,. S™ #r "t#ssoait -- " "V
But the follow ng year, things changed.

LACHESI S

The spi der descended before her on a thread of silk, then transformed into a conely young
woman with hair so light it was alnost white. "W nust talk with you,” the woman said. "Do not
utter the nane of himwho nmust not know. " She had an accent, but was intelligible.

“"Clotho!" Ni obe said, suddenly renmenbering that no -- nent a quarter-century before when
she had drawmn a ref -- ugee girl froma line in Budapest. "Lisa!"

The wonman smiled. "You have changed; | have not." Then she patted her hair. "Except
cosnetically. | ameter -- nally grateful for what you did, rescuing me fromthat city. It gave me
a new exi stence, and | was able to help ny troubled friends. They never knew | had -- changed."”

"I understand,"” Niobe said. "It is nice of you to let

me know. "

"But this is not a social call," Lisa said quickly. "W -- have sonet hing very i nportant
to ask of you."

Ni obe smiled. Privately she was di smayed by the con -- trast between them Wen she had

sel ected Lisa to be her
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repl acement, Niobe herself had been a sl ender beauty, while Lisa had been attractive but
| ess stunning. Now, a quarter-century later, N obe knew herself to be lined and dunpy; she hadn't
seen any reason to maintain herself, the last two years especially. Lisa had remained exactly as
she had been. What a terrible scourge nortal agi ng was!

"If your question is whether the -- unnamed one -- has been interfering in ny life since |
turned nortal, I'"mnot sure. | can think of only one instance, when | took ny girls to -- "

"No, no," Lisa said quickly. "Not a question. | -- | have been selected to ask you this,
because I amthe only one of us who has net you. Lachesis and Atropos have changed -- "

"Terns are getting shorter these days!" N obe re -- marked. "I was an Aspect for thirty-
ei ght years!”

"Yes, you were one of the great ones, and you dealt well with -- the anonynmous. | -- we --
had a difficult time. He twisted the threads without |icense, he confused us -- "

"He does that," Niobe agreed. "If | was proof against himlater, it was because | had sone
hard | essons early! I'msure | was no better than -- "

"Yes, you have had much experience. Mre than any other nortal. That is why we nust ask
this thing of you."

Thi s sounded serious! "Exactly what is this thing?"

"You nust come back."

"What ?"
"To be an Aspect of Fate. W need you again."
Ni obe was so surprised she stuttered. "To -- to be -- |, | -- Lisa, I'mforty-eight years

old, in nortal terns! Only a young wonan can --
Li sa shook her head. "Not to be Clotho. To be Lach -- esis. That is the key Aspect -- the
one who governs the Tapestry.™
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Lachesis -- of course. N obe was now m ddl e-aged in body, and |ooked it. Lachesis was the
m ddl e-aged As -- pect. Yet --

"Lisa, | never dreanmed -- it's never been done before! Once an Aspect returns to nortality
-- once any Incar -- nation |eaves the office -- "

"True. That is one reason we believe it nust be done this tinme. The unnamed will never
suspect.”

To fool Satan. That was one way to do it, certainly! "Lisa, I'mflattered that you should
think of ne for this! But |I've had ny turn at immortality, and don't really de -- serve -- "

"It is nuch to ask of you, we know," Lisa said hur -- riedly. "But you are the only one
who can do it. Other -- wise -- "

"Now wait. Lisal! New wonen cone into the office all the tinme! Everyone |eans on the job,
and Fate is nore fortunate than the other Incarnations, because there are always two experienced
Aspects to guide the new one. So you certainly don't have to -- "
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"Pl ease," the wonan said. "Perhaps | do not make nyself clear. | could speak better in ny
native ton -- gue -- "

"You are speaking perfectly! I"mjust trying to say -- "

"Pl ease, | nust explain. W -- we nust depart our As -- pects -- all together."

"Al'l at once? That's inpossible! There would be no --

"Yes, we think the unnanmed has arranged it. There has been nuch trouble, and your son's
child Luna is central. Al of us have had to help intervene to save her. He tried to nake her die,
but Thanatos would not permt it -- "

Something clicked in Niobe's mind. "That period |ast year, when people nysteriously
stopped dying -- ?"

"Yes. Thanat os stopped taking souls so he would not have to take hers, because he | oves
her. Finally he faced the unnaned down. Luna was spared, and Thanatos went back to work. W --
Lachesis arranged to select himfor the office, so that woul d happen.”

"You interfered in the selection of another Incarna -- tion?" N obe asked, horrified.

"W -- it was necessary. This is -- we think it is the najor battle of the war. | do not
like war." Lisa paused, and N obe knew she was renenbering Budapest. "But when the tyranny of Evi
advances, it nust be fought by whatever neans. The battles are terrible, but..."

Now Ni obe saw the tangle of the skein. Her grand -- daughter was indeed standing athwart
it -- and the reason for her astonishing association with Thanatos was appar -- ent. Only Thanat os
could stop a person fromdying, once that thread had been cut. Still -- !

"How di d you know about the plot agai nst Luna?"

"The Magician, her father, he knew. He studied nagic all his |ife and knew of a prophecy
that the unnaned in -- tended to void. The Magi cian planned everything and gave up his life to
i ntroduce Luna to Thanatos in a manner that would deceive the -- "

"So that's why he died young! They never told ne!"

"They could not, lady. No one could know until it was done. The Magici an knew he had to
protect his daughter beyond his own tine, for the fate of mankind depends on her."

"So little I knew" N obe lanmented. "I thought he was burying hinmself in nmagic just for --
for a hobby. O busi -- ness. But he nust have understood the prophecy far bet -- ter than -- "

"Yes. Then there was sonething strange. W think Chronos was involved, and that he stopped
t he unnamed from doi ng sonething el se, but he won't say. He knows the future, but if he said, it
woul d change, so -- "
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"So the Incarnations are all involved in -- in a ngjor

engagenent,” N obe concl uded.

"A twenty-year engagenent," Lisa agreed. "The un -- naned neans to take political power on
Earth. Hi s agents are at work in every nation, but Anerica is difficult be -- cause its politics
are so chaotic anyway. If he prevails there, the rest will fall in line, he believes, because of

the econonic | everage. So he must be stopped there, and Luna will cast the key vote against him--
i f she survives."

"And she wanted to be an artist!" Ni obe excl ai ned.

"Now we believe that we, the three Aspects of Fate, are at the center,’
"The unnanmed neans to be rid of Luna, and we know that -- "

"That | would give ny |ife, happiness, and honor to protect her!" N obe finished. "O
course | will do it -- will becone the Aspect of Lachesis -- if that's what it takes! But | never
performed in that Aspect before, and -- what's this business about all three of you changing to --
gether? If the unnamed is pressing you as you suggest, that woul d be absolute folly! Three novices
t oget her " "Yes. Folly. That is why we come to you. You have

experience -- "

"That part | see! But you other two would have to

remain, at least for a year or two -- "

"We cannot," Lisa said. "W nust change now -- this

week. "

"That's preposterous, girl! You know what's at stake!"

"We know. But we have opportunities that cone only once in a lifetinme, if ever. W cannot
turn those down, any nore than you could have turned down your second | ove. The chance to have

Li sa conti nued.
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your daughter -- "
Ni obe held up her hand. "You rmake your point. W are all frail human creatures! Yet if you
know, or suspect, that these opportunities have been arranged by -- "
"He has, as you say, sweetened the pot to the point where we cannot desist. But it is nore
than that. You see,
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we do not know what he plans -- and if we retain our As -- pects, he will know we cannot
be fooled, and he will do sonething el se. Sonething we perhaps cannot prevent. So this trap of his
-- we decided it was better to fall intoit -- "

"Wth one experienced Aspect he doesn't know about!" N obe concluded. "To spring his trap -
- and de -- stroy it!"

Lisa smled. "I knew you woul d understand."”

Ni obe mulled it over. She had sworn to have her reck -- oning with Satan for Cedric's
deat h, but somehow she had never had a satisfying denouenent. She had told her -- self that just
doi ng her job, as an Aspect of Fate, had been sufficient, and seeing to the upbringing of Luna and
Ob was sufficient, since they were integral to the foiling of the Prince of Evil. But how much
better it would be to foil Satan directly, personally!

Her nortal life was over anyway. She had nothing left to live for. It was really no
contest. "I'Il do it."

Lisa smiled. "W're so pleased. W know you will do what has to be done. W know that our
nmortal situations will be protected fromevil, with you in charge." She ex -- tended her hand.

Ni obe was taken aback. "Wait! | didn't nmean right this instant! | have to put ny norta
affairs in order -- "

"Lachesis will do that for you," Lisa assured her. "Be -- fore she noves on to her own
situation.”

Surely she could trust an Aspect of Fate to know the inportance of the proper disposition
of Earthly affairs! Especially when it was vital that Satan not know of the change.

Ni obe took Lisa's hand. There was the odd jolt she had experienced tw ce before.

Then she was inside Lisa, |ooking out out through her eyes. A nondescript m ddl e-aged
wonan stood before her: the old Lachesis.
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Good- bye, nortal situation! N obe thought with abrupt nostalgia. No |life was easy to
| eave, even a conpl eted

one.

"Take the body," Lisa said, and turned it over to her

Ni obe stood again in her own form in different flesh. Her original flesh had been | ost
when she had beconme C otho, so |Iong ago, and when she had returned to nor -- tality she had taken
Lisa's flesh. Her pattern, even to the genes of reproduction, had carried across. Now that flesh
was subject to the will and inmage of the prior Lachesis. Surely Lisa, too, felt nostal gia, know ng
that the flesh that had been hers had just passed to a third identity. It was a fanmiliar yet
strange busi ness.

Ni obe shook hands with the worman who had been Lachesis. "I think you already know anything
I would say. Go to your situation and be happy."

"I can never thank you enough -- Lachesis,” the woman said. "Do you know what nortality
offers for me

now?"

“It's really not ny business -- "

"Atitle," the woman exclained. "I amin a position to inherit a title and a grand estate
in Europe, and be a lady of quality with servants and functions and respon -- sibilities. | always
Il onged for this and feared it could never come about. As Lachesis | indulged ny propensity for

managi ng t hings --
Ni obe agreed.

"That's a quality of those suitable for that Aspect,”

"But now it can be real. | nean, nortal. And the estate needs nme; w thout a person of the
blood, it will fall prey to greedy distant clainmants and taxes -- it would be de -- stroyed. But
now it has cone to ne, if I claimit in time, and | know so well how to manage it! If | die of
some disfiguring disease within twenty years, still | shall be well

satisfied!"
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Oobviously so. Different fol k had different dreans, and the right dreamwas worth one's
life. "Bless you, and prosper,"” N obe told her warmy

"Bl ess you, wonderful woman!" the other responded. Ni obe returned the body to Lisa so that
she and Atropos could bid farewell to their conpanion. It was strange, sharing Fate with the wonman
who had succeeded her as O otho, but evidently she had chosen correctly, on that day a quarter-
century ago. Lisa had done the job.

When the other two were done, they changed to spider formand slid up the web to
Purgatory. How quickly it all came back! N obe did not for a nonent regret her second tenure as a
nortal, and she felt a lingering pang for that suddenly lost life -- but she also felt an abiding
joy for her return as an Incarnation. To be an Imortal -- there was no nortal experience to match
it!

The Abode was unchanged: a cocoon, a house nmade of silk, the nost confortable retreat for
the spinner and han -- dler of threads. Still there was no staff, for the three wonen of Fate
remai ned too i ndependent to be waited on. There was a reasonabl e supply of Void-substance for
G otho. Everything was in order

"Now it is my turn," Lisa said, and started out again. "Already?" N obe asked. "But we
just got here!" "Yes -- to be sure you had your bearings. As you can see, | have arranged things
for my replacenent; it will be a fortnight before she has to visit the Void." She paused. "What an
experience, that first tinme!"

Ni obe shrugged, nentally. It was essentially the busi -- ness of each Aspect to choose her
successor, and the tinme other own return to nortality. N obe had become Cotho, in large part,
because the prior Cotho had |iked her, and now was Lachesis because the three Aspects had agreed
she was needed. She would go al ong with what had been deci ded.
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Cl ot ho descended a thread toward the western coast of Anerica. "To what situation are you
goi ng?" N obe

asked.

"True love," Lisa answered raptly. "One day | ast

nmonth | was hiking in the nountains when a young man fl oated down on a flying carpet to
ask directions. He had an accent | recognized. 'You're from Hungary!' | cried. He was taken aback
"My parents were,' he said. 'MWy nother was carrying nme when they fled during the -- ' and he
shrugged, for in Anerica few understand how it was in Budapest. 'I'mfromthere too,' | told him
and | spoke to himin our |anguage. 'Wait!' he cried. '|l amnot good at it! Al nmy life has been
here.' But he understood enough. Now he wants to nmarry ne. He understands about how | am al nost
twice his age. W did not tell his nother about that -- she would not understand -- so 1 told her
my own nother had told me how it was with her when she fled, and then | told her in our tongue ny
own ex -- perience as if it were ny nother's -- and | think it could have been ny nother's, if she
hadn't died in the invasion of our honeland -- and his nother cried with the nenmo -- ries, and she
rem nded nme so nmuch of mne, | cried too! | think she wants ne to narry her son twi ce as nuch as
he does! | will nove in with them and | know | wll never

have trouble with ny in-laws!"

Ni obe hated to raise the question, but felt she had to. "Yet you believe this is the work

of -- of the anonynous one -- to get you out of the way?"

"Yes. Lachesis -- the one before you -- verified how that one had nudged that thread to
place himflying where | was hiking, so we would neet. So little a thing -- but though there was
mani pul ati on, the person is genuine. There is no great evil in him The unnamed knows | woul d not
take an evil man. An Aspect of Fate cannot be de -- ceived by fool's gold! So the intent nay be
evil, but the
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offering is good. It is not for nme the evil is intended, but for you."

Yes, surely so. The ways of Satan were devious but effective. But maybe this tine the
Fat her of Lies would find hinself outnmaneuvered, for the Incarnation of Fate was no innocent
nmortal to be fooled by manipul ati ons of chance. Especially not with a former Aspect returning,
with her firsthand know edge of Satan's ways. You have a surprise comng, 0 Evil One! she thought.

They canme to ground in an unsettled area. A young worman was wal ki ng at dusk toward the
high cliff that

descended to the crashing sea. She was Oriental and quite pretty.

Lisa intercepted her. "Wwere do you go, solitary mai den?"
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"What does it matter? My Iife is over." "But you are young and pretty and intelligent,"
Li sa

protested. "You have much to live for!" Obviously Fate

had researched this wonan's thread. "No, | have nothing to live for," the girl denurred.

"My famly has cast ne out for not follow ng the old

ways, for being too willful and violent, and now | have

no famly."

Ni obe knew that the Oriental cultures could be very strict about their traditions, and
that there were sone -- tines conflicts with the ways of the Cccidental world. The girl had

probably refused to marry the nan the famly had chosen for her. Ni obe could understand, even
t hough her own arranged narri age had been a good one. She disliked admitting it, but parenta
judgrment did seemto be as good as that of the participants. But Anerica touted itself as the |and
of the free, and it had become unacceptable for girls to heed the judgnent of their elders. There
was nmore to tragedy than | ost romance.

Amen! Atropos agreed.
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"And now you are ready to depart this world?" Lisa

asked. The girl glanced at the cliff. A gust of sea breeze ruffled

her black hair. "If | have the courage."

"I have an alternative." And Lisa explained about Fate and the role of C otho.

It took the young wonan a while to grasp it, under -- standably, but when she peered over
the dark and savage ocean, she decided that this was a better alternative. Atro -- pos took over
t he body, extended her hand, and it was done. C otho had changed.

Li sa now stood in her physical form just |like herself;

all traces of Oriental heritage had vani shed. Ni obe had never quite understood the magic
that did this, but of course that wasn't necessary. Wl cone, d otho, she thought, and the process
of education began

They returned to the Abode and relaxed for a few hours. N obe, as Lachesis, took over the
body and contenpl ated the Tapestry, while Atropos continued to explain things internally to
C otho. The prior Lachesis had left the Tap -- estry in good order, considering the troubled
tinmes, so there was nothing urgent to do at the nonent. N obe had seen the job perforned during
her prior tenure as an As -- pect, but now the responsibility was hers, and that was different.
She hoped Satan woul d | eave them al one for a few weeks while she got into it -- and knew he
woul dn' t.

Next day it was Atropos' turn® There had been an ac -- cident, and her nortal great-
grandchi |l dren had becone orphans. They woul d become wards of the state and be assigned to separate
foster hones unless she, their only renmining blood relative, assumed control. They were el even
and ni ne years ol d; Atropos believed she had enough nortal years left in her to get the ol der one
to the age of discretion before she died. She had to do it; they were her blood kin. Satan did not
seemto have arranged this; rather, he had foreseen the opportunity and arranged
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for the other two Aspects to |l eave at the sane time Atro -- pos did. If Lachesis had not
caught the hint in the Tap -- estry, Satan's ploy would have been effective. As it was, no easy
time was com ng, Ni obe was sure, but at |east they had a chance to w n.

Atropos slid down a thread to the one she had selected. This brought her to a slum area

where an ol d black woman sat in her rocking chair on a rickety porch, watching chil -- dren play
handball in the street. She |ooked up as Atropos appeared before her. "'Bout tine you got here,"”
she re -- marked.

Even Atropos was taken aback by this. "You know ne?"

"I know you. | was expecting Death, though, not Fate."

"I have cone to ask you to take ny place. |If you do, you will neet Death only as a
busi ness associ ate."

"l thought he already was. |'ve buried more kin than | can count on ny hands.'' She held
up her gnarled spread fingers.
"If you take this office, you will cut the threads on the lives of a mllion tines that
"Sonebody's got to do it." Atropos turned the body over to N obe. "Then take ny
hand, " Ni obe said. "But do not think the job is always easy."

nunber .’
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The ol d woman hardly blinked. "No job worth doing is." She took the hand.

Then the ol d Atropos was sitting in the rocker, and the new one was with Fate.

At that point a child dashed up. "Grandnma! | nade a

score!" Then, seeing a stranger in the chair, he skidded to a halt.

Ni obe gave the body to the new Atropos. "It's okay, Jimy," she said. "She's just
visiting." "Ch." Suddenly shy, the boy backed away.
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"Jimy, it's tine for me to go away," the new Atropos said. "You do ne a big favor, now,
and show this lady to the bus stop. Tell the folks I'm gone."

" Gone where?"

"Just gone. Jimy. They'll understand."

"Ckay." The boy, given an inportant job to do, led the old Atropos away down the street.

Ni obe t ook over the body again, changed to spider form and nounted a thread. Now that's
sone trick! the new Atropos thought. / always squish bugs.

"Not anynore," Niobe said in her spider's voice. "You will master this trick too."

She brought themto the Abode and resuned her human form "In fact, we had better practice
the basic motions right now," she said. "Because things nay get hectic soon."

Hectic? both others inquired.

Qui ckly Ni obe expl ai ned how Satan had conspired to get three new Aspects of Fate together.
"Now | ama retread," she concluded. "I had several decades expe -- rience as C otho, ending
twenty-five years ago. W hope Satan doesn't know that." She felt free to name the Prince of Evil
here in the Abode, because it was secure fromuninvited intrusion. Each Incarnation was suprene
within his or her hone. "So we can afford to funble about at first; that will reassure him and he
may be carel ess. But we have to take care that we don't do too nuch damage. These are human |ives
we are mani pul ati ng, renenber.”

They practiced using the mouth to speak, assuming the spider form clinbing the web, and

using the travel -- threads to nove about rapidly, so that any of the three could get about well
enough. Then N obe explained the three jobs: how Cotho spun the threads of |ife, Lachesis
measured them and Atropos cut themto their lengths. "I hardly know my own job," she confessed.
"So | really amlearning too. I'mlikely to msneasure the |engths
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need for particular parts of the Tapestry, which will result in sone of what the nortals
take to be odd coincidences. W won't have to pretend, to nake thinks |ook awk -- ward."

"But we could use a real bad blunder to start off," Atropos concluded. She seened to have
a ready grasp of the essentials; the prior Atropos had chosen well.

Clotho tried sone spinning. She had no nortal expe -- rience at this, so was clunmsy. She
had been selected as much for availability and mlitant spirit as for dexterity, for the notice
had been short. Ni obe had to guide her carefully, and even so, the thread was somewhat | oose and
irregular. But she could do it, however slowy.

Now it was Atropos' turn to try some cutting. N obe neasured a thread, then turned the
body over to the old worman. Atropos took the little scissors and sni pped one end, then the other.
"Qops," she said. "I cut it too long!" She cut a small bit off the end. "There -- that's about
right, now."

They prepared about twenty threads, snipping freely to trimthemdow to size. "Wien we

get nore experi -- enced," N obe said as she took themto the Tapestry for placenent, "we'll do
t hem whol esal e. There are far too many lives on Earth for us to handle individually." She set the
threads in -- and they fell out.

That was funny. "They al ways seened to grow right in place for the Lachesis | knew in the
old days." She recovered a thread and set it in place again -- and it fell out again. "I don't
renenber her having to tie themin." "Maybe | spun themwong," dotho said nervously. "I don't
think so. But we can try some new ones." Clotho spun sone nore, and N obe neasured, and Atropos
sni pped, still having trouble getting the |lengths exactly right; nore snippets fell to the floor.

But the new threads al so refused to stay in place.
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They couldn't figure out what was wong. The floor of the Abode was littered with
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sni ppets, but no threads had been successfully enplaced in the Tapestry.

There was a perenptory knock on the door. Ni obe took the body and went to answer it.

Thanat os stood there, nmore forbidding in his hooded cloak and skull than she recalled him
The of f-white bones of his fingers clenched spasnodically. Truly, he was Death Incarnate. "What
are you up to?" he denanded.

Ni obe was taken aback. "I'mjust trying to do ny job," she said.

Thanat os' square and bony eye-sockets stared darkly at her. "You have changed."

"W have all changed," Niobe said, and had d otho and Atropos show their forns briefly.
"But we're having sonme trouble -- "

"Troubl e!" Thanat os exclained, striding into the Abode. Beyond him outside, N obe saw his
fine pale horse, the one she had ridden on, back at the outset. "Twenty-six babi es needl essly
dead!"

"Babi es -- dead?" N obe asked. "I haven't enplaced any threads, |let alone cut themshort!"

"No? What do you think these are?" Thanatos de -- manded, stooping to pick up a handful of
sni ppets. He was angry, and he frightened her even though she knew he was no threat to her

"Just the trimmngs -- "

“Trimm ngs!" Thanatos roared. "You don't trimlives fromthe front ends!"

Ni obe fell back against the silken wall, stunned. "The -- the front ends?"

Thanat os held up one of the full-length threads. "Here is a Thread of Life," he said
scathingly. "Here is the front, here the rear. Wen you cut off a segment fromthe rear -- " he
made a snipping notion with two bone-fin -- gers -- "you shorten that life by that amount. Wen

you
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cut it off at the front, you shorten that life by this anbunt." And he dropped the whole
thread to the floor.

"Leaving only this." He held up two fingers, alnpst touching each other

"Ch, no!" Ni obe exclainmed with horror. "W cut themoff after days -- or hours!"

"And twenty-six babies died, poisoned in the hospi -- tal," Thanatos continued grimy.
"Because a dietician got the wong container and put salt in their fornmulas instead of sugar! The
nortals think that's a tragic accident, but | knew it was your handiwork. / had to take those ba --
bies!" His fury fairly shook the Abode.

Ni obe burst into tears. She was m ddl e-aged, but it

made no difference. She was too appalled to react any other way.

It was Atropos who took over the body and the situ -- ation. "Don't chew her out. Death,™
she snapped, "/did

it, and I'mnortified. | didn't know -- and | sure as hell won't do it again!"

Thanat os | ooked at her, their situation registering. "All three -- new?" he asked. "No

experi ence?" "Not exactly," Atropos began

Don't tell him N obe urged. If he knows, Satan will know

"But all three of us have changed in the | ast few days,"” Atropos said. "And as you can
plainly see, not one of us is experienced in her role."

"How coul d all three of you change at once?" Thanatos asked. "You | ose your continuity!"

"Now he tells us," Atropos said. "This norning | was sitting in nmy rocker, waiting for you
to cone haul nmy soul away. Now |'m apol ogi zing to you for nessing up."

Thanat os rel axed. "I was new, too, |ast year, and your forerunners hel ped me greatly. |
know how it is; | made m stakes too. I"'msorry | ranted at you. Let's see if we can work this
out." He sat on the silk couch and drew
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back his hood. The face of a rather ordinary young man

ener ged

Atropos did a double take. "You're a living man!" Thanatos smiled. "They didn't tell you?
| suppose they didn't think of it, with all of you changing so rapidly. Yes, all the Incarnations
are living people, frozen at the ages when they assuned their offices. W are the tenporary

mortals.”
"You nmean | won't grow ol der?"
"Not until you return to nortality -- which you will do only by your own choice, unlike

"You're different?" There was a | ot N obe had not yet told the other two, owing to the
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press of time. She kept quiet; this was actually convenient, as she did not have
to finesse any questions about herself.
"I continue until my successor kills ne. Then he wll
assune ny office.”
"But then you're not immortal!"

"Ch, | amimmortal -- until | grow careless. No person or creature can harmne, not even
Satan hinself, as long as | amcareful. The only one who can kill nme is my suc -- cessor -- and
even he will fail unless | let him M cloak is invulnerable to natural attack, and ny person to
su -- pernatural nenace. But | cannot step down alive, unlike

you."

"That nust be a horror!" Atropos excl ai ned.
"No, it's all right. Mich better than the suicide | con -- tenplated as a nortal." At this

Cl otho perked up, nen -- tally; she knew about that sort of thing.
"But isn't your life sterile?" Atropos asked. "No hell -- raising, no ganbling, no wonen?"
He | aughed. "You don't think nmuch of young nen, do
you!"

“I think a lot of them 1've known a few nmysel f, when
| was young and sexy. But | know their nature. A man without a woman is hell-bent for

trouble."
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Thanatos smled. "Well, | have a wonman. She's nortal, but she knows ny nature. Her nane is
Luna Kaftan. | love her and | guarantee she will not die before her tinme. I can't marry her
because | have no legal nortal identity;

I"'mlisted as deceased. But |'ll always be with her."

Ni obe was gl ad she didn't have the body now, she would have gi ven herself away. She had
forgotten, in these last few hours, that Luna had taken up with Than -- atos! As a nortal, she had

di sapproved; now, suddenly, she approved. This seened to be a fine young man, com-- nmitted to his
role. He could indeed protect Luna fromdeath itself. That portion of the prophecy had turned out
to be nmuch nore positive than antici pat ed.

But Atropos was |earning rapidly. "Suppose | -- | never would, mnd you -- suppose | cut
your girl friend' s thread short?"

Thanat os' hood was away from his head, but a shadow of the skull seemed to pass across his
features, and his skin took on the hue of bone. He was, indeed. Death. "You did that once before --

your prior person did. Satan had forced it. | refused to take her. You do not end the lives, you
merely schedule them Only when | take their souls do they actually die. As | took the souls of
those twenty-six babies. | had to do it; their bodies were ravaged and they woul d have suffered

had they lived, so | stood aside and let themdrift to Heaven. But | amthe one in charge of that,
and by ny decree a dying person can live indefinitely, regardl ess of his suffering. W
I ncarnati ons have to cooperate, or it becones untenable."

Atropos nodded. "I thought it was sonething like that. W won't kill any nore babies,
that's for sure! Let's run through it now and nake sure we've got it right."

Cl otho took the body and spun nore thread. Then Ni obe neasured it, and Atropos cut it
carefully, only once at each end. Then Niobe took it to the Tapestry and laid it in the place
where she knew it bel onged.
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This tinme it took. The thread anchored, and extended into the fuzzy future portion of the
Tapestry.

"That's the way," Thanatos agreed. He drew his hood back into place. "I must go; | have
busi ness el sewhere. |If you have doubts about anything, check with me or an -- other Incarnation
and we' Il try to help. Chronos, espe -- cially, nmust work with you closely; he lives backward, so

he knows the future, not the past."

Thanat os departed, riding into the sky on his pale horse. The three Aspects of Fate
col | apsed onto the couch. That had been sonme session

But dotho had a question: if Chronos knew the future, wouldn't he know about N obe's

prior experience in of -- fice?
"Not if we don't tell him-- sonme time in the future,” N obe said. "I think we had better
just forget about ny past and carry on in the present. But about Chronos -- there may be sonething

el se you should know, d otho."
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"What's that?"

"He -- in the past -- he has been very close to us. Es -- pecially to dotho."
"Friendship is good, isn't it?" the girl asked, per -- plexed.
"Lovers."

Clotho was silent. N obe was not sure what was going through her nmind, for the three did
not share their thoughts when they chose not to.

"The way | see it," Atropos said, "this isn't our nortal body anynore. This body nust have
been t hrough a I ot we don't know about."

"Yes," Ni obe agreed.

"So maybe it doesn't matter too nuch what we do with it, as long as we do our jobs right."

Still dotho didn't conment. Ni obe renenbered how difficult this particular aspect of
bei ng an Aspect had been
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for her, at first. Wll, an acconmodati on woul d be achieved, in tine. Tine? Chronos!

They fixed thenselves a neal fromthe available sup -- plies and lay down for a rest. Then
they worked out a regular schedul e of operations -- which Aspect woul d take what shift, which
woul d be backup, and which would sleep. The body itself was indefatigable; it needed neither rest
nor sleep, but the minds within it did.

Fate, however tenuously, was back in business.

11

TANGLE

But next day the axe, figuratively, fell. N obe was paying a call on Chronos, because she
needed his advi ce and assi stance on the placenent of specific threads. The Tap -- estry tended to
followits natural pattern, but left entirely alone it would soon develop rents and tangles as
threads got crossed. She had to set the threads properly, and tim-- ing as well as placenent was

essential. For exanple, when a marriage occurred, the threads of the man and woman intersected --
but if the intersection occurred before the nmundane cerenony, a new thread could be started before
the termof marriage, which could be awkward. Chronos could check such things directly; indeed, he
knew the tim ng of every significant human interaction, though nost of the routine was left to his
staff. Fate, too, had a staff for the routine, but she could not afford to | eave the inportant
matters to underlings.

But first canme the introductions. "I realize that you have known us for sone tine," Niobe
said. "But fromour viewpoint, this is our first encounter. We are all new

Pi ers Ant hony 233

in our Aspects, in the past few days, and all inexperienced in our duties. So allow us to
present ourselves, and for you this will be our parting. I"'msure you will find our precedessors
conpetent."

"Ah, is it that tine already?" Chronos asked. "I have seen two of you change -- "

"Pl ease, we prefer not to know," N obe said quickly.

"Of course. Let nme only say that all three of you have been kind to ne in ny past, and
have a deep respect for you and shall be sorry to see you go. | hope | get along as well with your
repl acenents. "

“I"'msure you will," Ni obe said, and flashed through the C otho and Atropos Aspects for
him before returning to Lachesis. "But since none of us go back to that tinme as Aspects, we have
no firsthand information. We're all new, and we are maki ng enbarrassi ng ni stakes."

"Yes, | know," Chronos said synpathetically.

"Those snippets of threads -- twenty-six babies need -- lessly dead -- Thanatos was in a
fury!" N obe said.

"Ch, pardon. | thought you were referring to the UN incident."

"The UN incident?" Ni obe asked blankly. "But of course that hasn't happened yet, for you,
just as the dead babies haven't for me. Sorry | mentioned it." If we're about to bl under
agai n...Atropos thought. Ask him about it, C otho concluded. They had not yet gotten their shifts
down pat, so all three were awake for this interview. They were three quite different individu --
als, but the disaster of the babies had unified themin their horror

"Pl ease don't apol ogize," N obe said. "W are eager to avoid future blunders. If it is not
a violation of your ethics, we would |ike to know nore about it."
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Chronos smled. "lIncarnations don't have ethics in that sense; all of us do what we have
to do, or we |l eave our offices. W assist each other whenever asked. After all
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as | believe you explained to me, Lachesis, when | first assumed ny office twenty years
hence, it is our conmon purpose to bal k the machi nati ons of Satan and pronote those of God. The UN
i ncident was very sinple, but it had phenonenal consequences. It seens that soneone sneaked a
psychic stink bonmb into the United Nations conplex in New York. Wien it detonated, the -- "

"Psychi c stink bonb?" N obe asked. She renmenbered the tinme Luna and Orb, as children, had

obtai ned a phys -- ical stink bonb, one of the type called "little stinkers," and set it off in
her kitchen. The stench had taken days to clear. Grls would be girls, she knew, but she had nade
them scrub floor, ceiling, and walls anyway. They had been | ess mi schievous thereafter -- but

their reputations in school had escal ated dramatically for a while.
"It generated an enotional atnosphere that no one could tolerate,

Chronos said,

suppressing an illicit smle. "No | aughing matter, of course. The United States was expelled from
the UN and the headquarters was noved

to Moscow -- "

"Moved to Moscow " N obe exclainmed indignantly.

"Well, you see, the international diplomats had sonme difficulty appreciating the hunor of
the situation,” Chronos said. "Though |I understand that both the Soviet |eaders and the American
conservatives suffered sone private belly laughs. It was of course inpossibk to con -- duct nornal

busi ness --

"Satan's work!" Niobe cried with dismay. But both Atropos and Clotho were stifling their
own anmusenent.

"Naturally," Chronos agreed. "It was amazi ng how nmuch profit Satan reaped fromthat sinple
incident. There was a steady attrition in world harnony and a resurgence of evil. Mars was kept
qui te busy nmanagi ng the wars that |ater devel oped -- "
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"We've got to stop it!" N obe said firmy. Atropos and Clotho settled down enough to
agree; this was evidently a major ploy by Satan to generate di sharnony.

"I'"'msure the beginnings of the tangle are in your Tap -- estry," Chronos said.
"Let's take a |l ook." Niobe had | earned how to generate the i mage of the Tapestry, so that
she coul d place the threads properly. She caused it to manifest now. The pat -- tern seened to be

in order.

“I'f you will permt ne," Chronos said. He lifted his Hourgl ass; the sand changed col or
and the Tapestry ab -- ruptly slid forward. N obe kept her face straight despite the amazenent of
the other two Aspects; she knew that Chronos had the power to affect an i mage she had gen --
erated. The Hourglass was truly the nost nmarvel ous of instrunments. "Five days hence, your tinme,"
he expl ai ned.

Ni obe | ooked. There was a nonstrous tangle that re -- sulted in a distortion of the entire
Tapestry. Atropos and Cotho were as appall ed as she was; they would never get that back in proper
order once it occurred!

"We've got to stop it!" Ni obe repeated. "Once it hap -- pens, it's too late; we have to
see that it never happens!"” Then she glanced at Chronos. "But if we prevent it, and you've already
seen it happen -- "

"Don't be concerned. | aminmune from paradox. | change events all the tine, literally, to
put right what goes wong. | had quite a canpaign with Satan, |let ne assure you, back when |
started! | had to traverse eternity itself to get ny bearings back. If you change it, you change
it, that's all; I will remenber it nerely as one of the alternate tinelines."

"Then we shall,” N obe said, relieved. "If that bonmb goes off in five days, it neans we
have four days to track down who is to do it, and cut his thread out of the Tapestry
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before he does, or reroute it. Then the notorious 'UN

incident' will never happen!”

“I't will never happen,"” Chronos agreed. "And we will be spared the enbarrassnent of a
maj or tangle," Niobe finished. "Cbviously this is what Satan set up for us novices to struggle
with. Experienced As -- pects could handle it, but he doesn't think we can."
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"A fair assessnment," Chronos agreed. "Satan is de -- vious in the extrenme; one nust al ways
be alert for his

finesses.™

"W'l | go honme and see what we can do." "Renenber," Chronos said. "If you need the assist -

- ance of other Incarnations, sinply ask. Any of us will be glad to do what we can, especially
knowi ng that you are

presently inexperienced."

"W shall," she agreed and rode her thread away. At the Abode they held a council of war.
"That tangle is inpenetrable,” N obe said. "A veritable Gordian Knot. But we know that the cause
is sinple: soneone has to plant that bonb and get away so as not to be contam nated when it goes
off. The thread of |life of that nortal has to be in our Tapestry, here; all we have to do is
| ocate it and

renmove it." The others gazed at the Tapestry through her eyes.

"There are so many threads, so intricately neshed!" Clotho said. "W could search for
nmont hs and never find

the right one!"

"Needl e in a haystack," Atropos agreed. "Wnan

you poked nme into a bigger picklenment than | knew when

you signed ne up for Fate! | love it!"

"Too bad we don't have a conputer," Clotho said. "There's the Purgatory Conputer,” N obe
said. "It

shoul d store everything."

"Well, get nmoving, gal!" Atropos said. "I hope you

know how to work it, because | sure don't!"
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Ni obe got nmoving. She entered the Purgatory front of -- fice and asked for tinme with the
Conput er. Conputers had not been wi dely used during her termas O otho, but Purgatory was
evidently keeping up with the tinmes. She had not had a | ot of experience, but understood the gen --
eral principle.

Fortunately, this one was user-friendly. GREETINGS, PATE, its screen flashed when she
turned it on. HOW MAY

I 1 NFORM YOU?

She started to punch the keys, awkwardly. SIMPLY SPEAK TO ME, the screen advi sed.

Oh. "I need to figure out a tangle,” N obe said. "I"mnew at this, and -- "

| S THERE A KEY THREAD?

"Yes. But | need to locate it -- and there are nmillions to choose from"

CONDUCT A GLOBAL SEARCH. WHAT ARE YOUR DEFI NI NG CRI TERI A?

"Well, it's some person who will visit the United Na -- tions conplex in New York, on or

before a particular date.”

PROvI DE THE DATE

Ni obe provided it. The screen becane a blur of lines, then cleared. THREE

THOUSAND, TWO HUNDRED, FIFTY-SI X THREADS REMAI N

Well, that was progress. "Can we get it down to a smaller number -- such as half a dozen?"

PROVI DE FURTHER DEFI NI TI ON

Ni obe pondered. The ot her Aspects hel ped. Just how big is that contraption -- a psychic
stink bomb? Atropos thought.

"The person will have to carry in a psychic stink bonb potent enough to foul the entire
compl ex," Niobe said. "If you happen to know how big such a package would be -- "
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The screen flickered. |fN obe hadn't known better, she would have suspected that the
machi ne was | aughi ng. A PSYCHI C STI NK BOVB? The flickering becane nore pro -- nounced.

"Yes. Soneone is going to leave it to detonate in the UN conplex, and Arerica will be
expel l ed fromthe UN and the headquarters will nove to Moscow. "

TO MOSCOAN? Now j ags of yell ow showed at the edges of the screen, and w ggly nusic sounded

in the back -- ground.
"Now don't shake off your stand,” N obe cautioned
it, annoyed. "All | need to knowis -- "

Wth a seenming effort, the conputer got itself under control. ONE THOUSAND, ElI GHT HUNDRED,
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FOURTEEN

THREADS REMAI N

Still too many. Maybe notive, O otho suggested. Does it know who nmight want to huniliate
t he UN?

“Can you elimnate the threads of those who nmight have no reason to dislike the UN?"

The screen flickered again, and the words STINK BOVB showed fleetingly, as if anillicit
t hought were passing through the machine's random access nmenory. Then it settled down again. SEVEN
HUNDRED, El GHTY- THREE

THREADS REMAI N

Still way too high! Get practical, woman, Atropos thought. Ask how many have access to
such a bonb. They can't be a dinme a dozen

"Eliminate those who have no reasonabl e access to such a bonb," Ni obe said.

FOUR THREADS RENAI N.

Jackpot! Atropos thought. One day to a thread! Never thought all mny tine running down
vandal s woul d pay off

l'i ke this!
Evidently grandnothers did | earn useful skills in the ghetto! Atropos had been the one to
recogni ze opportu -- nity as a defining characteristic.
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Four names appeared on the screen. N obe nade a note of them "Thank you. Conputer," she

sai d.

YOU ARE WELCOME, FATE, the screen said. Then, just before it switched off, the words STINK
BOWVB flickered once nore. The nmachi ne seened unable to clear that con -- cept fromits banks. The
devices of Purgatory seenmed to have nore personality than those of the nortal realm

You' ve got to adnmit that ol' Satan has a certain sense of hunor, Atropos thought.

"Yes, I'msure he's laughing as he hum liates us,"” N obe agreed shortly. Mrth was indeed
a characteristic of the Father of Lies.

Back at the Abode, they reviewed the four threads. "W nay do better if we approach our
own kind," O otho suggested. "To ascertain whether they are guilty or in -- nocent."

"We don't want to snip any innocent threads," Atropos agreed.

Ni obe sighed. "True. W don't want to nake a mistake. Very well, | will verify one of the
white ones today." She |ooked at the two white threads. One was for an old nan, the other for a
m ddl e- aged worman who - -

"Great balls of fire!" Atropos exclainmed. "She's a Sa -- tanist!"

There was a prine suspect, certainly. "I don't want to go charging into a Satani st
shrine!" Ni obe said.

"Let's leave that one till last," Cotho suggested.

Ni obe was glad to agree. She knew of the Satanists by reputation, but even as an imorta
she did not want to get involved with them

The other white thread was ordinary. The old nan was a retired carpet sal esman naned Henry
Cl ogg. That was about as much as she could get in detail. O herwi se she could have sol ved the
riddle of the stink bonber without
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| eaving the Abode. That, of course, was what Satan was counting on: Fate's present
inability to read the threads aptly. This nmuch of Satan's strategy was working.

She rode a thread down to the old man's honme. It was midnmorning here, and he was out
working on his little

garden. ;

Ni obe approached. "Hello, I'mlooking for M.

Cl ogg."

“You got him cutie," the man replied cheerfully.

N obe found herself blushing. It had been years since anyone had called her that. She
wi shed she hadn't let herself run down so nuch in the |ast few years; she was a good thirty pounds
overwei ght and sagged in places that hadn't existed in her youth. Now, as an Incarnation, she was
fixed in this form dieting would not inprove her fig -- ure. O course she could change her
appear ance by neans of nmmagic or physics, as Lisa had done, but she preferred to live with herself
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with neither spell nor girdle. However she might conceal it, the flab was still there. Cdotho had
an easier tine of it; all she needed was minimal magic to shift hair color and I ength, skin shade,
and sl ant of eyes;

she woul d be an attractive young wonman regardl ess.

She focused on her mission: to discover whether this man was likely to be the bonber. "M.
Clogg, 1 --"

"Call me Henry, cutie. Just plain old Henry. I'mnot ~ anyone special, you know " |

Little did he know She realized that he nust call every | woman cutie; it had no
significance. It enbarrassed her | alnost as nuch to blush for nothing as to blush for cause.
"Un, Henry, 1 -- | understand you are planning to visit the United Nations conpl ex soon."

He plunged his trowel into the earth so that the handle was | eft pointing up so that it
woul dn't get lost, and clinbed to his feet, brushing hinself off. "Ch, you heard about that! Yeah
my son's treating me to a two-day tour, and | guess that's on the list. Me, | don't know much
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about it, and don't rmuch care. But he figures the old man's got to do some things before

he kicks Of, so that's it. Don't want no ignorant louts in Hell, | guess."

"Ch, you're not going to die soon. Henry!"

The man grinned. "/ know that and you know that, but my son don't know that. | w sh he'd
save his noney; going to need it soon enough when | get surgery."

" Surgery?"

"CGot this here tunmor on ny butt,” he confided. Like sone old people, he was not at al
reticent to discuss in -- timate details of physiology with strangers. He seened not to question
her presence at all. "It's a nuisance, but it's benign. Just a pain in the runp." He | aughed. "Al

those years | tal ked about that sort of thing, and now |'ve really got it! Good, deep cushion
takes care of it, but ny son, he worries, says | got to have it out, and that neans surgery and
the lab and all, which is a real pain in the assets, just to prove what | already know. My son
needs that nmoney for his famly; | don't want himthrowing it away to doctors for what | don't
need anyway." He squinted at her. "Do | know you?"

"No," Ni obe said. "I -- "

"CGot an accent, don't you! You're Irish! You ever been by to kiss the Blarney Stone? Have
a seat; you don't have any boil on your bottom do you?"

"Uh, no," Niobe said, taking the deck chair he offered. Henry, true to his word, had a
chair with a fluffy cushion on it. He eased hinself onto it, wincing. Evidently the tunmor was nore
pai nful than he cared to adnit.

"Well, what can | do for you, cutie?" he asked.

"I't's about the United Nations," she said cautiously. "There's a runor that there's going
to be trouble, and -- "

“I told you, | don't care about the UN. Just a bunch of |efties soaking up our tax
dollars, if you ask me. W'd
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be better off out of it, and tell themto get off our land and go to Russia or somewhere."

He's a candidate, all right! Atropos thought.

"But the United Nations is perhaps the major force for peace in the world," N obe
protested. "It represents a forumfor dial ogue between nost of the nations, so that they can talk
probl ens out instead of going to war. It would be disaster if that forumwere elimnated."

Henry shrugged. "As far as | can see, they nostly tal k about how terrible Amrerica is.
Wil e they take our noney."

He's got a point, Atropos thought.

"That's a necessary freedom of speech,” N obe said. "Wrds will not hurt this country, but
bonbs will. It is

far better to --

He nodded. "That's right, isn't it! You know about bonbs, over there! | can tell you, I
woul dn't live in Ireland today if you paid me to!"
"Well, it's really not like that,"” N obe said defensively. "W don't see the violence, we

only read about it in the newspapers. The same as you read about crinme in the big cities. The
countryside is as peaceful and pretty as any in the world."

He nodded again. "You care about your land. | like that. But you know, if they have bonbs
going off over there, how cone they aren't talking in the UN? 1 nean the IRS and -- "
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"The IRA," N obe said.

"What's the difference? Over here they call it the IRS, and it does to your wallet what
those bonbers over there do to your buildings. | wish they'd all get lost!"

She saw her opportunity. "You don't |ike bonbers?"

"I don't like bonbers," he agreed enphatically. "Ex -- cept for nmaybe the UN buil ding.
Maybe that could use a

bonb! " Aha! Atropos thought.
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"You can't nean that. Henry!" N obe protested. "If the UN were bonbed, it could trigger
anot her world war!"

Henry considered. "Could be. And we can't afford an -- other war, that's for sure.
Couldn't afford the last one, when it conmes to that. You know why inflation's so bad? Because
we're still trying to pay off the last war! But still, it's tenpting. If we could have maybe a

false alarm just to make the UN nove out --

"Li ke a stink bonb?" N obe asked.

He | aughed so hard he winced fromthe notion of his posterior. "Sure! That'd be great!
Make that bad smell literal!"

Ni obe experienced ni xed enptions. On the one hand she was relieved to have confirmati on of
his guilt, for it solved her problemof research. On the other, she hated to do what she knew she
woul d have to do: have Atropos cut his thread short. Now that she had tal ked with Henry C ogg, she
liked him he was at |east an honest man. It would be a shame to terminate his life so abruptly.

It is not certain, Cotho warned. Many people will not do what they say.

Ni obe grasped at that straw. "Henry, if someone were to cone and give you a stink bonb
that you could sneak into the UN conpl ex when you go there, so that after you leave it would ness
up everything and get the United States of Anmerica expelled from-- "

"Hey, wait a minute!" he said. "Wy would anyone do that? A bonb that strong would cost a
| ot of noney!"

"Yes. But let's say Satan hoped to pronote discord in the world, so he brought you a -- "

Henry scowl ed. "Satan? Listen, cutie, I'"'ma God-fear -- ing man, no matter what | say
about going to Hell! | wouldn't touch the Devil with a ten-foot spell!"
"Well, he wouldn't give you his identity, of course. He might conme in the formof a

busi nessman, offering to pay
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you enough noney to cover your surgery and not be a burden to your son, if you will just
take a package to the UN conplex, hide it fromthe guards, and leave it there where it won't be
noticed, in a closet or sonewhere."

He stared ahead, pondering. "Satan, eh? If he wants to be rid of the UN, I'm not sure /
do!"

"Well, as | said, he wouldn't say he was -- "

"What do | want, taking noney from strangers?" he denanded righteously. "Lug a big
sui tcase around on the tour? | don't need any part of that!"

"You nean you woul dn't stink-bonb the UNif you had the chance?"

"Not now that |'ve thought about it! Wen you really get down to it, stink bonbs are kid
stuff, not that funny. And | sure wouldn't do it for tainted noney! If the Devil wants it done,

| et himget sonmeone else to do his dirty work! Me, | want to go to Heaven when | kick off, even if
I won't find nost of ny friends there."

Ni obe felt nmixed relief and regret again, this tine re -- versed. Henry C ogg was not the
one after all, and she was gl ad she had not decided to cut the thread of an in -- nocent man. But
it nmeant they would have to interview the others, and that the job had not yet been done.

"Say -- you want sonme sherry?" Henry asked.

"Well, no, I --"

“I don't get nuch conpany these days,
her soul, she liked it. It's been three years now --

"I"1l have sone sherry," N obe agreed.

He eased hinmself to his feet and went indoors to fetch the bottle and gl asses. He's a good
ol' geezer, Atropos thought approvingly. Rem nds ne sone of nmy old nan, before he died. except
m ne |i ked noonshi ne,

he said. "It'll be good to share it. My wife, bless
" His face turned sad.
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"I normally don't drink -- " N obe murnured.

Sherry isn't drinking, woman! Atropos thought firmy. It's socializing.
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| don't think the other interviews will be this easy, dotho thought.

Ni obe just nodded.

Henry returned with the sherry. Niobe sipped the golden w ne, satisfied for the nonent to
relax. It was nice being conpany, however extenporaneously. This was the way she shoul d have been
with Cedric, instead of drinking too much. Al cohol was an evil only when abused -- as with so nany
pl easures.

"My son's already bought nme a ticket for the carpet to New York," Henry renarked. "That
gripes ne sone. See, | was a carpet sal esman, when | worked. W had sone pretty fancy nodels, too.
You know how those au -- tonobile conpanies always say a carpet's no good in the rain? Don't you
believe it! W have nodels wi th canopies;

no way you'd get wet on one of those. Could even close it in tight and pressurize the
cabin for high flying. And nagic doesn't pollute the air the way gasoline does."

She |istened, and nodded agreenent. She was sorry when the sherry was finished, and she
had to go.

"Cone again sonetine!" Henry told her cheerfully.

"I will," she pronised. She intended to do that, when she had tine free.

They returned to the Abode and consi dered. "One down, three to go," Atropos said. "Wo do
we tackl e next?"

"Well, we have a young bl ack wonan, an Oriental mar -- tial artist, and the Satanist."”

"Let's take care of the easy one first," Atropos said. "That's mne -- the black girl."

"But let's rest first," Clotho said. "W want to be fresh so we don't make ni stakes."

The others agreed. Al so, there were sonme routine threads to spin, place, and cut; there
was no point inlet -- ting the job get behind.

They worked on the threads; then all three slept.
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Next norning. New York area tine, Atropos assumed the body and nade her first solo trip
along the thread down to the real mof the nortals. The girl was at home, flirting with two boys.
She was about fifteen, the boys

ol der.
Atropos burst in upon themlike a scourge fromPur -- gatory. "What's these boys doing
here, girl?" she de -- manded, glaring about. The girl |ooked stricken, and the boys abashed.

"You're not 'sposed to have conpany at home al one, you know that! |f your grandmaw knew - -
"Grandme' s dead," the girl said defensively.

"She'd roll over twice in her grave!" Atropos contin -- ued w thout pause. "And if your
maw knew -- "

The girl gave a little squeal of terror.

"She'd have your Ii'l black hide hung out on the line to cool!" Atropos said, fixing her

with a deadly stare.

"Ain't that right, girl!"

The girl nodded, unwillingly. Atropos whirled on the boys. "Now scat!" She took a menaci ng
step toward them The two banged into each other in their haste to exit. "And if | see you two out
here again, I'll take the cane to you nyself!" she called after their fleeing forns.

How did you know they weren't supposed to be here? N obe thought. We didn't read that in
t he thread!

"l know boys," Atropos nuttered. "And | know girls. Mnent | saw their faces, | knew what
they were up to." She sniled privately. "Same thing / was up to, at that age. Made ne a grandma
sooner than | needed."

She turned back to the girl, who was trying to recover her poise. "Wio are you?" the girl
demanded. "You ain't ny ma! You can't tell ne what to do!"

“I'ma friend of your grandmaw, girl," Atropos said. "She can't rest easy till she knows
you're going straight, so |I'mchecking you now. | can tell you, |I don't nuch |like what |'m seeing!
You goi ng hog-wild here -- why aren't you in school ?"
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“"I"'min second shift!" the girl protested. "It don't start for two hours."
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Atropos rolled her eyes skyward. "Lord, | don't knowif | can do the job in tw hours."
Then she fixed on the girl again. "You're in big trouble, child!"

"Listen, old woman, you got no business conming in here Iike you owned the place! | can do
anything | want. Leave ne al one!"

At napos sighed. "I see we're going to have to do it the hard way. |I'mgoing to have to
enchant you." "You don't have no magic!" the girl said. "You

can't -- "

At ropos caught her by the armand flung a thread up -- ward with her free hand. She was
getting the hang of thread mani pul ation very quickly. "I don't |ike backtalk, girl!" She slid up

the thread, carrying the girl with her.
The girl screaned as they passed through the wall and sailed into the sky. "Let ne go! Let

me go!"

Atropos gl anced down. The rooftops were already re -- ceding below. "You sure, girl? If |
| et you go now, you'll drop like a stone."

The girl considered that and was quiet. Atropos slid on up to the cloudbank that defined
Purgatory, then paused. "Now | want you to come clean with me, girl. If youlie to ne, I'Il drop
you right out of this cloud!"™ The girl was daunted. "\Wat are you?" she demanded. "Just someone
interested in what's right. Nowtalk, or I'll turn into a big spider and eat you." Still the girl

resisted. "You can't!" Atropos assuned the arachnid form man-sized. The girl screanmed and tried
to scrambl e through the cloud substance. Atropos changed back, "Change your nind, girl?"

"I din't mean nothing wong!" the girl babbled. "I din't even know what it was! This guy
tells ne here, just sniff this, it'll make you feel good, so | sniffed it, and in alittle
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bit I felt Iike |l was floating right off the floor!" She | ooked down nervously. "Only not
like this!”

"Don't sniff anything |like that again!" Atropos told her sternly. "That stuff 11 be the
death of you!"

"I won't!" the girl prom sed. The vision of the huge spider had finally convinced her that

Atropos neant busi -- ness.

"How are you doing in school ?"

"Well, you know how it is -- "

"Sure | know, girl! You' ve got better things to do than study, right? Figure you'll just
slide through, then nmake it in the big world on sex appeal? Grl, you'll |ock yourself in the
ghetto all your life, same as your nmaw, sanme as your grandmaw! Sane as ne! You want to be
dependent on a nan for everything you need? It'll cost you, girl! A man always takes his paynment

in kind. You want to nake it on your own, then you can | ook about and see what you want from a
man. Then you can put your own price on it, and that's not noney. Wat're you doing in

school ?"

"Not enough," the girl admitted.

"They take you on any field trips?"

The girl brightened. "Sure -- there's this New York trip conming up. We're going there in a
bus, see the sights -- "

"Something |1've got to tell you about that, girl. This man may cone, maybe offer you npbney
or sonething to sniff, just to take sonmething to the UN buil ding. Know

what you tell hinP"

Wordl essly, the girl shook her head.

“"You tell himto go to Hell!" Atropos cried. "You don't take a thing to New York! You just
go and leamall you can, so you can wite up a good paper on it when you get hone."

"That's all? Just tell him-- ?"

"That's all. That, and do your honework. You haven't -- ?"

"Not yet," the girl agreed faintly.

"Well, we've still got an hour. I'Il help you this tinme, but after this you do it on your
own, get your grades up, you hear? No nore lip to your teachers! So your grand -- maw won't rol

over."
Again the girl shook her head, offering no resistance.
Atropos took her back down the thread and into the house. They got out the homework and
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di scussed it. Atro -- pos was not conversant with the technical material, but N obe and C otho
t hought the answers at her, so she could tutor the girl conpetently. It was a fine collaborative
ef -- fort. By the tine the girl left for school, they were satisfied that not only had they

elimnated her as a potential carrier for the stink bonb, they had set her on a nmuch better course
of life than she would have foll owed otherwi se. "The world needs nore aggressive grandnothers,"
Atro -- pos renmarked as they returned to the Abode. The other two could only agree.

-- 12

BLOCD

As they considered the next case, they had misgivings. The thread of the Oiental man
showed himto be age thirty, and a significant force within his culture. They could not sinply cut
his thread; that would lead to serious conplications in the Tapestry, not as bad as those stem--

mng fromthe stink bonmb, but still well worth avoiding. They would have to talk himout of it --
and Ni obe was learning to read the threads well enough, now, to know that this would not be easy.
For one thing, there was a kink in the thread that in -- dicated sonmething of extrene

significance had touched it. That was surely Satan, making his offer. If the man had accepted, how
could they stop himwi thout cutting his

t hr ead?

Cl otho assuned the body. "I will try," she said sinply. She pointed the distaff, extended
the thread, and slid down it to the man's location. Again, it was norning, in the state of New
Jersey, and he was at his place of busi -- ness. This was a dojo, or martial arts establishment.
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We shoul d have guessed, Ni obe thought. H's name is Samurai.

"Whi ch neans Warrior," Clotho nurmured. "A pre -- tentious title!"

She opened the door and entered. There was a desk inside with a girl in a gi, or nartia
arts uniform "You wish to join for the course?" she inquired politely.

"No," Clotho said. "I wish to speak to Sanurai."

The girl smled. "The Master does not sign up students. But in class he will give you the
same attention he does all students, and if you have talent you may be able to enroll in an
advanced cl ass and receive special instruc -- tion." She eyed O otho appraisingly. "OF course that

is nore expensive and requires special dedication.”

"I don't wish to be a student," Cotho insisted. "I have nobre personal business with the
man. "

The girl studied her again. Suddenly N obe was aware of the appearance of their youngest
Aspect. She was well dressed -- clothing in the Abode was of the highest qual -- ity, fashioned of
genuine silk, and fitted with nmagical per -- fection -- and was an extrenely well-fornmed worman to
begin with. She was a person to be noticed nore than passingly. "I will inquire," the girl said
and touched a button.

In a noment she received an answer. She glanced up. "Take the hall to the left, through
the curtain. Oh -- and renove your shoes before you enter the office. He's very fussy about that."

"Thank you." C otho wal ked down the hall, then paused to renobve her dainty shoes before
pushi ng through the curtain of thin banboo.

The office was |i ke a Japanese garden, with decorative plants and Oriental statuary al
around, and a broad mat covering the floor. At the far side, seated on a slightly elevated dais,
was a handsome man in a resplendent gi, alnost a robe.
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Cl otho stood benused at the entrance. "Ch, it's beau -- tiful!" she breathed. "I have
never been to Japan

but -- "

"Cone forward," the man said. "Do not be afraid of

the tatam ."

She stepped with her stocking feet onto the nmat, which

was soft but firm "Sanurai, | want to talk to you
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about -- "

"Wait," he said perenptorily, and she paused in place.

"Turn about, wonman."

Clotho hesitated, then turned around.

The nan got up, seening to flow effortlessly to his feet. He strode to a curtained cl oset
inone wall, noving like a lithe panther. He brought out a fol ded ki nobno. "Don

this."

"What ?" "l want you properly garbed," he said. "Go to the

changi ng chanmber there." He gestured at a door. "Put

this on. Then we shall talk." "Sanurai, | don't know what you think |I'm here

for -- "

"Not for classes," he said. "Not for business. So you

mean to be a geisha."

"A geisha!" she exclainmed indignantly.

What's a gei sha? Atropos asked.

A Japanese entertainnent-girl, high-class, N obe re -- plied.
Oh, so that's what they call them over there! W cal
them whores. It's not the sane -- Niobe started, but then externa

events interrupted them
"You had another intention?" Samurai was saying. Cotho switched to Japanese, spew ng out

a mnor tor -- rent of words. Neither N obe nor Atropos understood that |anguage, but they got the
gist fromher mnd; she was calling him in eloquent idiom a male sexist pig.
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Qopsy! Ni obe thought.

That girl's got a tenper! Atropos thought, half admir -- ingly.

Sanurai's face turned grim He took a step toward C otho. She spun about and ran for the
curtai ned door. She plunged through, paused to pick up her shoes, and froze. A man was chargi ng
down the hall toward her.

She turned agai n and plunged back through the curtain. Sanurai was there. She flung her
shoes at him He caught one and dodged the other; he had nmarvel ous refl exes. She dodged to the
side and ran across the room

Sanurai followed. dotho reached out, grabbed a pot -- ted cactus, whirled, and hurled it
at his head. This time she scored. The clay pot shattered between his eyes, the dirt spreading
across his face.

/ wi sh she hadn't done that! N obe thought.

She's one hair-trigger gal! Atropos responded. Maybe we'd better just thread on out of
her e.

We can't; she's got the body.

You nean we can't take over if we need to?

Not until she lets us -- and she's not paying attention to us at the nonent.

Atropos nentally shook her head. Been forty years since the last tinme | got raped. Going
to be about forty seconds till the next tine!

A nortal can't rape an Incarnation! N obe protested.

You sure about that?

Ni obe considered. No. | know no nortal can hurt us, but I"'mnot sure if rape counts as
hurting. It may be just -- just an interaction, no blood shed.

No bl ood for ne, no blood for you -- but what about her?

Agai n Ni obe considered. She's as innocent as | was when | narried, the first tinme. Still --

Well, if it happens, let's see if we can change to me in the niddle. That'll sober him
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Ni obe thought of that, and of the likely reaction of the man. She started to | augh, though
she didn't want to; it really wasn't at all funny.

C ot ho, meanwhil e, was running down another pas -- sage. She plunged through the banmboo
curtain at the far end and burst into the main work chanber. About twenty students in white gi's
and white belts and yellow belts were practicing throws, supervised by a man in a brown belt. They
paused at the sight of her, forClotho's sumer dress was a conplete contrast to their uniforns.
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She was in sonewhat frilly blue, with a pink sash and a pink rose on the front, and her hair was
bound in a western ponytail by a pink ribbon. She was the very picture of |ovely young

i nnocence.

Then Sanurai burst out after her, the very picture of masculine outrage. Earth stained his
pretty robe and snudged his face, and bl cod dripped fromhis nose. The students gave way as he
strode forward and caught dotho by the arm "Wnan, you have no -- "

Clotho froze for an instant, then tried to tear herself away, but his grip was like iron.
She spewed nore Japa -- nese at him

Hoof Atropos thought, nentally pursing her lips. No girl that age should know concepts
l'ike that!

Ni obe had to agree. Liberated wonen evidently |earned things younger than did the
conventional wonman of prior generations, whatever the | anguage.

Samurai's rage turned to sonething Iike awe, then to disgust. He snapped sonething back in
Japanese. It seenmed to translate to sonething |ike Atropos' concept

of the geisha girl.

Cl otho swng her hand at his head. He caught it and drew her in to him He kissed her. She
struggl ed, but could not escape. Slowy she rel axed.

That man sure can ki ss! Atropos thought.
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The tam ng of the shrew, Ni obe agreed.

Then O otho remenbered herself. She bit Sanmurai on the lip. Then, at l|last, she renenbered
her powers. She flung out a thread and slid along it.

The nan's arns were abruptly enpty, for Fate was in -- substantial when sliding.
Ast oni shed, he | ooked about.
There was Clotho, ten feet away. Sanurai started to -- ward her -- and she slid through

himto the other side. The watching students gaped. Wen he turned and started for her again, she
slid to him ducked down, and materialized at his |legs, causing himto stunble over her. Then she
slid another foot, passed through him mnmaterialized again, and kicked himin the rear

Sanurai took a forward rolling breakfall and canme snoothly back to his feet. "Magic!" he
cried. "My sword!"

The brown-belt hurried out, to return in a nmonent with a sheathed katana. Sanurai took it
and drew the gl eamng blade. "I know how to deal with a witch!" Get out of here, girl! Atropos
thought at Cotho. This time the girl heard. She sailed up a thread, out of the building.

Then, in air, she paused. "But this isn't acconplishing ny mssion!" she excl ai ned.

"Wel cone to reality, girl!" Atropos nuttered, using the nmouth now that they were al one.
"I'f that man wasn't set to do Satan's business before, he sure is now"

"But what can | do? |I've cost himface!"

"What ?"

"Face. |'ve enbarrassed himin public, caused himto | ose status."”
"You nean he won't be reasonable now?" Atropos inquired dryly.

"He's not a bad man, just arrogant! | shouldn't have humliated him"
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"Didn't he call you a whore?" Atropos asked, and N obe realized that the wi se old woman
was | eadi ng the foolish young one to a reconsideration

"He thought | was a geisha. That's -- I'msure he didn't intend it as an insult. It is an
honor ed profession."

"Entertainer,’

Ni obe put in. "Conpanion."

"Well, then, girl, go back and apol ogi ze! " Atropos snapped, sounding rmuch the way she had
when address -- ing the black teenager

"It's not that sinple,” Cotho said, torn. "I'"'ma lib -- erated woman. | don't hold with --
with -- "

"You'd rather tell himto go to Hell?" Atropos de -- manded.

"No! When it's a matter efface -- | didn't nean to do

that!"

"Didn't nmean to junp to a conclusion and bawl himout in gutter-Japanese?" Atropos asked

"I -- the old ways -- all nmy life |I've opposed -- " "Grl, you think your new ways | ook
any better?" "No," Cotho whispered. "I -- overreacted."” "Well, we'd better go back and try to

explain," N obe
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said, "or we'll have to cut his thread." "No!" Cotho cried in anguish. "She's not that
|iberated,"” Atropos said. "Well, he is quite a man," N obe said. "Quite a man," C otho echoed
ruefully. "Look, girl, you go on back there,” Atropos directed

Clotho. "But this time listen to us. W'Ill help you, sane's

you hel ped ne with that homework. Ain't none of us

knows it all, if you want it in ny dialect. W'Il get that

man re-faced, sonmehow. " C otho | aughed, somewhat hysterically. "It won't

work! It doesn't work that way!" "Let's try it anyway," Atropos said. "He's a man, and

you' re one good-| ooki ng young wonan. He'll listen

What've we got to | ose?"
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Cl otho shrugged fatalistically, then slid back down the thread.

The class was al ready back in session, but the brown -- belt cried out the nonment C otho
mat eri ali zed. She wal ked by himand into the hall to the office.

Samurai was there, sponging off his face. He froze as he saw Cotho in the mrror

Apol ogi ze, Atropos ordered.

"I -- | cane to apologize," O otho said.

Samurai turned. "Only blood will nake this right," he said grimy

“l -- | can't give you that."

"Who are you?"

Clotho hesitated. / don't think it would be snart to tell himour nature, N obe thought.
It would seemlike a threat.

"I -- | ama supernatural creature,"” Cotho said. "That is why | could not -- "

"Awitch!" he exclained. "No. A wonan. But not -- like others." Al nost, he smiled. "Not
like others," he agreed. "Samurai, how can | nmake it right?" C otho asked. "I did not nean to --
you made ne angry -- " "Because | thought you a gei sha?"

"This is Anerica! Wnen are independent, not the playthings of nmen!"

He nodded. "I m stook you for Japanese.” That stung. "I am Japanese -- but l|iberated. | -
I left

ny famly because | -- would not foll ow the nedi eval ways."

"Those ways are good ways!" he said.

"WI1l you accept ny apol ogy?"

"No. Only blood will scour that humliation clean."”

She spread her hands pleadingly. "Samurai, | amim-- nortal. | cannot give you bl ood. But
if we cannot work this out, | will have to take yours."

258 Wth a Tangl ed Skein

He touched his nose. "You have al ready done that."

"Al'l yours," she said.

"Then take it!" he exclainmed. "Bring your chanpion to neet ny katana\ Then will the debt
be settled." Accept! N obe thought.

"But -- "

"Today," he said. "Here in ny dojo. Before ny stu -- dents, where the insult occurred."
Accept! Niobe repeatedly urgently.

"All right,” Cotho said faintly. "This -- this after -- noon."

Sanura seened surprised. "You accept?"
Now tell himour business, N obe thought.

“"Yes. | will -- bring my chanpion here. To neet you. Now nay | tell you why | canme here?"
Sanurai inclined his head. "You do intrigue ne,

woman. "

"Soneone will come to offer you sonmething, for a ser -- vice -- "

"He al ready has."

Cl otho paused. We're closer to the deadline, Niobe

t hought .

"You nust not do it!" Cotho said.

"Why not?" "It is Satan naking the offer. He means to bonb the

United Nations -- "

"What do | care about the United Nations?"

"This -- if this happens, there will be discord anbng the nations, perhaps war --
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"What's wong with war?"
Baf fl ed, Clotho stared at him
He's a martial artist, N obe thought. A warrior. He

i kes conbat.

Ask himif he wants his soul to go to Hell, Atropos

suggest ed.
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"I'f you do this, if you serve Satan, your soul will be his."

"How can you know this?" Sanurai denmanded. "I -- know " "Wy should | believe you?"

Better tell him after all, Atropos thought, and N obe agreed.

"Because | am Fate," Cotho said. "Now you are insulting ny intelligence!" "What proof do
you require?" "No proof, worman! | will not be nocked!" Ask hi mwhat Satan offered, N obe thought.
"What did Satan offer you, to deliver that package?" "You cannot imagine the value of -- " He
broke off. "It wasn't Satan."

"One of his agents. It doesn't natter who canme to you
it is Satan's offer."

Sanurai considered. "He offered the secret of the fin -- ger death."

"The what ?"

"I have searched for it for years. A blowso light it may be struck with a single finger
that causes death within the hour. It causes the autonom c systemto mal function pro -- gressively
until the body cannot cope."

"You want to kill someone with one finger?"

"No. Merely to have the ability to do it."

"And for this you agreed to bonb the UN?"

"No. Just to carry a package there. And | haven't agreed; | wll decide tonorrow"
"You nust turn it down!"

"That is not for you to say. Who is your chamnpion?”

Mars, N obe thought. He will help if we ask him

“Mars. "

"Who?"

"The I ncarnation of War."
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"Still you nock nme!" he exclainmed. "There are no such things as Incarnations of Fate and
War! | will not tolerate nockery after injury!"”

"But he will conme here!" Clothe said. "I will allow no stranger here today!" W'lIl bring
hi m anyway, Ni obe thought. Sanurai thinks he is being nocked, but he will believe when he sees
Mar s!

"W will be here," Clotho said. Then she extended a thread and slid away, barefooted

Back in the Abode, they reviewed what had happened. They agreed that Sanmurai had not
intended to insult Clotho by his reference to geisha; he had honestly ms -- taken her purpose in
approaching him Probably he en -- countered a nunber of young wonen who wi shed to have a persona

or sexual relationship with a master martial artist. So Cotho's angry reaction had been
unwarranted. They al so agreed that Samurai was basically a decent man whose thread should not be
prematurely cut, and that his |oss efface had to be conpensated for. But not by bl ood!

Clotho promised to consult with the other Aspects be -- fore she exploded |ike that again
She had been ready to commit suicide after being cast out other famly, and that mlitancy of
reaction remained. She tended to go too far. "After all," she conceded, "sonme nale sexist pigs my
be decent sorts, when allowance is nade."

And here was a delicate aspect, "If you could get Sa -- nurai to turn Satan down, by being
what Samurai took you for," N obe asked, "would you do it?"

Clotho suffered a siege of sheer rage. Then she cal ned, realizing that she was about to
react exactly as she had pronised not to. "I don't know, " she whi spered.

As it had been with Chronos, N obe thought. When she herself had been C otho. The rol e of
Fate required its sacrifices, not so nuch of conscience as of inmage. The current O otho thought of
herself as |iberated, but she was bound.
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“Now we nust recruit Mars,

Ni obe said. "I know himof old; he will help. But | do not
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know this particular office-holder, and it is better that he not know ny past;
that is one secret we nust keep fromall until we deal with Satan. So C otho shoul d
approach himher way, and put the matter into his hands."

Clotho sighed. "This office and Aspect have nmany bur -- dens!"

Ni obe | aughed. "Wat else is new? Wuld you trade it?"

"No. "

Atropos smiled. "I think we're getting it together." Cotho rode the thread to Mars. He
was near the lran -- lraqg border, supervising a locally savage skirm sh. "These fol k of Babyl on
and Persia are really dedicated to ny purpose,” he renmarked with satisfaction as C otho

approached. Then he took a second | ook at her. "Wl I, Cotho, you have changed! Did that sweet
Hungarian girl get tired?"

"She fell in love," Cotho said, as if Lisa had died. Mars |aughed. "That's a liability of
your type! You're

all right until you get nushy about a man, then you sag

into -- "

Clotho's tenper flared again. She spoke a few sharp words in Japanese.

Mars smled. "And you are the nother of a sickly dog," he responded in the sane | anguage
Ni obe and Atropos picked up the nmeaning fromdotho's nind

Cl ot ho was aghast. "You understood!"

"Sweet stuff. War knows every | anguage of mankind! If you wish to quarrel, you have come
to the right party."

Now she was enbarrassed. "I cane here to ask your help."

"And right prettily you asked for it. Flower of the Oi -- ent! Wat can | do for you?"
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Cl ot ho explained how all three Aspects were new in their roles, so were having trouble
handl i ng Satan's nmach -- inations. "Now | have insulted this nmartial artist called Sanurai, and
must give himsatisfaction before | can per -- suade himto -- "

"Samurai! | know of him He's a fine warrior, though perhaps not the match of those whose
reputation he bor -- rows. A man of the old school, with that ol d-fashioned pride. So he took you
for a geisha!”

"Yes," Cotho agreed, enbarrassed.

"And you kicked himin the butt before his class."

"“Yes," she agreed faintly.

"You wi |l have to give himblood."

"No! No killing!"

Mars nmade a gesture with his sword, and the fighting in the region ceased. The guns fel
silent, and even the npbans of the wounded faded out. "Wrman, you have cost him face. You know what
t hat nmeans?"

"Yes," she said grinly.

"He is inflexible on matters of honor. Few |ike himexist today; he is steel in an age of

rust and plastic -- a genuine man. | can satisfy himon the nartial level, but only you can abate
his inner pain, and until you do, he will not do as you request. Nor should he. Death before
di shonor, according to the great tradition."

"But we're trying to avoid death, to prevent war -- " She faltered, staring at him

"And | am War," Mars finished. "Wman, your dainty foot has a predilection for your nouth.
But | understand. | aman |Incarnation, and you are another. | will do what | can for you today,

and sone other time you will do what you can for ne.

Clotho sighed. "So all males want only one thing!"

"You will adjust your threads to sinplify ny situation, when | get in a bind," Mars
clarified. "This is the manner |ncarnations cooperate."”

Pi ers Ant hony 263

"Ch." dotho was flushing as well as she was able. "The reason wonen suppose that nen want
only one thing," Mars continued blithely, "is that that is all women are capable of perceiving in
men. Wonen do not properly conprehend matters |ike, for exanple, honor." "That's not true!" C otho
excl ai med. "Ah, so? Then let's discuss honor. You have inpaired Samurai's honor; if you want to
deal with him you nust yield himyours. You are of course a virgin -- " "How can you know t hat?"
she demanded. "It is one of the things we nale sexists relate to," Mars

sai d. "Now do you understand the bl ood you nust offer to Sanurai ?"
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Cl otho hesitated, appall ed.

He's right, N obe thought.

It's the way nmen are, Atropos agreed.

"You like him don't you?" Mars inquired cruelly.
Clotho | aunched herself at him clawing at his face.
There goes that tenper again, N obe thought.

Grl's got spunk, Atropos agreed.

Mars caught her effortlessly. "I can see we're going to get along just fine," he said. "I
|l ove to have pretty girls leap into my arns. Well, I'll be there, and I'Il set it up for you. But
at the finish, it nust be you and Sanurai. You'll just have to deci de how bad you want to square

things. He's one fine man." He set her down and turned away, and the battle resuned.

Clotho stood, angry tears on her face, unable to counter Mars' insol ence.

Let's get out of here, girl, Atropos thought. Nunbly, C otho extended a thread and slid
back up toward Purgatory. Niobe synpathized with her. The girl had fought all her life for
i ndependence and equality, and now she was being thrust into the old sexist role. She was not the
sanme person Ni obe had been in her youth, yet she
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was cl ose enough so that N obe knew better than to in -- terfere.

They had lunch and adjusted a few threads, preoccu -- pied. Then d otho donned sl acks, |ow
heel ed shoes, and a businesslike shirt, and rode a thread back down to the dojo.

Mars appeared as she | anded before it. He was garbed in a white gi. N obe had never been
certain how Mars traveled, but it seened to be related to his sword. Each Incarnation had a synbol
of office that was inmbued with much of the nagic, and the red sword was obviously Mars' synbol.

"Follow me," Mars said, handing her his sword.

Clotho | ooked at it. The thing was unsheathed -- a mas -- sive instrument, with a handle
al rost too big for her small hand to hold, and a gl eam ng doubl e- edged bl ade that gl owed red from
sonme deep layer. The whole thing had a magi cal aura of nenace; it nmade her nervous. She held it
awkwardly by two hands, the blade pointing strai ght down.

Even N obe was astoni shed. Wat's he up to? He never sets aside his red sword!

We' Il find out soon enough, Atropos thought.

The girl at the desk recognized dotho. "Please | eave," she said. "You are not wel cone
here. "

Mars | eaned over the desk. "I am her chanpion. Signal your hirelings."

Two nen appeared at the inner doorway. Both were in gis and wore black belts. "The | ady
has asked you to |l eave, nmister," one said, stepping forward.

/ think we're going to see sone nman-style foolishness, Atropos thought with a certain
relish. When they don't have sex on their minds, they do like to fight.

"l have an appointment," Mars said. He stepped into the man, caught his outstretched arm
spun about, and sent himrolling across the floor.
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The other man turned -- and Mars' |eg shot out and swept the other man's foot from under
him so that he landed on the floor with a resounding sl ap
“"Now go in and announce ne," Mars said. "I expect a full turnout, and the courtesy of the

dojo." Wthout further word, the two nen hurried away. "But you could have hurt them " C otho
protested. Mars wal ked back to Clotho and proffered his arm "Not with a sinple hand throw and a
f oot -sweep; they know how to take falls. | merely showed thema hint of ny conpetence.”

She held his sword out to him but he denurred. "I shall not be using that here, but
cannot trust it to the hand of a nortal. Hold it until we are done."

Cl ot ho managed to hold the dread sword by one hand, and took his armw th the other. She
wal ked wi th himthrough the banboo curtain and down the hall toward the

mai n chanber of the dojo. "Are you planning to fight all of then®"

"Certainly," Mars replied. "But -- "

“I will runthe line. Then it will be your turn." "But -- "

"Do not be concerned, cutes. It will be all right."

/ hope so, dotho thought nervously.

He knows what he's doing, N obe thought reassuringly. The three of us may not know what
he's doi ng, but he knows.

They reached the second curtain. "Take off your shoes,” Mars told her. He was al ready
baref oot. She took them off. They stepped through. About forty students were |ined along the far
wal | , standi ng barefooted on the edge of the big mat. They seened to be arranged roughly in order
of rank, with the white-belts at one end and the bl ack-belts at the other. There were, she noted,
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several wonen anong them
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In the center of the mat stood Samurai. He turned to

face them
Mars stretched out his right arm A red cloth appeared in his hand. Slowy, deliberately,
he wound this belt about his mddle and tied it in place with the odd knot that mar -- tial

artists used. There was a nmurnur of anmazenent fromthe |ine of students. It was as if they had
never seen a

red belt before.

I's sonething significant happening? N obe thought.

Mars stepped up to the mat, and halted, and bent for -- ward at the waist. He's bowing to
the mat! Atropos thought, finding it funny.
But Clotho had heard of this. "lIt's the ritual," she mur -- nmured. "Al ways bow when

joining or leaving the tatanmi, the mat, for it breaks your fall and spares your bones. Al ways step
on it barefooted."

Now Mars stepped onto the mat. "You assune the belt of a Master Dan," Sanmurai said, as if
i n chall enge.

"You are observant," Mars replied.

Samurai turned and wal ked to the black end of the line of students. He dropped into a
cross-1| egged seated po -- sition

Mars faced the class, and bowed to the Iine. The line

bowed back.

Then Mars strode forward and took hold of the student at the white end of the line. This
was a young wonan, so small and light that her bare feet left the mat when he brought her forward.
He can't attack her! Ni obe thought

with horror. Yet no one else protested, or even seened di snayed.

They nerely wat ched.

Mars brought her to the center of the mat and held her by the right |lapel and |eft sleeve
other gi. "Try a throw,'

he told her.

The girl turned and haul ed on his jacket. She got no -- where. Then Mars stepped back
drawi ng her along with
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himso that she had to step quickly forward to avoid | osing her bal ance. At the nonent her
right foot touched the mat, his left foot swept against it. Her foot went up and she fel
backward. She |l anded on the mat, her left armoutstretched, slapping the mat resoundi ngly, her
right armcaptive to his grip.

"De-ashi harai," Mars said. "The Advanced- Foot Sweep. Renenber it.'' Then he let her go,
and she scram-- bled up, bowed hastily, and returned to the line.

Mars nodded to the next student, a boy in white belt. The boy canme out, took hold, and
tried a throw of his own. It also got nowhere.

Mars drew him forward, as before, but this tinme set his left foot against the boy's
kneecap and hauled himinto a tunble on the mat. "H za-guruma,” Mars said. "The Knee-\Weel
Practice your falls, son, or you'll get hurt."”

"Yessir!" the boy exclained, scranmbling up, bowi ng, and running back to his place in the

I'ine.

Mars nodded to the third student, another wonman in a white belt. Again he gave her the
chance to try to throw him and she failed; then he threw her spinning to the mat with a hand-and-
foot notion that seened to be in between that of the prior two throws. "Sasae-tsurikoni-ashi," he
sai d. "The Proppi ng-Draw ng- Ankl e Throw. "

There was a murnur along the line. "He's doing the First Course of Instruction!" someone
said behind Cotho. She turned to | ook. A brown-belt had cone in behind her, off the mat. It was
the instructor of the nmorn -- ing beginners' class; evidently he had returned too late to join
this one, so was watching fromthe side.

"Is that significant?" d otho asked.

Now he recogni zed her. "You're the --

"The sane," she agreed. "I brought ny chanpion to neet Sanurai.

“In ared belt!" he nurnured, amazed. "That's ninth or tenth Dan!"
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"I's that good?"

"Ch -- you don't know judo?"

"“Not hi ng," she confessed. "I just canme to talk to Sa -- nmurai, and then things went
wrong. "

He pursed his lips thoughtfully. "Just so," he said after a monment. "Very well, I'Ill be
glad to explain. The naster grades of judo are the Dan, as opposed to the student grades, the kyu.
The Dan are black belt. But the very highest grades may wear the red belt. Nornmally such grades
are only achieved as honors for service to the art, by nmasters who no |onger conpete. A conpetitor
with a red belt should be the finest judoka in the world."

"Ch, that explains why the class was so surprised."”

"It certainly does. As far as | know, there is no living, conpeting red belt today. So
this man is bound to be an

i npostor."

"He is Mars, the Incarnation of War."

"Ch? Then naybe he -- " The brown-belt shrugged. He returned to her prior question
"There's nothing wong with the First Course," he explained. "They're all good throws. But once
peopl e catch on to the order, they' |l know exactly which throw he's going to do next. That nakes
it much harder. It doesn't matter for the white -- belts, but he'd have trouble throwing me with a
throw I expected, and it woul d probably be inpossible with a

bl ack-belt."

Mars threw t he next student over his right hip. "There's the fourth -- Uki-goshi, the
Floating H p Throw," the brown-belt said. "I've never seen it done better. But | wonder where he

coul d have gotten his training?"

Mars threw t he next backward. "O0-soto-gari
the basics.”

The next student fell. "And 0-goshi," the brown-belt

said. "Didn't he just do that one?"

"No, that was Wki-goshi, a different throw It |ooks simlar and the footwork is sinilar
but the feel is quite different. Uke takes a much harder fall."

"But | thought Uki was the throw, not the faller."

The brown-belt smled. "You really don't know, do you? The one who does the throwing is
al ways called Tori, the taker, and the one who gets thrown is Uke, the re -- ceiver. Anyway, the
Uki -goshi is done stiff-kneed, while 0-goshi flexes the knees, and -- oh, there's 0-uchi-gari, the
Maj or | nner Reapi ng! Beautiful!"

Clotho -- and Niobe -- were having trouble distinguish -- ing the throws. They were ready
to take the brown-belt's word that they were being properly done. Cotho took advantage of his
presence to ask another question. "What is this -- this running the |Iine?"

"Well, a challenger shows his superiority by defeating a number of others in rapid order,"”
the brown-belt said. "For exanple, a black-belt should be able to run a line of five brown-belts
and throw themall, because his skill is greater. Wien the line is mxed, they do the | owest
grades first, the Kyus, and work up to the Dans. O course, by the time someone has thrown twenty
or thirty people, he's apt to be getting tired, so it gets harder both ways. No one has ever run

the brown-belt nmurnmured. "He certainly knows

our full line victoriously; if your friend nakes it, he will have proved his rank. Sone of ours
are Sandans, and one's a Yodan, and of course Sanurai is Rokudan, the sixth level, and the
champi on of the eastern states. He'll be world chanpi on one day, if he decides to go for it."

"He might not go for it?"

"Well, he's getting old for conmpetition, and judo is only part of his interest. He's a
master in karate, too, and ai -- kido, and his specialty is the sword; no one can touch himthere.
He's been searching for this nythical finger-strike, too -- Say! Look at that Tsuri-kom -goshi

I've never seen a prettier throw D d you see how he got full extension?

270

Piers Ant hony 271

Wth a Tangl ed Skein

I've never been able to do that on an Uke ny own
wei ght!"
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The throw had | ooked just like all the others to Cotho and the other Aspects, but
evidently there was a differ -- ence.

"But now he's into the yellowbelts, and when he hits the green-belts he'll have to work a
little for it. Ch, nice Ckuri-ashi-harai! That's not as easy as it |ooks."

Clotho was willing to take his word for it.

"God, | wish |l was in that line!" the brown-belt said after the next throw "It's a
privilege to be thrown by a master like that! Is he really the Incarnation of \War?"
"Yes, he -- " "Ch, there's the Uchi-mata.' Sanurai hinself coul dn't

have done it better!™

They wat ched while Mars noved into the green-belts. They were trying to throw him and
failing as dismally as the white-belts had, and had no better success in resisting

the return throws.

"That's amazing!" the brown-belt comrented. "I've never seen soneone give them a chance
like that; usually they put them away as fast as they can. He's got a |l ot of

confi dence. "

"He should,"” Cdotho said, though she was amazed her -- self.

Then she saw Mars drop down. Soneone had thrown him But i mediately the brown-belt
opponent fell too. Both of themwere |ying on the nat.

" Yoko-otoshi! The Side Drop!" the brown-belt ex -- clainmed. "Beautiful!"
"You nean it's supposed to look like that?" d otho

asked.

"Of course. It's a sacrifice throw"

n O,] n

They wat ched several nore standing throws. Then Mars went down again. He had his foot in
the other's

belly, and Iifted himover so that he did a roll and | anded on his back. "Tonpe-nage, the
St omach Throw, " the brown-belt said.

The throws continued as Mars progressed three-quart -- ers of the way down the line. There
seenmed to be no end to them But obviously the class was highly inpressed.

" Sot o- maki kom ," the brown-belt renmarked as both men went down again. "I hate to take
falls on that onel O course it's a power-throw, there's not nuch stop -- ping it once it starts.
If he can do the next one, the Wki -- otoshi -- "

It seened to Niobe that the brown-belt who was Uke at the noment sinply threw hinself on
the mat, but the one beside her whistled softly. "Perfect!"”

A bl ack-belt came out of the line. Mars waited while the man tried a foot-sweep without
success, then said, "Try another." There was a chuckle along the |ine.

"What's so funny?" C otho asked.

"The situation. He's up to the thirty-seventh throwin the Basic Forty. That's Ushiro-
goshi, the Rear Loin. It's a counterthrow follow ng an attenpted hip-throw Cyde didn't try a hip-
throw. '

Clyde tried a sacrifice throw, without effect; it was as if Mars were an i nmovabl e wal |
There was anot her chuc -- kle.

Then, noving like lightning, Clyde tried a hip-throw -- and Mars picked himup and threw
himto the mat. Clyde had ganbled and | ost. He got up, bowed, and snmiled; he didn't mind losing to
an artist of that skill. "And he did it left-side," the brown-belt nurnured in awe. "Cyde tried
to fool him left-side, and he was ready."

"Left-side is different?"

“"And how | really sweat on them™

The last man in the |ine approached and took hold, but declined to try a throw. "Randori,"
he said.

"What does that nmean?" d otho asked.
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"That's our Yodan,"' the brown-belt said. "He's a top conpetitor; he doesn't like to do
stationary throws. He prefers to counter, or to seize his opportunity. He knows your man will try
the Yoko-gake, the Side Body Drop; he wants to make himdo it in a noving situation.”
"Interesting,"” Cotho said, unenlightened. The two nen noved about the mat, alnpbst as if dancing
toget her. Suddenly the bl ack-belt screamed piercingly, his foot noving like Iightning. But Mars
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foot noved too, just as fast -- and they both fell to the nat.

The brown-belt shook his head. "Beautiful! He did it!" "But how do you know who threw
whon?? And why the screanf”

The brown-belt snmiled. "The screamwas a kiai yell, to facilitate the throw. Didn't work,
this time. And some -- tinmes it can be hard to tell, on a throw | saw a match once where the

award was given to the wong judoka, before the judges corrected it. But this one was a perfect
Yoko- gake, no question."

I ndeed, the class seenmed to know it. Mars returned to the center of the mat, and exchanged
bows with the class. It seened he had successfully run the line. "And he's not even tired!" the
brown-belt murnmured. Then Mars wal ked to the edge of the mat, stepped off, turned about, and bowed
toit. "A'l right, girl," he said gruffly. "He has to neet you now. " "He what?"

"As your chanpion F conquered his class. | did not challenge Sanurai hinself. It is you
who must neet him" He took her by the el bow, urging her forward. "Honor

the tatam ." Bemused, C otho bowed and stepped onto the nmat.

"But I've still got your sword!"™ "Precisely. It's an outrage. Get out there." Like a
zonbi e, Cotho wal ked across the mat. The cl ass

wat ched, unnovi ng.
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I's he crazy? Atropos thought. This girt doesn't know anything about swords, and she
doesn't want to shed bl ood.

It's probably an insult to the dojo to carry a weapon onto the mat, too, N obe thought.

But Mars must have a reason.

Sanurai bounded to his feet. In a nmonent his own sword was in his hand. "For this you nust
die!" he cried, striding forward.

Are you sure we're immortal ? Atropos thought ner -- vously.

Vel | ... N obe thought, abruptly uncertain. Wen she had been O otho, she had never faced a
test like this.

But abruptly the red sword lifted in otho's hand. It was a heavy nonster, but now it was
featherlight. It as -- suned a guard position

"Get out of here!l"™ Sanurai cried, naking a threatening gesture.

The red sword noved to intercept his weapon. Metal clanged on netal.

The enchanted sword has made us expert, Niobe thought, anazed.

CGoaded beyond reason by that gesture of defiance, Sa -- nurai attacked in earnest. He's as
hot-tenpered as she is! Atropos thought.

Two of a kind, Ni obe agreed.

The red sword noved rapidly to counter the strike against it. Sanurai struck again, and
again the red sword bl ocked. He could not get through that guard.

"But this is not what | want!" C otho whispered. "This will never bring himto reason!"

I ndeed, the longer it continued, the nore plain it was beconing that Sarurai, for all his
dazzling skill, could not penetrate the guard of Mars' sword. Sanmurai would very shortly | ook Iike
a col ossal fool
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You' ve got two choices, girl, Atropos thought. Either attack, which neans you'll probably
kill himat one stroke, or --

"No!" Clotho cried. She flung away the red sword and sank to her knees before Samurai.
"Take nmy bl ood!"

If he strikes, N obe thought, alarned, either we'll be dead, or he'll be ultimtely
hum | i at ed.

Sanurai paused, as surprised as anyone. "You yield?"

"Everything!" Cotho cried, the tears streani ng down

her face.

Sanmurai paused. Hi s fighting rage drained out of himalnost visibly. Indeed, Cotho was a
piteous figure of a

wonman.

He held his sword to the side. A student hastily canme to take it away. "Then | am
satisfied," Samurai said, extending his hand.
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Clotho took it in both her own and kissed it.

The harder they fall...Atropos throught wyly.

"That isn't necessary,"” Samurai said, enbarrassed. "Do not humliate yourself nore than is
required." He drew her back to her feet, then turned and nodded to the class. Inmediately they
filed out of the room each bow -- ing as he or she stepped off the mat.

C otho found a hanky and dabbed at her face. "I'msorry | -- "

"Accepted," Sanurai said gently.

"I wanted to be liberated, but --

"Li beration has its appeal, when understood,"” he said. "This is, after all, Anerica. |
woul d not have you other than you are. WIIl you join ne for dinner this eveni ng?"
She snmiled. "I will."

They wal ked to the edge of the mat, bowed as they stepped off, and smiled at each other

Samurai gl anced at the brown-belt, who remained in the room standing beside Mars. "Convey
his sword to

the Incarnation of War," Sanmurai said. "It is a remark -- able weapon.”

The brown-belt bowed hinself onto the mat and hurried to pick up the fallen sword. But he
was unable to; the thing seened anchored in place. He strained to lift it, and could not.

"Permit me," Mars nurnured. He raised his right hand -- and the red sword floated up and
across the mat, dipped nonentarily at its edge as if bowi ng, and noved to his hand. Mars gravely
sheat hed it.

"And a remarkabl e man," Sanurai said, exchanging bows with Mars. Then Mars turned and
wal ked out of the dojo.

Sanurai turned to Cotho. "I regret that | mstook you. Yet is it acceptable for Fate to --
Clotho touched his lips with a finger. "I amjust a worman -- now. "

He nodded. "Tonight, then."

"Toni ght."

d otho wal ked out of the dojo. Qutside, she extended a thread and ascended.

"But we never got his conmitnent on the bonb," Atropos renenbered.

"W shall have it -- tonight," N obe replied. "And, un -- less | mistake Mars, he will
give Sanurai the secret of the finger-strike. As a token of esteem not as a bribe."

"I"'ve got alot to learn,” Cotho said.

And it was so -- on all counts.

-- 13 --

COUNTERPLOY

"W needed help on the last one," N obe said. "Surely
we'll need it on this one too!"

"Who can help us with a Satanist?" Atropos asked. "My guess woul d be Gaea. She's generally
consi der ed

to be the strongest of the Earthly Incarnations.” "Nature? | thought Tinme was." "Chronos
has the nost potent single instrunent, the
Hour gl ass. But Gaea -- " Niobe shrugged. "Let's ask her

anyway." N obe took the body and slid the thread across to

Gaea' s veget abl e mansi on. They | anded at the door.

Sonmetimes it was difficult to reach the Green Mther, but

that depended on the situation. N obe renmenbered her

journey with Pacian; Ge had known what she was doi ng

that tine!

That's one fancy treehouse! Atropos thought. The | eafy door opened, and Gaea stood there
Ni obe froze. It was the sane Green Mther she had

known a quarter-century ago!
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"Wiy, it's Fate!" Gaea exclainmed. Then she squinted. "But a new Lachesis!"

Gaea didn't recognize her! O course N obe knew she had changed considerably in the
intervening period of nortality, and not for the better; why should anyone rec -- ognize in this
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dowdy woman the beauty that once had been? "And a new C otho," she said. "And Atropos, too." She
changed briefly to the other forns. Gaea shook her head. "All three at once? Unusual!" Quickly
Ni obe explained the circunstances. "Now we have one nore nortal thread to nodify," she concl uded
"Because of our inexperience -- "

"You seek help," Gaea said. "Very sensible of you. Cone inside a nonent while | change."

I nsi de, Ni obe watched whil e Gaea changed. She did not do it by renoving her |eafy green
dress; instead she stood still, and the dress turned yellow with sone red; then the | eaves fel
of f, revealing brown bark beneath. Her hair turned white. She had progressed seasonally fromsum --
mer through fall to winter, conplete with snow.

She noved -- and the brown corrugations shaped them-- selves into the creases and pockets
of a long jacket. The
snow becanme a white hat; her hair was not, after all, that far changed.

Gaea brought out a small pair of spectacles, mounted on a rod at one side. "You will want
t hese, Lachesis."

"A lorgnette? Those haven't been used for a genera -- tion!" Niobe protested. "Anyway, |
don't need gl asses!"

"Hunmor ne, Lachesis," Gaea said gently.

Ni obe shrugged and accepted them "Then you will hel p?"

"Of course, dear. W natrons nust support each other. W can't depend on foundation
garnments."

Ni obe smiled dutifully. Gaea needed no support from clothing; she could assunme any form
she chose, young or old, beautiful or hideous, animal, vegetable or mneral
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Sel dom di d she display her power in an obvious manner, but it was as deep and versatile as
that of any Incarnation. Many nortals thought they could balk her in the short term but in the
I ong term she always had her way.

"I amready," Gaea said. "Take nme there, Lachesis."

Ni obe t ook her hand, extended a thread, and slid themboth along it. They arrived at an
i ndustrialized section of Connecticut, near a large nmall. They entered and wal ked to a small booth
set between an ice cream parlor and a mini-dozen novie theater

Above the booth was a banner saying TO HELL WTH YOU! Inside it was a bored-| ooki ng wonan
of about N obe's own physical age. "That's the one," N obe nurnured. "Elsa Mra, Satani st
recruiter."

"Well, we shall allow her to recruit us," CGaea agreed. "Call me Ge; I'Il call you Lack."
She smled faintly, as if the sun were nasked by haze, and suddenly N obe sus -- pected that Gaea
did indeed recognize her. But the G een Mdther could keep a secret as well as any creature of the
wor | d.

They approached the booth. "W really aren't inter -- ested in going to Hell," N obe said.
"But in fairness we thought we'd | ook at your literature."

"Why, certainly," the woman said, coming alive. "Hell has had a very bad press, but we are
working to alleviate that." She brought out a colorful brochure.

Ni obe | ooked at the cover. Two cute baby devils were on it: the Hellfire trademarks. Dee
and Dee. One was male, the other fermale. As she | ooked, the male Dee lifted one little red hand
and sol ermly beckoned. She was star -- tled, though she knew she shoul dn't have been; naturally
the minions of Hell had magic to splurge.

"Perhaps you can read the print nore clearly with your glasses. Lack," Gaea nurnured.

"Ch, thank you, Ge," Niobe said. "I keep forgetting." She raised the |lorgnette and peered
through the | enses.

She stiffened. Instead of the cute picture, she saw a | ens. She was bei ng recorded on
vi deo!

She noved the lorgnette aside. The little devil was beckoning her again.

Now she realized why Gaea had asked her to use the glasses. They were enchanted to
penetrate illusion! Al -- ready she knew that the Satanists were not nmerely show -- ing their
literature, they were getting a direct line on any -- one who inquired. They were a good deal nore
professional than they cared to seem That |ens could be naking a record of the conplete
encounter, and storing her picture in a conputer file, conplete with the retinal prints. Hel
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i ntended to have her nunber, all the way!

Fortunately, she had never had her retinal prints taken. She had existed, as a nortal, in
the country, where such things were not common. Hell would not be able to trace down her true
identity by this device.

Gaea opened the brochure. N obe glanced through the gl asses again, and saw that the pages
were nere franes;

the sinister lens remained. But w thout the glasses, she saw the inner material: scenes of
happy, healthy people sw mmng, playing tennis, skiing, and watching the sun -- set. GOTO HELL
the print proclainmed, AND LIVE YOUR AF -- TERLIFE TO THE FULLEST

"I's there skiing in Hell?" N obe asked doubtfully. "I thought it was hot."

"Indeed there is skiing!" the recruiter said encourag -- ingly. "Hell is large; it has
climtes exactly as the nortal real mdoes. Some regions are in perpetual snow "

Actual Iy, N obe had known that, because of her prior experience as an |ncarnation. She
al so knew t hat poor sinful souls were frozen as solid as spirits could be, in that snow, and that
the only skiers were denmons who
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delighted in skidding over perpetually horrified frozen faces. As with many of Hell's
clains, the snow was a half -- truth: it existed, but was not used as represented. The whol e of
Hell's recruitnent canpaign was spurious, and only sadly deluded people could fall for it.
Unfortunately, it was evident that many did.

But she was not here to show of f her information about Hell. She was here to talk Mra out
of delivering the bonb to the UN conplex, thus elimnating the last of the po -- tential couriers.
She had to act like an ignorant skeptic until she had a better notion how to achi eve her design.

"I don't know," she said. "Skiing, swnmng -- | thought Hell was a place of punishment."

"Ch, that's not so!"™ Mra exclainmed. "Hell is a place of rehabilitation! The evil-soiled

souls are reprocessed to be good again. There are many incentives for a positive attitude."”
And many tortures for the danmmed, Atropos thought sourly.
"But if people aren't good in life, why should they be good in the Afterlife?" N obe

asked. She knew the an -- swer, but had to play the part.

"Many people don't really think about it," Mra said. "They just go their way until it's
too late. Those are the ones we are catering to -- the ordinary, m xed people who are too busy to
be absolutely good all the tinme. | nean, it's a lot of work to be good all the time, and frankly
pretty dull, and probably unnecessary, too. W feel that npbst people would really be better off
worrying | ess about the Afterlife and just getting their nortal lives in shape. Then, in Hell,

they can sort it all out at leisure.”

Lei sure? Eternity! Atropos snorted mentally. Wat a crock

"But shouldn't they be good in |ife?" N obe asked.
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"Well, yes, of course. But it can be very difficult. Take the nman whose wife is ignoring
himand won't let himtouch her. But she won't give hima divorce, either. Nowif he finds an
attractive young wonman who likes him is it really wong for himto have an affair? H s soul may

suffer an accurul ation of evil, but is it wong? W Sa -- tanists think we should do what is
natural and atone |ater."

Ni obe hadn't heard this one before. "Are you mar -- ried?" she asked.

Mra | aughed. "Me? O course not! Not anynore! | wouldn't put up with that sort of -- that
is, all the ridic -- ulous things nmen demand. But the principle renains -- "

"Pleasure first, nortality last," Ni obe finished.

"Anyway," Mra said quickly. "W want you to see for yourself what kind of place Hell is.
Why don't you conme to our denonstration conpl ex?"

"Your what ?"

"W have set up a working mni-nodel of Hell, so that folk like you can tour it or sanple
it and see for yourselves what it offers. W Satanists want to spread the truth about Hell."

"Well," Niobe said, glancing at Gaea. "1 suppose we night just look -- to be fair."

Mra junped up. "Right this way! |I'Il guide you on the tour nyself!"

This was exactly what they wanted: a |ong enough as -- sociation with the woman to talk
her out of what she was otherw se apt to do.

/ bet they get bonuses/or each recruit they sign, Atro -- pos thought cynically.

Such as a trip to the United Nations building? Cotho thought. She had been fairly quiet,
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recovering from her experience of the prior evening; she was in the first flush of sonething |ike
I ove, and the warnth of it tended to
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spill over and buoy the other two Aspects. But she had not forgotten their mssion

"Keep your gl asses handy, dear," Gaea nurnured like a fussy old lady as they followed Mra
t hrough the door in back of the booth.

They found thenselves in an elevator. There was a wench. Then the door slid open, and
they stepped out into an anmuserment park. Cbviously magi c had been used to transport themto the

nmodel Hell; there was no telling where on Earth it had been constructed.
Ni obe stared. Directly ahead was a towering Ferns wheel, grandly rotating. To one side was
a bunp-car en -- closure, with children squealing happily as the little ve -- hicles crashed

harm essly into each other. El sewhere were niniature choo-choo trains, zoomrides, and toy air --
pl anes whirling about a pole. "This is Hell?" N obe asked, raising an eyebrow

"Well, the top level,” Mra said. "Very mld enter -- tainments, for those who are just
waiting for friends, or for the children of those on tour. The ones who really don't have nmuch sin
to indul ge."

"What's it like for those who do have significant sin on their soul s?" Gaea asked.

“I'"l1l show you," Mra said eagerly, leading the way to stairs descendi ng bel ow the
pavenent. These led to a large hall, well-lighted, filled with tables. People were clustered
around the tables, intent on what was there.

They approached the nearest. On it was a giant roulette wheel. "Ch -- ganbling,” Ni obe
sai d di sapprovingly.

"You don't understand," Mra said. "Watch for a no -- nment."
They wat ched. The wheels turned; the ball rolled and | anded in a nunbered pocket. A nman
made an exclamation of joy. "I won! | won!"
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There was a smattering of applause fromthe other gam-- blers. The man coll ected his
Wi nni ngs and bet them on the next spin. And won again.

"What ?" N obe asked. "Twice in succession? The odds agai nst that --

"Peopl e can be very fortunate here," Mra said. "They usually do win."

Gaea nudged her. N obe lifted the lorgnette and peered at the scene.

The roulette table was genuine -- but little el se was. Mst of the players were bored park
enpl oyees in grubby uniforns, not the well-dressed visitors they had appeared to be. There was a
control panel at the croupier's place. Wen the spin conmenced, the croupier's fingers touched
buttons. This tine the ganbler bet on number 19, and that was the nunber the croupier punched.
Sure enough, the ball rolled into that slot. The gane was rigged.

Now Ni obe | ooked at the chips the ganbler had piled before him They were genuine. Were
then, was the catch? Surely the Satanists were not really going to let a mark wal k out weal t hy!

Well, she could inquire, wthout giving anything away. "How can you stay in business, if
you | et people win too much noney?”

"Ch, the chips don't stand for noney," Mra said as they noved on to another table. "They
stand for points. One thousand points entitles the player to enter the next level, where the rea
action is."

"But it seenms guaranteed he'll make it."

"No, it's not guaranteed. Only those people we feel are suitable prospects are admitted."

"Then you admt it's fixed!"

Mra turned a surprised gaze on her. "My dear, what do you expect of Hell? OF course it's

fixed!"

"Ask a silly question," Gaea nurnured.
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"But you're giving us a tour, and we're not ganbling," N obe persisted.

"Precisely. If you don't ganble, you can't win. That's the fundanental principle. You are
merely looking -- but 1'msure that after you' ve seen what we have to offer, you'll be eager to
participate.” "But isn't there an admittance price?" "I amglad you asked that question,” Mra
said. "Now we are very candid about this. Everything is quite clear. To participate in our
entertai nnents you nust sign a stan -- dard contract -- " "In bl ood?"
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"It's only a pinprick. You'll hardly feel it." "A contract saying what?"

"Well, everyone knows what Hell requires. It isn't as if we're concealing anything."
"You're after ny soul!"”

"Merely a portion of it, since this is only a nodel of Hell. Technically, all we require
is a nomnal attribution of evil. Only one percent, actually. If you are seventy percent good, our
contract would cause you to be sixty -- nine percent good. That's hardly enough to cost you any --
thing in the Afterlife, or to change your designation. Con -- sidering what we offer, it's a

bar gai n. "
They were at the next table. This one was for blackjack. Again, the mark was w nni ng;
again, the enchanted | enses showed that the game was rigged. Hell wanted the narks

to wn.

Al of the tables were like that. The nmethods of gam-- bling differed, but the systemwas
the sane. "Well, | never did like to ganble,” N obe said. "But all of life is a ganble,” Mra said
ent husiastically. "Still, there are other routes to Hell. Let ne show you the next level." She |ed
the way to another set of stairs. N obe paused. "I see the others use the elevator."” "Wll, yes,

but they have to sign for it."
"Sign for it?"
"Anot her contract," CGaea said.
“"Merely an anmendnent,"” Mra put in quickly.
"Anot her one percent of their soul s?" Ni obe asked. "1 thought that was a genera

adm ttance fee. What's the point in ganbling for points, if you still have to pay to reach the
next stage?"

"Well, the general admittance fee gets a person into the park, and then he plays to
determne his eligibility to ad -- vance to other levels, but that's a matter of qualification
not paynent. If there weren't qualification, some unsuit -- able people would get into

i nappropriate levels, and if there weren't paynent, we would not, as you pointed out a nmonment ago,
be able to stay in business very long. It's a dual system perfectly straightforward. Naturally
the deeper levels have to be financed, too."

"Just how nany | evels are there?"

“"Well, | really don't know the exact nunber. But no one goes to themall."'
Because, N obe realized, at one percent per level, that person would | ose nore than half
his soul before he com-- pleted the experience, tipping himinto Hell for real

VWhat a systenml Atropos thought.

VWhat a Hellish system indeed! Only a fool would fall into that trap -- but there were
plenty of fools in the pro -- cess.

The next level seemed to be a nonstrous warehouse for noney. Tables were piled with
currency of many na -- tions, with ingots of gold and silver and platinum and with bins of
precious stones. Walth gal ore!

Drawn as by a magnet, Ni obe went to a vat of sparkling rubies. "May |?" she asked.

"By all means exam ne the merchandise,” Mra said generously. "Of course you can't keep
any of it, as a tourist, but if you decide to join as a participant --
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For one or two percent of the goodness in her soul! N obe grimced. Still, the gens were

| ovel y!

She picked up a ruby. It was a faceted stone, a deep and glorious red, just about the nost
beautiful thing she had seen in her life. She turned it between her fingers, half-entranced by its
luster. She began to understand the nature of the tenptation. Such a fine gem for so little

soul

"Perhaps if you exanmined it nore closely,” Gaea re -- marked.

Oh. Niobe lifted the lorgnette and | ooked again. The ruby was nothing nore than a cherry
pit. Ni obe nmade her face a nask, |est she give herself away. Al the rubies were cherrystones! The
di anonds of the next table were rough lunps of quartz.

Mor bi dly curious, she verified one of the stacks of gold coins. It was made of round
slices of carrot.

Now Cl otho had to laugh. Carrots -- instead of carats! That Satan had a devilish sense of
hunor! "Devilish," N obe agreed. "Wat's that?" Mra asked.

"Devilishly tenpting," N obe said. She noved on to a table of green bills. They were
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| eaves of lettuce.
Lettuce! Atropos thought, nmentally doubling over with mirth. Literal lettuce! That Satan's

a card!

"Yes, anyone would be tenpted by that,” Mra said, mstaking the nature of Ni obe's snile
"I't was this roomthat convinced ne to join. Wien | saw all the jewelry -- " She gestured to a
table strung with el aborate and pre -- cious neckl aces.

"But you're not a player, are you?" N obe asked. "No, I'm Staff. But | started as a
pl ayer. Then, when | wanted too nuch -- " She bit her lip. "That is -- "

So she had been seduced into giving up too nuch of her goodness! The operation of the
system was becomi ng clearer. Just as a drug-user becane an addict, and the addict had to becone a
deal er to support his habit, so those who flirted with the trinkets of Hell got drawn ever nore

deeply in. It was, as Mra said, all perfectly open -- except that the actual goods were fakes.
Anyone who be -- lieved the Father of Lies deserved what he got!
That brought her up short. If the nmarks deserved to go to Hell for their greed -- wasn't

Satan actually performng a service to the Cosnos in ridding the world of thenf?

But she knew the answer. Satan did not rid the world of them he used his converts to
facilitate his further dirty work. Al the shills at the gam ng tables upstairs -- all ov --
erext ended ganbl ers who now had to work for the house. How nuch joy did they have here, today?

And this is only a prettified nodel of Hell, Atropos thought. Think what the real thing
must be Iike!

It was i ndeed a sobering thought.

"I -- know that jewelry will not cure what's wong with nme,"” Ni obe said, letting her tunmmy
sag. "l have eaten too nuch, for too nany years."

"Then you will love the feasting level!" Mra ex -- claimed. "Right this way!"

The next |evel down was indeed a tenptation to a wonan who liked to eat. It was an
enornous self-service restaurant. The tables were piled with pastries and cakes and fancy
desserts. Many wonmen were here, and not a few men and children. All were seated at tables,
stuffing thenselves with their favorite repasts.

Ni obe paused near a fat man who was cramming cake into his face. "But this is horribly
fattening!" she pro -- tested.

"No it isn't" Mra said, pleased. "Qur food is abso -- lutely nonfattening and nonfilling.
The taste and texture
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are there, but all the calories are enpty -- | mean there are no calories. You can eat al
you want and never be satiated."

Now that's a kind of Hell initself, if the fools only realized, Atropos thought.

Endl ess stuffing w thout consequence. Niobe could ap -- preciate the tenptation, but knew
that a person did not have to flirt with Hell for it; regular food conpani es were advertising ONE
CALORI E PER BOTTLE, making a seening virtue of both gluttony and vacuous food -- while else --

where in the world, people were starving. Alittle self -- discipline would be better.

Then she lifted the lorgnette. And made a stifled squeak of revul sion

It wasn't cake the man was eating. It was noldy gar -- bage -- literally. Mst of it
managed to shunt itself down his face and front instead of going into his nouth, which explai ned
why he wasn't getting full, but still it was an appalling ness.

M ra caught her reaction. "Wiat's the nmatter?" N obe pondered nmomentarily, then handed the
gl asses to her.

The wonman | ooked through them -- and gagged. "You didn't know?" Ni obe asked. "I -- this
can't be -- it's horrible!™ Mra exclainmed. She wal ked to the next table, where a child was
swilling ice cream sodas, and | ooked through the glasses. Her face turned greenish.

Gaea took the lorgnette fromher hand before her slack -- ening grip let the glasses drop
to the floor. She returned the nagical instrunent to Ni obe.

Ni obe | ooked at the boy's drink. It was a swirling con -- coction of sewage. As with the

man, nost of the stuff dribbled down the lad's chin instead of being swallowed, but some did get
in. Probably just enough to feed him
"It's alie!" Mra gasped. "Magic |lenses that dis -- tort --
"No lie, " CGaea said. "I amable to see the truth without glasses. The food is garbage. The
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jewelry on the other floor was junk."

"But |'ve got a pass to eat all | want -- it's one of the benefits of being Staff -- "
Mra turned and vonmted on the floor beside the boy. It hardly mattered, for the area was already
littered with garbage.

Ni obe wrenched the |orgnette away from her eyes. She saw Mra standing by the table, eyes

downcast as if glanc -- ing approvingly at the boy. There was no sign of vomit. Still, she did not
| ook wel I .

After a nonment the woman recovered herself some -- what. "Were did you get these
gl asses?"

Agai n, N obe considered rapidly. "From-- Nature."

"The -- the Incarnation of Nature?"

"“Yes. She thought | would need them here."

"I -- may | borrow them a nmonent nore?"

Ni obe gave her the gl asses. "Wen you're satisfied, | would like to talk to you."

Mra hurried to another stairway. "There's one |evel |'ve never indul ged nyself in, but I
just want to see -- "

They followed her down the stairs, alnbst running. Ni obe was surprised to | earn that the
wonman real ly had not known about the deceit, but realized it nade sense. Satan could acconplish

much nmore evil, nuch nore ef -- ficiently, if his own hel pers were deluded. How rmany woul d
consider an all-you-can-eat pass to be an induce -- nment, if they knew the food was garbage?
That Satan, he's one sharp liar, Atropos agreed.
The new | evel appeared to be an el aborate brothel. Ex -- traordinarily vol uptuous young

wonen in scanty clothing danced slowy on a stage at one side, their breasts and hi ps noving
suggestively. This did not do anything special for N obe, other than cause her a gentle wash of
j eal ousy
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and regret for her own beauty | ost, but she saw the effect it had on two nen just energing
fromthe elevator. Both charged forward, their nouths literally drooling.

VWhat pigs nmen are! dotho thought. Then she recon -- sidered. Except for Sanurai..

Mra was peering through the magic | enses. "No," she said unbelievingly. "They wouldn't!"

One man dashed up to the stage. "Hey, honey, you for sale?" he demanded, groping for her.
The wonman gazed down at him a | anguorous smle crossing her bright |ips. Then she junped down to
the floor, her anatony bobbing in several places as she | anded. She took the man's hand and | ed
himto a curtained al cove. Evidently she was not for sale; she was free.

Now Ni obe coul d hear urgent grunting fromother al -- coves. It seened there were a numnber
of clients busy.
M ra shook her head. "They are -- they really are!" she exclained. Then she started

| aughing. "And to think ny ex-husband, the pig, sold his soul for a pernanent pass to this level!"
Her |aughter becanme so violent that Gaea had to take the lorgnette from her again.

Ni obe, perplexed, took the glasses. She could under -- stand how plain or even honely
worren could be re -- cruited, just as Mra had been, to be enhanced by illusion to serve the
passions of potential recruits -- but what was so funny about that? It was, at best, sad.

She lifted the lorgnette. And gasped.

There were no young wonen dancing on the stage. It was a corral of pigs. Genui ne sw ne,
rooti ng about in the nuck.

And Mra's ex-husband had a pernanent pass.

Who says there's no justice in Hell? Atropos thought. / know sorme nmen |I'd send herel

M ra sobered enough to recover her bearings. "You' re no ordinary prospects!" she said.
accusingly. "You knew what this was like -- better than I did. Who are you?"
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It was tine for truth. They sat down on one of the few clean places on the fence of the
sty, and talked. "I amFate," N obe said. "I cane here to talk to you, and to persuade you -- "

"Fate! An Incarnation!"

"And this is Gaea, who lent me the lorgnette."

"Nature! No wonder she doesn't need gl asses to see the truth!"

"W want to persuade you not to do an errand for Satan.”

Mra | aughed again, this tine mirthlessly. "If Satan wants an errand, |I'Il do the errand.
My soul is already lost!"

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (121 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:45 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

"It's not lost," Gaea said.

"Don't you understand? | becane Staff because | had no soul left to give! They were going
to cut me off the food -- "

She put her hand to her nouth, reali zing.

Oh!" Gaea gazed intently at her. "Your soul has

been cor -- rupted, Elsa Mra, but not that far; there is twenty-four

percent good renmining."

"No! There is none! | used it all up, and -- you don't know how addictive unmitigated
pl easure is! | just couldn't stop! I -- "

"I do know," Gaea said. "It is ny business to know." Mra stared at her. "Are you really
Nature?" "I really am And ny conpanion really is Fate. We can redirect your thread, if you wll
cooperate to this extent."

“I don't believe it! | kept count of every percentage point!"

Gaea frowned. "You doubt the power of Nature at your peril, wonan." She nmade a gesture --
and abruptly the room darkened. Wnd swirled. Rain came down, first lightly, then in a pelting
torrent. The pigs squealed, en -- joying it. In a nonent the three of them were soaked.
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Gaea gestured again. The chamber shook. Now the pigs squealed in fright.

"An earthquake!" Mra screaned. "Let me out of here!"

Gaea hel d up her hand. The quaki ng stopped and the rain vani shed. Sunlight streamed warmy

down.

"But we're underground!" Mra protested. "The sun can't shine here!"

“Your fear is gone." Gaea told her. "You are happy."

Mra smled. "I'mhappy!" she agreed.

"Angry," CGaea said

Sudden rage twi sted the woman's face. "Wen | think what Satan told me -- "

"Calm"

And the woman was calm "I believe you now. Nature. | am anazed at your power, right here
in an annex of Hell! Do | really have a quarter of ny goodness |eft?"

"You really do. You have seen how Satan deceives both the clients and the staff menbers
here. Wiy shoul dn't he al so decei ve you about the percentage of evil charged to your soul? This is
much nore efficient for him

he caused you to becone a creature of his directives when you did not need to be. You can

still go to Heaven, Elsa Mra."

"No," the worman said sadly. "I'mstill seventy-six percent evil, and | have no way to
recover ny goodness. I'mstill addicted to foolish pleasure."

Agai n Gaea gestured. "Not any nore."

M ra touched her stonmach. "The hunger is gone! |'mnot fam shed!"

"You will still have to earn your way by proper living and good deeds," N obe told her

Ni obe herself was im-- pressed by the denonstration of Nature's power she had just w tnessed;
Gaea was i ndeed the strongest of the Earthly Incarnations. "But that is the only way any per --
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son gets to Heaven. God does not grant free passes. You do have tinme, if you start now. "

"But 1'ma Satanist! | signed in blood! Many times! | don't belong to any decent church."

"The contract is neaningless,” Gaea said. "It is only a device to convince you that you
are comitted." She glanced up as another man cane for another pig. The pig snorted and led himto
an alcove. "It is your deeds that define you, and your thoughts, and your intentions, noth -- ing
el se. ™

It was |i ke dawn breaking. "You nmean -- ?" "G ve your heart to God," Ni obe said. "Your
soul will follow'

"Ch, I will, I willl I don't want to go to Hell! It's nmuch worse there than it is here!

Only | never dared admt the truth --
They got up and wal ked toward the stairs. "Satan will ask you to take a package to --
"Ch, the psychic stink bonb to the United Nations," Mra agreed. "Tonorrow. | already have

the bonb in ny cell. | agreed to do that days ago."
"You nmust not do it!" N obe said.
"Of course |l won't do it, now" Mra agreed. "I knowit's an evil deed!"
They reached the stairs. "I will show you how to cor -- rect your course with m ninum

conplication," Gaea said. "First we nust establish you away fromthis conplex -- They noved up
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the stairs.

Ni obe lingered for a moment nmore. Now that the job was done, she found herself norbidly
intrigued by the variety of illusion. It wasn't merely deception, it was utter degradation. Any
man who | ater found out what he had done here would be too enbarrassed to file a conplaint. Thus
Satan's corrupting operation continued. Truly, the ways of Evil were intricate!
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She turned again to nmount the stairs. Satan stood there. "So the prying Incarnation is
here," he said, sneering snmoke fromhis nostrils. "Corrupting My enpl oyees. "

“You told ne | had zero goodness left!"™ Mra cried accusingly from above.

"Don't believe everything the Father of Lies tells you, you credul ous slut," Satan said.

"l resign fromthis institution! I'll do your bidding no

nore!"

"It is academic. You are fired. You never were much

use anyway."

"Ch!" Mra exclainmed. She wheel ed about and pro -- ceeded on up the stairs with Gaea.

Satan contenpl ated Niobe. His eyes were like snall red fires and his horns steaned. "So
now you have nul -- lified the last of the four, you nmeddling frunp," he said. "You think you have
won. "

"Bvil is never truly defeated,” N obe said grimy.

"This time you haven't even started!" he said, his body snoking. N obe raised the
| orgnette, but Satan was un -- changed. He was appearing in his true form "You haven't saved your
preci ous United Nations."

"Qut with it, you old rascal," N obe said. "You set

this up."

"I set up four threads for Fate to unravel,"” Satan said. "Now you have used up your tinme
on them and cannot stop the delivery of the bonb tonorrow. " "But who's going to carry it?" N obe
asked. "I have a hundred other carriers. Did you think only

four could do it?"

"But the Purgatory Conputer -- "

"Li sted hundreds for you."

"It listed only four!"

"What you perceived was only four, old canine,
a conputer screen
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appeared in the air beside him On it were the four nanes. "You supposed that was the rea
presentation.”

Sat an said. He gestured, and the inmage of

Ni obe struck her forehead with the heel of her hand. "lIllusion! In Purgatory!" O course
it was in Satan's power to distort the spoken and printed material the com-- puter worked wth;
an illusion was a formof lie, and the lie was his specialty.

Gaea woul d have known, Atropos thought. But she wasn't there.

Satan's illusions are everywhere, Clotho agreed. "The penalty of being a novice," N obe

muttered. "Had you realized how nany there were," Satan said, "you would have known that
i ndi vi dual effort would never work. You would have found a nore general way, such as alerting the
UN security police, who would have set up psychic sensors to prevent any such thing fromgetting
t hrough. "

"I feel very stupid," N obe said ruefully. "You' re not stupid, merely inexperienced,"
Satan said. "The stupidity was in your predecessor trio, who allowed a change of all Three Aspects

in the same week. | had really expected better fromthem" The pig! Cotho thought vehenently. He
set it up! N obe sighed. "It's not too late. W can still alert the UN."
"Maybe," Satan said. "It's a chance. But why take it? | can offer you a better deal."

"You're not to be trusted!" Niobe said. "Don't depend on trust," Satan said. "Depend on com-- non
sense. If | bonb the UN, there will be a very pretty tangle of Fate's threads, |eading to nuch

di sruption in the world. But no one can know exactly where that disruption will |ead. Sonetines
what seens good turns out evil in the long run, like the Catholic Inquisition or the Nazi SS
cadre. Sonetinmes what seens evil turns out good, |ike the Black Plague."
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"The Bl ack Pl ague!" N obe exclainmed. "Wat good did that do?"

"It alleviated the European popul ation pressure, de -- cinmated the |abor force, and so
paved the way for the end of the feudal system" Satan said. "You can't keep work -- ers in
peonage when there are so fewthat their value is great."

Ni obe suspected that Gaea's predecessors had had their own reasons for spawning the Bl ack
Pl ague. But it was an interesting notion. "Wat's your point?"

"The point is that this whole UN business is a ganble," Satan said. "It might cost Me nore
than it is worth. Only a fool ganbles when he doesn't have to."

"Many peopl e are ganbling on your gaming floor!"

"I rest My case. You do not see Me at the tables.™

"What's your pitch, Satan?" she asked gruffly.

"You want to avoid a big stink. | want nmerely a small, harm ess shift in one of Fate's
threads. It seens to Me that we might reasonably deal."

"I won't deal with Evil!" Ni obe cried.

"Suit yourself," Satan said. "Be sure to hold your nose as you pass the UN conpl ex
tonorrow -- not that it will do much good."

He had her there. "Wat deal are you proffering?"

“I will cancel the stink in exchange for a sinple, shift in enploynment in one person. No
harm done to her, no evil on her soul, just an inconsequential change."

"I'f it's inconsequential, why do you want it?" N obe demanded.

"I nconsequential to you; inportant to Me. This woman is to go into politics soon. | would
prefer to have one of My own in the office she seeks. Most politicians are cor -- rupt anyway, SO
it hardly matters to you. | promised this mnion -- well, never nmind. The point is, it's sonething

I"'mwilling to trade for. Are you interested?"
"I don't trust this," N obe said.
Pi ers Ant hony 297

Still, let's see howit |ooks, Atropos thought. W don't want to hit the UN tangle if we
can avoid it. "Who is this person?”

"A young wonman, hardly nore than a girl, of no con -- sequence, really."

"So you say. Nane the wonan."

"Ch, she's named Moon, or some such," Satan said carelessly. "It hardly matters.”

"How do you expect me to adjust her thread if you don't tell me exactly who she is?" N obe
demanded, aware that she was sliding toward agreement.

He's up to sonething, Atropos thought. / wi sh Gaea had stayed; she's one savvy | ady!

Sat an paused, touching his beard as he concentrated. "She's actually the child of a forner
I ncarnation, so -- naybe she had del usions of grandeur. Nane's -- let ne see -- Kaftan."

Ni obe stiffened. It was Luna he was trying to elim -- nate -- the one the prophecy said
was destined to be the savior of man! Now it was clear that this whole UN tangle was nerely a
fal se issue, intended to nmake his supposedly offhand conproni se seemwrthwhile. In fact, the man -
- ner he had arranged to have all three Aspects of Fate change together now made sense. Al three
of the prior Aspects would have known about Luna, so they had had to be elinminated. Satan was
pl ayi ng a very | ong-range gane!

But she would play along, just to get a better picture of his intent before she balked it.
The three prior Aspects had chosen her to return because they had known Satan was plotting
sonet hi ng devi ous; they had chosen better than they knew But she wanted to be certain she knew
the whol e plot.

"There nust be several wonen with that surnanme,” Ni obe said, feigning perplexity. "Wat's
her |ineage?"
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"Ch, not nuch. One of My minions spotted her sone tinme back. Two girls who | ook |ike
twins, but a generation apart. | want the one who's descended fromthe fornmer Incarnation. The one
with the darker hair."

Again Niobe stiffened. Had Satan nade a ni stake? Her granddaughter Luna was destined to
save man; Niobe's daughter Orb was destined to becone an Incarnation, if the prophecy was correct.
O course Satan was a busy entity; he probably hadn't paid nuch attention to N obe's norta
affairs. OQobviously he did not recognize her now For the first time she blessed the | oss of her
yout hf ul beauty! Perhaps the denbn who had sneaked into the Hall of the Muuntain King and
activated the thief defense had confused the two girls -- easy enough to do! -- and re-
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ported Luna as the buckwheat-honey girl, and Satan had never thought to verify the
identification. Luna was in fact the clover-honey girl, slightly lighter in hair hue. "You find
thi s unreasonabl e?" Satan asked, noting her

silence. N obe sighed. "Gaea told ne not to trust you. You're

up to sonething."

"My dear associate, there is no call to trust Me! You can handle it yourself! Sinply give
Me your word that if no bonb goes off at the UN, you will modify the girl's thread to shunt her
away frompolitics."

Ni obe tried to deci de whet her Satan was confused, or had sonme doubl e devious plot in mnd
"No harmwill cone to the girl?"

"I promise never to harmthe girl whose thread you change,

"But your pronise is worthless!"

"That is true. | amthe Father of Lies,
properly given."

"How is it properly given?"

“In bl ood, of course."

"You have bl ood?"
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He | aughed. "OF course | have blood! I'man Incar -- nation, |ike you!"

Ni obe renembered. In her prior Incarnation she had | earned things about the other
I ncarnations, and one of themwas this: that Satan's blood did bind him and that the word of one
Incarnation to another was inviolate. In this particular case, she could trust even the Father of
Li es.

Sat an sai d nmagnani nously.

he agreed with pride. "But My word is sacred when

"Then we shall swear on blood," she deci ded.

Are you crazy, woman? Atropos demanded, like a con -- science. That's your flesh and bl ood
you're sacrificing in that girl!

And the salvation of man, C otho added. The two of them had picked up the information from
Ni obe's strong conscious thoughts.

"Excellent," Satan said. He held up his hand, and N obe drew a needle froma reserve in
her clothing and pricked his thunmb so that a drop of blood welled out. Then she did the sane for

her own hand. The bl ood of Incar -- nations could not be shed by anyone, nortal or imortal,
wi t hout consent, except perhaps in the case of Thanatos' change of office. Satan had agreed to have
his bl ood shed, and so had she -- for this occasion only.

"An oath between Incarnations,” N obe said. "Sealed in blood. You will spare the UN and
respect the life of that wonan, and | will adjust the thread of the life of the darker-haired
descendent of N obe Kaftan so that she never enters politics."

"An oath, agreed," Satan said. They shook their blood -- ied hands.

"I hope it's worth it," N obe nuttered, worrying what mischief Satan might try to do to
Orb, despite his oath. There were ways to make a person m serable w thout doing actual harm Yet
the | anguage was broad and the term "respect” covered a lot -- especially considering the
rel evance of the prophecy. This oath was nerely a step
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in the inplementation of that prophecy. She was not com-- pletely easy about it, but
t hought she had done right in a difficult situation

"It is for Me," Satan said. "Considering that the matter is academ ¢ anyway."

" Academi c?"

"Chronos, curse his backward hide, acted on his own, and warned the UN security police
about the bonb. They are installing psychic shields already."

"You knew t hat ?" she demanded, outraged. "You cheated!"

"Hardly. | agreed to spare the UN, and Niobe's non -- political offspring. They will be
spared." Then Satan did a doubl e-take. "How did you know that name 'Ni obe'? | never uttered it."

"Satan, it is my business to know The threads -- "

But he was al ready making the connection. "You -- | thought you | ooked faintly famliar
You are N obe -- once dotho!"

Ni obe shrugged. "Now | am Lachesis. But | will see that ny nortal daughter O'b never
enters politics. An oath is an oath.”

"Orb? | neant Luna!"

"Ch, is the matter academi c?" she asked sweetly. "1 swore to keep ny darker-haired
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descendent free of pol -- itics."

Sat an consi dered. "You came back -- to deceive M!"

"Cl ose enough."” N obe shrugged. "Had you specified that it was Luna whom you --

She expected an expl osi on, but Satan only nodded. "Sonetines the Father of Deceit is hoist
with his owm petard. | congratul ate you, Ni obe, on an excellent coun -- terploy."

"That is a conplinent indeed, com ng fromyou."
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"But now | know you, and | shall not be deceived again. There are other ways." He
vani shed.

Ni obe was not reassured. That had been too easy. Yet how el se could she have played it?
She extended a thread and slid toward hone.

14

BRI BE

Back in the Abode, they rested, then returned to the rou -- tine. They had indeed foiled
Satan, for the UN was not bonbed. Perhaps, as Satan had cl ained, the matter was acadenic -- but
only because Chronos had been alerted by their reaction and joined in hinmself. Since he lived
backward, his subsequent action would have occurred be -- fore their conversation, but -- well,

that problem had been dealt with. Niobe's daughter and granddaughter would continue their lives
unobstructed; the existing course of

their threads was unchanged.

VWhat a stroke of luck it had been that Ni obe had re -- turned as Lachesis to deal with
this particular matter! No one el se woul d have known about the two fair noons, and been able to
divert Satan's thrust into a harm ess channel

Yet was it coincidence -- or was there a deeper current of Fate that transcended the
efforts even of the Incar -- nations? If so, what was the origin of that current?

"Cod," Atropos said.

302
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There it was. God honored the Covenant by not inter -- fering in the affairs of nortals,
whil e Satan chronically cheated. Evidently Satan had not signed that one in blood. But if God
guided the larger pattern, all of Satan's nach -- inations would became -- academic.

Was her return nmerely part of God's will -- or was it true coincidence?

"We'll never know, for sure," C otho said.

Wth that, N obe had to be satisfied.

Ni obe now worked with Chronos nore than she had as Cotho. True, she had had a long-term
backward affair with the earlier Chronos, but that had been on a different |evel. She suspected,
by the way this Chronos glanced at this Cotho, that there would be sonething of the sort again
but not for sonme tine, and perhaps not with this particular C otho. The youngest Aspect of Fate
seermed to be a nagnet for nale attentions, whoever and when -- ever. But the main business was
bet ween Chronos and Lachesis. Only he could | ocate the specific chronology for the conpl ex
interactions of the threads. H s staff and Fate's staff coordinated the great majority of events
com -- petently enough, but there was a constant devel opnent of situations that required the
attention of the Incarna -- tions thenselves.

It was during one such session that Chronos nentioned another thing that alerted her
"Periodically Satan has opportunity to free a few denons fromHell," he re -- marked. "I don't
know what governs this, and it happens infrequently, but when a denon is freed, there is always
m schief in the nortal realm"”

"Even the spirit of a denbn is bad," N obe agreed.

“Ah, then you know the nature of the problem | re -- nenber when | had to run the world
backward to elim -- nate -- but of course that hasn't happened yet, for you. But it seens that
such an occasion is about to happen again -- has already happened, in your frame. | suspect it
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behooves us to verify exactly what mschief is being done, this tine."
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"Can't you tell, fromyour past?"

"That's the odd thing. There doesn't seemto be any effect. Yet Satan never |lets such an
opportunity pass un -- fulfilled."

"No mi schief?" she asked. "That is suspicious! Wiat m schief could Satan do that you woul d
not be aware of ?"

"Somet hing of linited scope,

he said. "Or sonething subtle."”

"If it's too limted or subtle to affect the balance of good and evil in the world, it's
too limted to be worth his while," Niobe said. "I'msure he woul dn't waste a val uabl e denon on
anyt hing genuinely mnor." She re -- nenbered the various denonic attacks on her own fam-- ily.

"There has to be sonething."

"Per haps sonet hing that nanifests after ny term began
not know of it. Satan is adept at sleepers.”

“Yes! Luna is supposed to be the salvation of nan sonme tine in the future, perhaps twenty
years hence. Satan has enornmous cunning and patience; he can afford to wait, to nullify your
perception. There must be sonething the denon does now that will show up then."

"He has done that sort of thing," Chronos agreed. "Never that long-term in ny experience,

Chronos said. "That way | would

but of course | foiled the shorter-termefforts. Wth difficulty, | confess. It was quite wearing;
if it hadn't been for your support and Clotho's -- | nean this one's successor -- | might have
given up."

Ni obe chose to ignore the remark about C otho's suc -- cessor, and hoped C ot ho had not

pi cked it up; none of themwanted to know the tinmes of their departures fromoffice, voluntary as
they mght be. "That must be it. Wiat could a denon do today, that woul dn't take effect for twenty
years? A tinme bonb?"
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"Such devices are notoriously unreliable. Mre likely it would be sone kind of change in
personnel somewhere, so that someone would not be available to do sonething to oppose Satan in
that time."

"W have pretty well safeguarded Luna,” N obe said. "So | don't think the denon can touch
her. She's the only truly critical person | know of."

"At one point, Satan sent a denon to nullify the accidental poisoning of the senator she
repl aced, so that -- "

"Wait, wait, Chronos! You're talking of the future! I wi sh you wouldn't do that. Just
speak in generalities, if you please."

"Sorry. My point is that if Satan can affect people Luna interacts with, he can affect her
indirectly. If she is to be pivotal in a political sense, the change of other personnel m ght
transfer the pivot to another person.”

“"Now | understand. You say she's to becone a sen -- ator?"

"Yes, if you don't mind that information. A good one."

"So the Senate is the likely arena for -- whatever it is?"

"I would say so."

"Then |'d-better check potential changes in the makeup of the Senate. |'mlearning howto

read the threads better, so | should be able to do this nore efficiently than | did for the stink-
bonb carriers. Did | thank you for your effort there?"

"Stink bonmb? Oh, there was sonething in an alternate reality. The UN?"

"That's right -- if | thanked you |ast nmonth, you wouldn't know it now "

"I"'msure you did what was proper -- and | will too." "Well, thank you anyway -- for that
and this." She left the mansion and, as usual, took tine out before returning to her Abode, so as
not to neet her self of the i mediate past; that was al ways unsettling. She had done
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it on occasion by prearrangenent during the tine of the child-Chronos, and that had been
i nteresting, but she was too busy for that sort of thing now She slid her thread down to pay a
brief call on Luna, just to advise her of the current situation. She hadn't seen the young wonan
since assuming the Aspect of Lachesis, so it really was

time.

She | anded at the door of what turned out to be a rather el egant fenced estate guarded by
two fierce griffins. Wen they nenaced her, she slid through themon a thread, show ng them what
they were dealing with.
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The door opened, and there stood Luna. "My dear!" N obe exclained. "Wat have you done
wi th your hair?"
"Grandnma! " Luna excl aimed. "Come in!"
They had a nice visit, in the course of which N obe |earned that Luna had used a spel
when she noved to America to darken her hair to chestnut brown. "My father insisted,"" she said.
"I really don't know why."
Ni obe renenmbered Satan's confusion, supposing Luna was the one with the darker hair. Satan

had seen her nore recently than N obe had! "I believe |I understand why," she murmured. Her son
theMagi ci an had really been on
the j ob!

In due course she ki ssed her granddaughter adieu and slid hone. She had serious business
to attend to.

She checked the skein, searching out the threads of current senators. O course there
woul d be many changes in twenty years, so nothing nuch should show. But --

She was di sappoi nted. She started with the youngest, who would be nost likely to remain
for another twenty years or nore, therefore the nost likely targets for Satan's effort. After all
what use to corrupt a senator who would not be there for the payoff? But one after the other, the
threads were normal. None of them had been touched by the distinctive stigmtum of Satan's
i nfl uence.
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"Well, it was worth checking," she said. "It was just a wild guess anyway."

"Why not check the old ones?" Atropos asked. "They'd be replaced anyway, by then." " Check
them anyway. |'ve got a hunch." N obe shrugged and checked the thread of the ol dest senator. She
stared. There was the kink of Satan

She checked another old one. There was another stig -- matum Satan had definitely

i nfluenced these nen!

"But it doesn't make sense!" N obe protested. "One of these nen is seventy-six years old
now, and in failing health; there's no way he's going to nmake it another twenty years!”

"Unl ess he gets a youth potion," Atropos replied.

"“A youth potion!" Suddenly it nmade sense! Trust an old woman to think of that! An old,
corrupt man would gladly give his soul for that, figuring he was going to Hell anyway. Satan, in
effect, could be offering these nen twenty nore years of life, in exchange for their support at
the critical nonment. Since they would otherw se be replaced by younger and perhaps nore God-
fearing nen, it was to Satan's interest to do this.

Luna was bei ng bypassed. That could not be all owed.

She checked nore threads. The four ol dest senators were kinked; the fifth and sixth
weren't. "The denon hasn't finished nmaking the bribes!" she said. "W're not too late to cut short
its activity!"

"I don't know about tangling with a denon,"” Cotho said. "Sanurai's teaching me self-
defense, but he says it won't work against magic, and a denon can't be killed by nortal neans.”

"Of course it can!" Atropos said. "Just sprinkle sone holy water on it."

Ni obe agreed. "And of course we are invulnerable to injury, as an Incarnation. Neither
nortal nor denon can shed our bl ood unless we concur."”
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They fetched a vial of holy water, then slid down to the senator's residence. As seened to
be customary, the sen -- ator had feathered his own nest considerably; it was an el egant estate,
with a broad expanse of green lawn, sculp -- tured bushes, and assorted outbuil di ngs surroundi ng
the central nansion

There was no physical barrier to adm ssion, but a yel -- low line had been painted around

the senator's property. Magic, Atropos thought darkly.

Ni obe wal ked on al ong the wal k, knowi ng that no nmagic could harman Incarnation. This was
one of the greatest advantages of her prior experience: she could proceed with confidence because
she knew her powers. Had there been three new Aspects of Fate, Satan would surely have convinced
them that they were physically and magically vul nerable, and gai ned consi derabl e advant age.
Thanat os had nenti oned bei ng worked over that way by the Father of Lies, until at |ast he had
realized the truth. N obe re -- nenbered how cl ose Satan had cone to convincing her to resign her
office, the first tinme in the Void. There were so many forns a lie could take, and Satan practiced
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t hem

al I'!

As she crossed the yellow line, there was an alarm A cloud of birds took off fromthe
roof of the house and cane toward her. They seenmed to recognize her as an intruder, for they
didn't hesitate; they folded their wings and dived like little hunting-hawks.

Ooo! Cdotho thought, nentally ducking. But Niobe nerely flung out a | oop of thread, and
anot her intersecting it at right angles, defining a sphere about her body. The birds darted into
this sphere and abruptly slowed. They |ost strength, being unable to penetrate to her body, no
matter how hard they flew.

Like the tatam! C otho thought. She had been picking up martial-arts terns during her
association with Sanurai. The nmat is soft, but it breaks the fall w thout injury.
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"Exactly," N obe murnured. "There is nothing nore subtle but certain than the web of Fate.
No nortal crea -- ture can avoid it or nullify it." She wal ked on, and after a while the birds
gave up and returned to their roosts on the roof.

Ni ce estate, Atropos thought. / wouldn't mnd working in a place like this.

You're no servant! O otho thought angrily. You're a free wonan!

O course | am girl -- in ny nmnd, Atropos agreed. But in the real world, | always did
have to earn ny living and | never was ashaned of that.

Ni obe smiled ruefully. She had been neither |iberated nor servant, but had partaken
somewhat of both. Unlike O otho, she had married the man her father chose for her

unli ke Atropos, she had never had to go to work for an -- other person. Yet had she
rebelled a little nore, initially, she mght readily have gone Clotho's route -- and then would
have had to follow Atropos' route. It was still bas -- ically a nman's world

But we still spin the threads of life! dotho put in.

And we still cut them Atropos added.

"Well, we are Woman," N obe said, smling. "We pos -- sess the sort of power no man can

deny. "

As she approached the house, there was a screamfroma tree. It was partly |like that of a
great bird, partly like that of a shrewi sh wonan, and wholly horrible. Then a great, dark shape
rose fromthe tree, flapping ponderous w ngs.

That's a damed harpy! Atropos thought. "Qops," N obe nurnured. "The magic threads won't

stop that; it's immortal."

Maybe | can use self-defense, Cotho thought. "No good. You could strike it or throwit
aside, but its

filth would still get on you. It can't actually hurt us, even
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if we do nothing, but it could make us sickeningly un -- clean.”

The ugly creature lunbered toward themthrough the air. It had the face and dugs of an old
worren, and the body of a vulture. The cl ose-set, winkle-shrouded eyes peered out at N obe. For a
monent the harpy hovered, surprised, a perfuned stench washing down fromthe w ngbeats.

"What are you doing here, Lachesis?" it demanded. The teeth were long and yellow "This is
none of your affair, you nmeddl esone ilk!"

"It is ny affair, you putrid hen!"™ Niobe retorted. "Now give way, or I'll lasso you with a
thread." It was a bluff, but she hoped the harpy woul dn't know that.

"No thread of yours will hold nme, spider-face!" the harpy screeched. "Turn aside, or I|'l
poop on you!"

It was no enpty threat! But N obe knew she had to reach the senator before the denon from
Hel | did. She couldn't afford del ay.

G ve ne the body! Atropos thought. / know how to han -- dle that sort!

Ni obe turned it over. Atropos took form She strode fromthe walk, across the lawn to a
near by garden shed.

"Ch, so it's Atropos now " the harpy screeched, fol -- low ng. "Watcha think you're
doi ng, you old black slave?"

"I"'mgoing to clear out sone trash,"” Atropos said. She reached the shed and took hold of a
weat hered broominside it.

"Go sweep it out, like the stupid stoop-labor hag you are!" the harpy screeched, its
stringy hair flinging out as it whirled to fly above Atropos' head. "Here, |'Il make you fee
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right at home by enptying the pot on you!"

"The white fol ks used to set the dogs on us when we cane to clean their houses,"'
said, hefting the
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broom |n her conpetent hands the broom noved al nost |ike a weapon. "Know what we did

At r opos

t hen?"

"You got chewed up?" the harpy asked with a raucous cackle, following it with the kind of
raci al epithet no one but a harpy woul d use.

"W let those bitches have it in the tail!" Atropos said. She swng the broomin a nighty
and accurate arc. The bristles caught the harpy in the tail just as it was letting go its poop
and knocked it spinning.

The creature | anded cl aws-up on the ground, screeching piercingly. Atropos, undaunted,
strode toward it, broomaloft. The harpy scranbled to its feet and punped its w ngs furiously,

I aunching clunsily into the air. It fled, wanting no nore of this.

Atropos returned the broomto the shed. "A worman does |eama thing or two in the course of
a working life," she nuttered with satisfaction.

She certainly did! N obe resuned the body and pro -- ceeded the rest of the way to the
house.

As she cane to the door, it burst open and the denon itself charged out. It was about
seven feet tall, had a hairy body, a long and tufted tail, horns, and a prominent mas -- culine
appendage. It pounced on Ni obe, wapping its |long arnms about her and opening its nouth so w de
that the remai ning features were squeezed back into oblivion. The huge pointed teeth descended
toward her face

"Ch, cone off it!" Niobe snapped, disgusted. "You can't bite nme!"

I ndeed, the denon's teeth cane down to touch her fore -- head, and stopped. Her flesh was
i nvul nerabl e.

The denon grow ed and squeezed her, trying to crush in her ribcage, but the conpression
had no effect. She was proof against that, too.

Then the denmon t hought of sonething else. It brought up its clawed hind feet and raked
along the front of her body. Her clothing ripped asunder, but her flesh was un --
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scathed. "You can't even scratch ne, you fool. | am proof from physical injury by any
creature your infernal nmaster can send."
The denon brought its foot up again, ripping her cloth -- ing the rest of the way. Now it

hung on her by the sleeves, |eaving her front exposed. The denon did not rel ease her, but |oosened
its grip enough to enable it to glance down at her body. It snorted steam

Then she realized what it was up to. It intended to rape her

The thing could probably do it. She was secure from physical injury, but not from
enotional injury. As ex -- perience had | ong ago shown her, she could participate in sexua
congress; it represented no physical abuse of her body. The denbn was stronger than she was; it
could hold her for this act.

Now she struggl ed, but her arms renmi ned captive at her sides. She tried to run, but the
denmon lifted her off the ground. Its nenber was growing; in a nonment it would do what it intended
At the least, she would be utterly humli ated.

Maybe | can fight it! C otho thought.

How? Atropos responded. It's immune to our attack, too; we can't even bite it.

At least let ne try!

Ni obe, as desperate as any of them gave her the body. The denobn paused, startled at this
change, but did not |let her go. Then, perceiving that the captive had grown nore attractive, it
renewed its effort. Cotho twi sted desperately, managing to swing her body away a little. Then she
brought up her right knee in a savage strike at the denon's groin. She scored -- but the creature
did not even gasp. It was, as N obe had warned, invul nerable.

My turn! Atropos thought.

Clotho turned the body over to her. Again the denmon paused, noting the change, but again
it resunmed its design

after a noment. It changed its grip, to force the body closer, and used its nether claws
to grasp the |l egs and wedge them apart.

"Damm!" Atropos swore. "l thought | could slide away on the thread -- but | can't fling
out any strand while nmy arnms are pinned!"

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (130 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:45 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

The denon grinned. It had known this.

Suddenly Ni obe knew what was required. W're all fools! she thought. G ve ne back the
body!

Atropos gave it to her. N obe assuned control just as the denmon's hot flesh nudged hers.

She shifted to spider form Suddenly she had eight |inbs and was nuch snaller. Fate could
be any size arachnid she wi shed. She slipped out of the surprised denon's grasp and dropped to the
ground.

The denon tried to stonp her. N obe sinmply stood there and | et the clawed foot cone down
on her body. Wen the foot rose again, she renmmi ned unhurt. The spider was as inpervious as any of
t he human forns.

She reverted to her natural form The denon grabbed for her again, but this tine she had
the vial of holy water out. As the denon's arns clasped her, she put the vial to her own |ips and
sipped the fluid. "Kiss ne, denon," she murmured, putting her face forward.

The denon's head jerked back as it snmelled the water, but she pursued it. Her arnms now
clasped its body, pre -- venting its escape exactly as it had prevented hers before. She janmed
her mouth against its nouth and spat out the water.

Ki ss of death! d otho thought.

It was indeed. The denon's flesh nelted where the water touched. The |ips dissolved and
dri bbl ed down the chin, which was rapidly eroded by that fluid. The flesh of the cheeks and tongue
puddl ed, leaving the teeth bare, |ike those of Thanatos. Then the guns faded away, and the jaw
fragmented, and one by one the teeth fell out. The
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destruction proceeded up the face, eating away the nose and then the eyeballs. Now the
thing's brain came into view, snoking at the outer surface as the effect touched it. The whol e
brain bl ackened, then went up in snoke.

Now THAT is the way to deal with a rapist! Atropos thought.

After that, the rest of the body went nore quickly, dis -- solving into vapor fromtop to
bottom I|ike a gross cigar burning. At last all that renained was the noxi ous cloud of snoke.

But as the snoke dissipated, sonething noved. The denon's right foot remained; it hadn't
di ssol ved, and had been hidden by the swirling vapors. Her kiss of death had reached its limt.

Ni obe reached for her vial again. Wiat harm can one foot do? C otho thought.

"Any part of a denon is bad news,"” Niobe said tersely. She put sone holy water on her
fingers and reached for the foot.

The thing scranbl ed across the step, using its claws to hitch itself forward. It was

trying to escape. Niobe sprin -- kled it by snapping her wet fingers outward, and puffs of snoke
erupted where the drops struck. The foot fell off the edge of the step, into the grass. She
pursued it, sprin -- kling nore water, but the fragnent di sappeared.

"I hope | got it all," she nuttered.

Can't be nmore than a toe left, Atropos thought.

"Denons aren't like nortal folk," Niobe said darkly. "Pieces of themcan survive."

Can one toe hurt us? Atropos thought. How?

Ni obe shrugged. "I don't know. But | hope that thing is all gone, now"

Vll, let's see what's inside, Clotho thought. Like Atro -- pos, she did not take the toe
of one denon seriously, and Niobe had to admit she was probably a bit paranoid about denbns. One
had killed Cedric, another had killed
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Bl anche, another had tried to elinmnate Luna and Orb, and now one had tried to rape her
She had reason -- but what, indeed, could one denon toe do?

Ni obe pinned her torn dress together as well as she could, and strengthened it with
strategically placed strands of thread. Then she wal ked on into the senator's house.

A young man stood in the hall. His clothing hung on him enornously baggy. He seened
oblivious to his sur -- roundings. He was staring at hinself in the full-length hall nirror

She was too | ate!

She si ghed. "Senator?"

He answered wi thout | ooking at her. "Yes, of course I'Il have to resign ny office. There
woul d be tal k, gossip, perhaps an investigation. | couldn't afford that! I m ght even have
difficulty proving nmy identity. After all, 1've just lost forty years!"
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"You're -- not staying on?" This surprised her. "OfF course not. It just isn't feasible.
I'"l'l have to make a new life. But it's worth it! Forty nore years, starting with everything
al ready know " "But don't you owe Satan?" "He asked no price. It's a gift, no strings." "But the
burden of evil on your soul -- " "No evil attaches to the acceptance of a gift freely prof --
fered, when | provide no political favor in return. And I won't; |'mdropping out of politics."

This amazed her. If the senators weren't staying in of -- fice, how could they do Satan's
bi ddi ng, twenty years hence? It didn't make sense!

At | east she had destroyed the denon. There would be no nore bribes of restored youth. She
extended a thread and slid up it to Purgatory.

They di scussed it at the Abode as they rechecked the threads. As they fathoned the
changi ng pattern, the sit --
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uation cane clear. The senators had been bribed indi -- rectly -- by being freely given
what they nost desired. In order to enjoy it, they had to vacate their offices. That neant there
woul d be appointees to conplete the terns -- and Satan surely controll ed those appoi ntnents. The
new senators would all be young and conpetent and woul d give no sign of their true loyalty --
until that day, sonme twenty or so years hence, when Satan required it, to ne -- gate Luna's
position and give the final victory to Satan. A long-termplan, a real sleeper -- but it seened it
was already in place. In a vote as close as that one was des -- tined to be, four changed votes

woul d be nore than enough. Five, counting the senator who had just been elimnated here.

The new threads were not yet in place, however, for the appointees had not yet been
appoi nted; that process would take a few days. But, search the Tapestry as she m ght, Ni obe could
find noway to nullify it. Satan had nade his play, and could readily defend it against any effort
she m ght take. The five old senators had al ready been bribed to vacate and coul d not be unbri bed;
youth was al ready theirs.

"There has to be a way!" N obe exclainmed. "W can't j just give up the world to Satan,
even if it is twenty years' away." #

She checked quickly with the other Incarnations, but none of them had an answer. At |ast
she went to the per -- son nobst concerned: her granddaughter Luna.

Luna took it in stride. She was a truly beautiful wonan now, despite the distortion of her
hair color. "My father told nme that sonething like this mght cone up," she said. "He left a
message for that occasion.”

"My son anticipated this?" N obe demanded, sur -- prised.
"He was a nost acconplished Magician," Luna re -- mnded her. "Perhaps the best of his
generation -- and he
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spent the last thirty years of his |life researching this very problem He used to

apol ogi ze to me for his neglect -- but he really didn't neglect ne. W were very close.”

As Ni obe and her son had not been. But that was an -- cient history. "Wat is the
nessage?"

Luna fetched a small blue topaz, a pretty but not truly precious stone. She set in on a
smal | shel f before a white screen and turned on a special light. The stone fluoresced, sending a

pattern of blue shadows across the screen

"It's a magi ¢ stress on the nol ecul es of the topaz," Luna explained. "I just need to get
it in focus and find the right angle; nost of the facets are nonsense, but the right one wll
di spl ay the nmessage. The Magician set it up that way so that no one would accidentally read the

mes -- sage before it was tine. Premature divul gence would alert Satan, you see." She turned the
stone, and the pattern on the screen changed.
She turned it again, and suddenly several lines of fuzzy print appeared on the screen. "Ah

-- there it is! Now for the focus." She noved the light, and gradually the print clarified; in a
monent it woul d becone | egible. Then sonmething rolled across the shelf and collided with the
topaz. The stone slid out of position, and the i mage was | ost.

"The denobn's toe!" N obe exclainmed. She brought out the vial and dunped the remaining holy
water on it. The thing vanished in a puff of snoke.

Luna recovered the stone. "Good thing the creature didn't hurt it," she said. She set it
in place, and refocused the beam of |ight.

Only bl ank blue showed on the screen. Surprised, Luna turned it to a new facet, but no

pattern showed. "It's been erased!"” she exclainmed in dismay. "The magic is gone!"
"The denon did it!" N obe cried. "Its nere evil touch cancel ed the good nmagic!"
318
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And we wondered what one toe could do! Atropos thought, chagrined.

Ni obe exchanged a stricken glance with her grand -- daughter. Now they had lost the vita
nmessage!

"I's there any backup stone?" N obe asked after a no -- nent.

“"No. None for this occasion. The Magician didn't want it to be obvious --

"That's what | thought," N obe said heavily. "Satan must have known or suspected about the
stone and given his denon a secondary instruction to erase it when it had the chance. Now it has
done so."

"Now it has done so," Luna agreed.

"So now only the Magician knows the nessage.”

"And he is dead."

N obe enbraced the young woman, and they both cried the tears of hopel essness.

Then N obe straightened, lifting her chin. "But | aman Incarnation! | can go to ny son in
Purgatory and ask himdirectly!"

"Yes!' Luna cried, her gray eyes lighting. "My father did not know you woul d becone Fate
again! He focused on ne."

They enbraced and cried again, this time with renewed hope. Then N obe rode a thread back
to Purgatory to seek her son

But when she checked the conputer for the specific location of his soul, she received
anot her shock.

MAG Cl AN KAFTAN S SOUL |'S NO LONGER | N PURGATORY,

the screen said.

"You nean his penance is finished? He has gone on to Heaven al ready?"

NO. AN ERROR IN HI' S CLASSI FI CATI ON WAS DI SCOVERED. HI S DAUGHTER HAD BORROWED SOVE OF HI S
BURDEN OF EVIL. SHE IS DESTI NED FOR HEAVEN, BUT H S TRUE BALANCE WAS NEG -- ATI VE.

Why woul d Luna have done a thing like that? N ofc wondered. But she had a nore inmedi ate
problem "Nej ative? Then -- "

YOUR SON |'S NOW I N HELL

Ni obe stared at the screen in horror. She was sure th was the real information, as she had
taken steps to se that none of Satan's illusions interfered this tine.

The only person who knew how to nullify Satan's vi< tory -- was in Satan's power.
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15 --

MAZE SQUARED

Back at the Abode, they hashed it over. "W know there is a solution,
just don't know what it is."

" Niobe said. "W

"And chances are, we won't find it on our own," Atro -- pos said. "Maybe, if we were al
experi enced, we'd know it, but by the tine we get experienced enough to know, it'll be too late."

"We're still in Satan's trap," O otho agreed.

"Not entirely,” N obe said. "If all three of us were new, that mght be true; but | did
have thirty-eight prior years of experience. | know Satan's power is not com-- plete. There has

to be sonmething he's hiding fromus."

"The solution!" C otho exclained wyly.

"Too bad we can't go to Hell and ask the Magici an what his nessage was,

Ni obe pounced on that. "Maybe we can! Incarnations have special powers!”

They checked with Thanat os, who confirned it. "I have been there,"” he said. "But only in
spirit. The phys -- ical body has to be left behind. Al the things there are spirits, but they
seemsolid, as they do in Purgatory. But Satan wouldn't let you visit anyone there."

"But then how did you go there?"

"I was invited on a tour."

Oh. She knew about that sort of thing. Still --

"Can he stop a nother fromvisiting her son?" she asked.

Al three of them paused at that. Who woul d know? C ot ho thought.

"Gaea," N obe said. "The Green Mther understands everything about human nature and then

At ropos sai d.

sone.
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They went to Gaea. "Satan cannot stop you, in this instance," she said. "But he will not
hel p you. This rep -- resents a conflict between Incarnations, and your chance of success would be
hal f."

"But | can do it?" N obe asked.

"You can cut off your foot, too, but you might not want to." Gaea smiled coldly.

“If I do this -- if | goto Hell -- | stand to win the sal -- vation of man -- or at |east
enabl e ny granddaughter to. What do | stand to | ose?"

“Your soul," Gaea said grimy

"But I'"man Incarnation! Satan can't touch ny soul!"

Gaea shook her head. "You nust put your soul on the Iine to gain entry to Hell. If you win
your objective, you keep your soul. But if you fail, your soul is forfeit. Hell is not child's
pl ay, Lachesis!"

N obe sighed. "It certainly isn't!"

Well, that lets that out, Atropos thought. A good soul |ocked in Hell --

"How do | set it up?" N obe asked.

Don't do it, Lachesis! Cotho thought.

What shall it profit a wonan to win the whole world, if she | ose her own soul ? Atropos
t hought .
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"That's figurative; this is literal,

Ni obe said. "The whole world is on the line, this
tinme."

"You nmust choose a referee," Gaea said. "To ensure fairness in the proceedings. O herw se
Satan will cheat."

Ni obe consi dered. "How about Mars? He knows how to supervise war -- and this is really a
battle in the war between Good and Evil."

Gaea nodded. "Excellent choice. Go to himand ask."

"Thank you, GCe."

"Every Incarnation nust sooner or later confront Satan," Gaea said. "You did it |ong ago,

in the Void. Now you are doing it again -- but the locale is not neutral and the stakes are
hi gher. W shall be watching -- but none of us will be able to assist you, once you enter Hell."
"I know." This was, anong other things, confirmation that Gaea had recogni zed her, the day
of the excursion into the nodel Hell, and had kept her secret.
“"You will |eave your body and your two other Aspects behind. If you fail, they will have
to choose your replace -- ment -- with no soul to exchange. That body will die."

A heavy penalty indeed! Yet, added to the loss of the world, did it matter? She had to
make the effort!

"Farewel | ," CGaea said. "You are a fine woman, Lach -- esis.”

Ni obe slid her thread to Mars' castle. This tinme he was at home. Quickly she expl ained the
situation. "You have courage," Mars said gruffly. "I trust you know that Hell is no picnic."

"I know, but | nust go. WII you serve?"

“I will serve. But | can guarantee only that the terns are honored. | cannot help you or
advise you in any way. Once you enter Hell, you are on your own."

"But -- | have no idea what to expect therel™

"As referee, it is ny job to help arrange what to ex -- pect,” Mars said. He raised his
red sword, and it flashed. "Satan!"
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Sat an appeared. "Wiat the Hell do you want. Mars? A war?"

"Both," Mars agreed, unperturbed. "Lachesis wi shes to visit her son, the Mgician Kaftan.
You may not deny her that."

Satan turned on Niobe. "So you |l earned of that, you nmeddling female! But it will cost you
your soul ."

"The one offer you cannot turn down," N obe agreed.

"No," Mars said. "She is not buying the visit with her soul. She is putting up her soul as
the stake for the gane. That is a different matter."

"Adifferent matter,"” Satan agreed reluctantly. "A technicality."”

Al ready the referee was functioning. That was sonme technicality!

"We nust select the format," Mrs said.
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"Aerial conbat while nounted on firedrakes," Satan said.

"Conpetitive tapestry weaving," Ni obe retorted.

Atropos | aughed in her mnd

"Perhaps a conpronise,” Mars said, smling grimy. "An event that conbi nes el enents of
both nonsters and threads, illusion and reality. A denon-infested naze."

Sat an considered. "Could be. Those are fun."

Ni obe al so considered. A maze was a bit like a tapestry, with passages instead of threads.
Demons were mon -- sters -- but should not be able to hurt her. If, as it seened, she had to
navi gate sone sort of challenge course in Hell to reach her son, this mght be the best type for
her. But -- "Threads? Il1lusion?"

"An illusion-naze is |ess challenging, physically," Mars said. "But nore chall enging,
intellectually."

N obe knew herself to be no genius, but she did have a flair with the weaving of intricate
threads. "That sounds good," she agreed tentatively.

"No way," Satan said.
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"Superinposed on a physical naze," Mars said. "Shall we say, one hundred illusions of your
choice -- and one hundred reality-threads for her? Wth some of the prop -- erties of her norma
threads, so she can travel expedi -- tiously -- "

"Limted," Satan said. "I don't want her traveling all over Hell."

"Limted," Mars agreed. "The nmaze so constituted that the best course can be traversed by
fewer than fifty threads, the worst by nore than one hundred fifty threads, but centered on one
hundr ed?"

"Afifty-fifty chance
configurations."

"And | verify the balance and call the fouls," Mars said. "I will inspect the nmaze before
she enters, and there will be no changes after she enters."

"Done," Satan said.

They | ooked at Ni obe. She wasn't sure she trusted what those two nal es m ght agree was
fair. But she knew Mars woul d not betray her, and it seened to be the best com-- promnise she
could get. "Very well."

They cl eared the renmining details. Then N obe sat back in a chair, waited a nonent, and
stood -- and left her body behind. She was in spirit forn

She turned and reached out to touch her physical hand. As she did so, she felt the other
two Aspects. Gve "emHell, girl! Atropos thought. Find your son! Clotho thought. Both sent the
enotion of support and best wi shes.

/ shall! she replied

She turned again. Satan stood directly before her, while Mars watched fromthe side. "Cone
to Me, fool!" Satan said, and | aughed.

She stepped into him-- and di scovered he was a kind of door. She passed through it and
found herself in Hell
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Hel | was a crystalline place. Bright hexagonal facets surrounded her, red and green and
blue -- all colors, each facet her own height. She stood on another, the sane size.

She turned to | ook back the way she had come. There was only another facet there, highly
pol i shed, so that she saw her own reflection clearly.

She | ooked exactly as she had in life, in her physical body: a nondescript, mddle-aged
wonman whose once -- flow ng buckwheat-honey hair was now cut to a less-flat -- tering |length, and
the honey seened soiled. Her dress was a drab gray, and not well-fitted. That last wasn't really
carel essness; if the dress fitted better, it would show up the inadequaci es other present figure
all too clearly. Ah, for the flesh of youth! She could understand how the old senators had found
the lure of renewed youth to be ir -- resistible.

The irony was, she had kept her youthful appearance for an extra thirty-eight years, and
then given it up. And would do so again, for Pacian. And woul d have given everything up, for
Cedric. She had understood Clotho ex -- actly, when the girl had yielded "everything!" to Sa --
murai . When a wonan | oved a man --

But now she had to find her son. She checked her left hand: it clasped a handful of
nmeasured threads. She was not Lachesis any nore; she could not travel to the ends of the world.
She was nerely Niobe, and every thread she used would be one thread | ost. She had to use them
wel | ; though the worst-case route through the naze woul d require over 150 threads, she had only
100. Her m ssion and her soul would be forfeit if she used themall w thout finding her son

Satan agreed. "But / set up the naze, and choose all the

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (135 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:45 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

Well, this was a puzzle, certainly. She reached out to rap a knuckle on a blue facet. The
sound rang, setting up a sympathetic tintinnabulation throughout the region. It was a rather
pretty sound, but it didn't get her through the naze.
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She saw that one hexagon was not a facet, but an open space. She stepped through it, onto
the golden floor tile there --

Her foot passed right through the floor. There was noth -- ing there. Wth a scream she
fell down past several hex -- agonal levels, until she fetched up agai nst another golden tile. She
was unhurt -- but in a hole, literally.

There was a puff of vapor at her hand. She | ooked -- and saw the renains of one of her
threads curling as it dissolved into snoke. That fall had not hurt her physi -- cally, for a
spirit could not be injured that way, but it had cost her a thread. That was one of the details of
this game. Now she had ninety-nine threads |eft, and she had ex -- posed the first illusion

She tapped the surfaces about her. Al were solid. She was in a nether chanber with no
ready exit. The slick facets offered no purchase for her fingers; she could not clinmb out.

She sighed. She tucked her threads carefully into a pocket, saving out one. She flung that
upwar d.

Now she sailed up, following the thread' s course, nmuch as she did as an Aspect of Fate. In
a noment she was back at her original |evel, facing the golden floor panel. An illusion -- but she
had expended two of her precious threads in nmaking the discovery and recovery. Two for one; Satan
had gai ned one on her

She | ooked at the golden tile. It still |ooked real. She would not be fooled again by it,
of course, so in that sense it had been expended -- but how nmuch better it would have been to
identify it without falling through it! Then she woul d have been one ahead, havi ng expended no
threads to identify one of the hundred ill usions.

She felt at the edge of the illusion. She found a snall |edge; part of the golden tile was

real . She could walk on that to get through. There had to be a way through the

maze; that was part of the deal. She had only to nove carefully, to avoid falling for any
nmore tricks

But she could not get through without using close to fifty of her threads. That neant that
she couldn't sinply close her eyes and feel her way the full length of it. There would be
illusions she had to penetrate before trusting her body to them and clinbs she had to nake
regardl ess of illusion. She could not hoard her threads; she would not get through that way.

She conpl eted her circuit of the golden illusion and entered a new chamber. This one had a
solid floor -- but no other exit. She | ooked up and saw a high green | edge, out of reach
Evidently that was the route. Not an illusion, just one of the thread-requiring avenues.

She brought out another thread and flung it at the ledge. In a nonent she slid up it,
| andi ng neatly on the green. Good enough

Except that it turned out to be a dead end.

She sighed agai n. She had been suckered into using an -- other thread, unnecessarily.

She squatted, touching the edge of the ledge. It was gl assy snooth. She stood and scraped
the sol e of one shoe across it. Then she tested it with her finger again.

Yes -- there was faint scratching. The material was not super-hard. It could be abraded.

She scuffed it sonme nore, then lay down. She nudged her |egs over the edge, sidew se. She
spread her fingers against the roughened surface. The sl ope beyond the edge was not verti cal
there were no perfect right angles in this place, just the obtuse angl es of the hexagons. Her body
was sliding down at about a forty-five-degree angle -- she wasn't sure what it was for a hexagon
but that was what it felt |ike. Maybe fifty degrees. Her fingers had sone purchase on the
roughened | evel face.

When enough of her body was on the sloping face, it swng down. Her fingers were unable to
hol d; she slid
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of f the surface and dropped to the floor beneath. But it was not as long a fall as the one
she had suffered before, and she was better prepared for it. She | anded neatly on her feet.
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She watched the threads in her pocket, but there was no puff of snoke-vapor. She had nade
it down without sacrificing another thread! She had not "killed" herself this tinme.

But it was a mnor victory, for she had now expended three threads and di scovered only one
illusion. She would have to do better than that.

She checked the gol den floor panel again. The | edge continued around the other side -- and
t here was anot her open panel. Had she skirted it the other way, she would have found it, and saved
herself the dead end.

Well, the bad break had taught her a | esson or two; not to assunme a given route was the
only one, and not to expend a thread on a route just because the route was there.

She got into the new chanber. This one had two other exits; which should she take? Both
went far enough so that she could not tell which was a dead end.

She shrugged and took the one to the left. It |ooped around to the right, over and under
crystalline formations of differing sizes -- it seened there was nothing sacred -- sacred, here in
Hel I ? -- about the full-size ones. In due course it debouched back into the chanber she had left.

She went around again, verifying every surface. No way out. She had wal ked i nto anot her
dead end, in effect.

She went back to the golden tile, and the rest of the way around it. Now she was back to
her starting point, three threads gone -- and she had nade no progress through the naze!

Then she had a bright thought. She returned to the golden tile, got down on her belly, and
put her right armthrough it. She felt for the surfaces bel ow
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All in reach were solid. She got up, walked to the far side, and |lay down again. She
reached -- and discovered that there was an open panel directly beneath her

She braced her feet as well as she coul d agai nst the edge-surfaces and hunched her body
forward over the gol den panel until she could put her head through the il -- lusion. She peered
under .

Sure enough: there was an opening. There was her true exit! The illusion covered a dead-
end hole -- and the way through. She had fallen right by it, and passed it again on the way back
up. Satan was certainly a cunning devil!

She crawl ed around, letting her body down. Here she was able to get a better grip on the

edge of the panel -- but she didn't trust it. She was no nuscul ar man, she was a weak-fl eshed
wonan.
She sighed a third tine. Then she brought out another thread and flung it toward the hole.
Her body foll owed. Now she was perched at the edge of a hexagonal tunnel. It sl oped
sharply down -- and she could not hold her position. She felt herself sliding. She tried to spread
her | egs and brace her feet against the sides, but this was ineffective. She was bound for the end
of this tunnel -- wherever it might lead -- unless she ex -- pended yet another thread. She

decided to risk the slide.

She slid into a new aspect of the maze. She landed in a chamber with transparent walls,
and behind those walls were denons in horrendous shapes. There were five exits fromthe chanber --
but each was guarded by a nonster. How could she get through?

Qovi ously at | east one of the nonsters was illusion, so she could pass through it w thout
getting "killed." Be -- cause there had to be a route through, and she couldn't pass a rea
nonst er.

She approached the tiger-headed nan at the nearest exit and flung a thread at him He
di sappeared. Victory -- she had found the route on the first try!
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She wal ked into the passage. It turned at right angles, then turned again, in the nanner
of the kind of naze that was printed on paper. She noved along it cautiously, so as not to fal
through an illusion-section of floor, but the floor was opaque and solid.

She cane to a division. Wich should she take, the left or the right? It didn't seemto
matter, as neither would cost her a thread. She took the |eft.

That led to a snall chanber containing a man-headed tiger -- the reverse of the prior
nonster. She tossed a thread at it.

The thread shriveled and puffed into vapor -- but the nonster renained. This one was real

"Cone here, norsel!" the tigerman cried. "You | ook good enough to chomp!"

She backed away and retreated to the other part of'the fork. That one led her to a man-
headed wol f. It paced restlessly, watching her

She flung a thread -- and the nonster evaporated with the thread. Another illusion. The
way was cl ear.
But she paused. She had just expended two threads to uncover one illusion. At that rate,
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she woul d use up all her threads before the illusions gave out. Satan was win -- ning!

But she knew that if she walked blithely into a nonster and it was real, it would chonp
her. That should not hurt her physically, as she was here only in spirit, but by the |aws of the
maze it would cost her double: two threads. Being "killed" by a nonster was |like taking a fall,
then having to thread out of the hole. So it paid her to verify a nonster before stepping within

its range.

O didit? If she had an even chance that a given nonster was real, then she could assune
that half of themwould tag her. Double the threads -- and she |l ost the same num-- ber as if she
had checked all the nonsters. No loss -- but no gain. She might as well use the threads.
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Thi s bothered her. There seened to be no way other than sheer chance to beat Satan, and

t he chances were agai nst her. She had -- she checked the count -- used up four threads and exposed
one illusion in the crystal sec -- tion of the maze; she had used three nore threads and exposed
two nore illusions here. That was a cunul ati ve score of seven threads and three illusions. Yet her
chances of getting through the naze were supposed to be even. She was definitely falling behind.

Wel |, she had been checking every nonster. The prob -- lemwas that there could be ten
tinmes as nany real ones as illusory ones. She could use up all her threads w thout getting
anywhere, that way! There had to be a better way -- but what was it?

She set her jaw. Obviously, checking every nonster was a |osing strategy. So she woul d
check none of them Had she followed that course so far, she would have been chonped by the
tigerman, and lost two threads -- but that was |ess than the three she had used checking every
nons -- ter.

She proceeded on down the passage. She canme to a huge human head from which five human
| egs sprouted. No torso. A nonster indeed! She walked right into it.

The thing rolled at her, each foot touching the floor in turn -- and kicking her when it
arrived. "Ooo!" she how ed as she got kicked in the knee. Then the next foot caught her in the
face. Her nose exploded in pain, and she fell down. Then the nonster was all over, tronping her to
deat h.

It wasn't death, of course. But it felt like it. In due course, satisfied, the foot-face
wi t hdrew, and she dragged hersel f back to her feet. The pain abated, and she dis -- covered that
neither her nose nor her |linbs were broken. She was uninjured, physically. The blows had hurt ter -
- ribly, but caused no |asting danage. She had been wong about the disconfort of getting chonped!
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Two nore threads were gone. Score: nine to three, in favor of Satan

And she couldn't pass this alcove. In fact, this whol e passage had been a mistake. It was
a dead end, bl ocked by nonsters.

So much for her new strategy. She could have saved herself one thread and sone pain by
testing the nonster for illusion

She made her way back to the original chanber of this section. There were the four other
exits with their guard -- ians.

She eyed the nonsters. One was a bird with the head of a fox; another was a woman-headed
snake; another was a man's head with two nmuscul ar arns growi ng where the ears should be; the | ast
was a pi g-headed dog. This was Hell, all right! The denmons hewed to no normal Earthly shapes.

Four chances. She could either use four nore of her precious threads to verify them or
chance wal ki ng through them-- with the odds even that it would cost her four threads anyway to
find the true passage. If it was the true passage; the first had not been

This just woul dn't do! She needed a strategy of ap -- proach, not only to nmake her way
through, but to do it economically enough to get ahead on threads. She needed to expunge two
illusions for every thread, instead of the other way around. Bl undering through by blind chance
sinmply wasn't going to acconplish that.

Well, she did have tinme. There was no tine linmt on the maze; she was to continue unti
she either won through to her son or lost her soul. If she hesitated forever, she woul d never
escape Hell -- or save Luna's position. Her timng was her own.

There had to be some key she had overl ooked. How she wi shed she had Cedric's ready
intelligence, or her son's! oviously sheer chance was not going to get her

through; only an appropriate strategy would do that. But what strategy?

She played her mind over it, knowing there had to be sonething. Satan m ght have deceived
her about the odds, but Mars woul d not have. She had at |east an even chance -- if she could only
figure it out.
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Slowy it cane to her. She had to ration her threads -- but Satan had to do the sane for
his illusions. Each was limted to one hundred. If she didn't want to throw away threads, he
didn't want to throw away illusions. Each of themhad to calculate a strategy to nmake the assets

count nost. But while she could change a nonproductive course, Satan could not; he had set up the
maze at the outset, and could not change it. It stood to reason that wherever Satan didn't need an
illusion, he wouldn't use it. He had to use sone in key places, because otherw se she would be

able to thread the nmaze sinply by avoiding visible nonsters. An illusion-nmonster could seemto
bl ock of f the one route through, shunting her into real nmonsters and trouble.

Here were five exits. It would make no sense to have several illusions down one passage --
if the start of it was blocked by a real nonster. She couldn't pass the nonster, so would never
have a chance to be fooled by the illusions. The illusions had to cone early -- or along the real
pat h.

Al five of the nonsters at this junction had to be il -- lusions. That was the only
pattern that nade sense. No wonder she had verified the first illusion she had chal -- |enged,
here! She coul d have saved the thread.

Furthernore, since Satan's illusions were linted, there were only so many he could spare

for any one segnent of the maze. She had discovered only one in the crystal section, strategically
situated; that nmight be all there was there. Perhaps nine of ten nonsters would be real, be --

cause here in Hell nmonsters were relatively cheap. In the nortal world, illusions were cheaper
than denmons, but here in Hell it was the other way around. So the chances
334
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were that after the beginning of any passage, nost of the nonsters would be real. If a
passage divided into ten al -- ternate routes, nine of themwould be bl ocked by real nonsters,
with only the one that actually | ed sonewhere having an illusion. That would give her nine chances

to |l ose threads, regardl ess whet her she ganbl ed or tested. That was why she had been falling
behi nd; she had not perceived the strategy of Satan

That being the case, what she needed to do was figure out the pattern of the overall naze,
and select the route that was nost likely to have illusions. The wong routes woul d be bl ocked
nmostly by real nonsters

But how coul d she anal yze the naze when she couldn't see it as a whole? The walls m ght be
of glass, but that gave her no notion of the overall layout. She could see many nonsters, but
coul d not make out the convol uted channels of the naze. t

She | ooked up, and saw that one tower rose above the rest. Mst of the naze seenmed to be
open, and the tops of the walls, in addition to being too high for her to reach, |ooked knife-
sharp; she could not clinb them The tower sported a short diving board. Into what was she
expected to dive, fromthere? The illusion of a | ake? She knew she couldn't risk that; it would
cost her at |east two threads.

But the tower was high. Fromit, she might be able to see the layout of the puzzle as a
whole. If so, that would be a useful spot to reach, even if it was not the correct route.

She sel ected the passage she deened npst likely to lead to the tower and wal ked t hrough
the nonster that guarded it, the woman-headed snake. The nonster hissed at her, but coul d not
touch her; it was, as she had surmised, il -- lusion. She had saved herself a thread; in fact, she
had saved four, for all these nonsters had to be illusion. Just by pausing for thought, she had
brought the running score up to nine to seven, for once she had identified an illusion

she didn't have to waste a thread on it. These illusions were fixed in place; they could
not follow her about. She could check off any she was sure of, and the nore she coul d di scover by
deduction, the better off she was. She found herself shivering with rel ease of tension; by bracing
the nonster "blind" she had not only saved her threads but also had confirned her analysis. Had
she been wrong...

Now t here was a snake- headed woman, the inverse of the prior nonster, blocking the
passage. Since there was no alternate route, she knew this was illusion. Satan wanted her to be
able to navigate this route, after wasting a thread, perhaps hoping she would i ndeed dive off the
tower. She braced herself again and marched through the nonster: illusion nunber eight.

She cane to a coiled staircase. That fitted in with the serpentine theme. She had to admt
that Satan had a cer -- tain artistic sense. But of course all art could be consid -- ered a form
of lie, because it differed fromreality; that was certainly in the bailiw ck of the Father of
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Li es.

She nounted the stair, testing each step for illusion so as not to fall through; that
requi red no threads. Soon she energed at the top of the tower. It was enclosed by gl ass that
di storted the view of the surroundings; she had to go out onto the diving board to see clearly.

She went out -- and was attacked by a siege of aero -- phobia. The board was about fifteen
feet above the top of the walls of the maze, and twenty-five feet above the ground. It gave
slightly under her weight and she shiv -- ered. She had never been a confident diver and was |ess

so now. She renenbered that she had been bol der when crossing the seeming chasmin the Hall of the
Mount ai n Ki ng, so naybe her courage had eroded with age. She got down on her hands and knees and
craw ed to the end and peered over.
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There was a clearing below Five giant cushions sat in it, each one so fluffy that it was
obvi ous that she could junp down on it, even fromthis height, and not get hurt. But sone m ght be
illusion, so she couldn't risk it wi thout using at |east one thread.

Al so, she realized, it could be a trap; she mght |ocate a good cushion, |and safely on
it, and go on -- only to discover this was a dead-end path. Then how could she return to the
starting point? She could see that there was no access to the base of the tower fromthat yard.
The junp was one-way.

She could use a thread to rise back to the diving board, of course -- but that would put
her further behind. Every thread she used that didn't dispel an illusion was a |oss for her

However, she had not cone to junp, only to | ook. She had expended no threads on this path,
so was gai ning. She decided to assune that two of the five cushions were illusions, the two

closest; if she had used her threads to verify her landing, it would have cost her several nore to
expl ore this dead end. She was learning to figure the odds.

Now she concentrated on the rest of the nmaze. It was not as large as it had seened from
bel ow; the convol utions nade the di stance seemgreater. She traced the path of the first passage
she had tried, to nake sure she knew what she was doing; then she traced the route to the tower.
Good enough; she was able to see themclearly from here.

She traced the other three routes very carefully. Al of them had several splits, but nost
of the splits dead-ended inmedi ately after passing nonsters. Cbviously they were intended to seem
to go on, so she would challenge the nonster -- and waste either one or two threads. One route
| ooped back into the other, so that she might win through it -- and find herself back at the
starting point, perhaps
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several threads poorer. But one route wound its tortuous way all around the nmaze, wth
three separate splits and rejoinings, and finally exited to a hole in an opaque wall. That was
evidently the one. There were a total of thirteen nonsters along it. She concluded that all but
three were illusions, the three being used to block one armof each split. There was no way to
tell which of each pair of non -- sters was real -- but it didn't matter. The ratio now favored
her. She needed to test only in the splits, using three threads, and she woul d pass ten ill usions.
Assum ng she had correctly anal yzed the two cushion illusions, that would put her running score at
twelve to twenty. Twelve threads for twenty illusions -- and perhaps other illusions bypassed in
the ot her passages. That was the kind of ratio she |iked!

She nenori zed the route, then backed off the board. She got to her feet in the tower and
descended, pleased with herself. If she had cal cul ated correctly, she was now wi nni ng the gane.

The passage she wanted was guarded by the head with the nuscul ar arns. Was that synbolic?
A nmuscul ar head, meani ng good thinking. Synmbols were a formof art, and Satan had an i nsidi ous
sense of hunor; it was possible.

She wal ked through the illusion and into the passage. The next nonster was a cat with
chicken's |l egs; she wal ked through it too. She reached the first split, took the left fork, and
threw a thread at the hawk-headed dog that guarded it. The creature screeched and charged her

it was real. She retreated, took the other fork, and marched through the headl ess man
whose face was on his belly.

On the next split she caught the illusion the first time. It really didn't matter; one
thread got her through re -- gardless, now that she knew how to play it. She conpleted the course
wi thout difficulty and cane at last to the
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opaque wal |. She had done it! Her mind had enabled her to prevail.
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She wal ked through the doorway in the wall. In a nb -- nment she canme to a blank barrier --
but it was an illusion. She stepped through it --

First one foot, then the other |anded on sonething that rose up to fasten about her ankle.
Startled, she | ooked down and di scovered she was on skis. They started to nove. She had skied as a
child, so knew how to keep her bal ance and gui de herself down a snowy sl ope -- but that had been
seventy-five years ago. The last thing she had expected to encounter in Hell was skiing! Still,
she had known it was possible.

She was picking up speed. She saw two ski poles stand -- ing upright on either side of the
track. She reached out and grabbed them Evidently Mars had ensured fair play for this aspect of
the chal l enge; she had the necessary equi pnent.

She shot out of the chanber. She was on a high noun -- tain, on a steep sl ope,
accel erating. Bel ow her were di -- verging tracks in the snow, marked by thin colums of fire. One
track led to a towering ski junp, another to a broad and ice-covered | ake.

She skewed into the third track, which seenmed to be a slalom a twi sting path between the
firepoles. She was no slalomexpert, but this seemed a better bet than the others.

She passed the first pole and nade a wide turn around it, alnbst |osing her bal ance. She
was way out of form and she | acked the |lithe nuscles of youth. Wio ever heard of a m ddl e-aged
worran doi ng t he sl al on®?

She overcorrected and brushed by the second pole, touching it. There was a sizzle as it
burned her el bow,

her cl othing caught fire, and the pain was sharp. She brought her other hand about to slap
out the flane -- and the ski pole whirled around, upsetting her balance, and she spun out of
control on the skis. She went right through

a firepole; this time her face smarted fromthe burn, and her hair caught fire.

She flung aside the ski poles and dived into the snow, trying to douse her bl azi ng head.
The skis twisted side -- wise, and her dive becane a preposterous belly flop. The snow was hard,
al rost |ike ice dusted by a powdery |layer. Now she was sliding on her stonmach down the slope, com -
- pletely out of control. One leg was twi sted; she felt the pain shooting along it.

Then she was rolling, her skis tearing free along with one shoe, |eaving the foot bare.
The sl ope steepened, then becane a dropoff. She fell --

Into the | ake. The ice cracked, and she plunged under it, imrersed in the shockingly cold
water. She tried to swmup to the surface, but she had drifted under the unbroken section of the
i ce and banged her head on it from bel ow. She inhaled to scream-- and sucked in water

Her consciousness was fading, but she focused on one thing; the threads. She clutched out
a thread and flung it as well as she coul d.

Suddenly she was novi ng upward. She passed through the ice without breaking it and | anded
on her feet on the surface. She had nmanaged to avoid drowni ng, thanks to the magic.

She | ooked about her. The ice supported her weight, in this region. To the side was a
single ski that had fol -- |owed her down; the other seened to be lost in the snow of the slope.
One ski pole floated in the open water where she had broken through. Her bare foot was freezing.
She was here in spirit only, but only her intellect knew the difference; she felt every bit of it.
Now she had the proof that those who suffered in Hell really did suffer!

She | ooked at her collection of threads. It had shrunk significantly. She had destroyed
herself several tines over, in the course of that spill! She was well behind on the running score
now.
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She |inped across the ice, coughing out what remmined of the water she had tried to
breat he. She picked up the lone ski and found it was the wong one; it was for the left foot,
while her right foot needed the shoe. O course her right foot was the wenched one, so skiing on
it mght be awkward anyway. But she used the ski as a clunsy pole to brace against, and started
draggi ng herself up the nearest slope that could be navigated. She would have to go the | ong way
around, to get above the dropoff and find the other ski with her shoe, and it wasn't going to be
pl easant, but she had no choi ce.

She sl ogged up. Her bare foot hurt in the snow, but soon it becane nunmb -- which was no
good sign. She tried to hurry, but her left leg al so had been wenched, it was now apparent, and
haste was inpossible. To nmake things worse, a wind was com ng up, cutting cruelly through her
i nadequat e cl ot hi ng.
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She was never going to make it this way! She sighed, and funbl ed out another thread. She
flung it up at the top of the dropoff, and followed it up. She had just saved herself perhaps half
an hour of slogging -- but lost yet an -- other thread.

A white figure | coned before her. It was a snowan! "Dam it!" she swore. She swung the
ski at the nons -- ter

It passed right through w thout resistance. N obe spun around and fell to the ground, a
victimof her own inertia, An illusion

She picked herself up and plowed on until she cane to the slide-marks of her own descent.
These she followed up until she spied the other ski, with her shoe attached. She hurried toward it
-- and dropped into an illusion-cov -- ered hole.

It was only an ice-pocket, but it cost her two threads. She got out and proceeded on to
the ski, where she de --
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tached her shoe, dunped out the snow, and put it on. The stocking was gone. It hardly
mattered; her whole leg now felt |like a dead stick

Where to, now? She had to find her way out of this frozen ness!

She decided that the slalomrenained her best chance. She tracked over to it and tranped
down its slope. She no |onger had any troubl e keeping the course; what were inpossibly tight turns
at speed on skis were quite sinple on foot. If she had been smart, she would have gotten off the
skis at the outset and wal ked down. She was not on show for skiing here; she just wanted to cover
the course. The whol e ski-setup was probably a diversion; she had allowed Satan to dictate the
nmode of play, and naturally this had led to disaster.

She paused to warm herself at a firepole, but it was an illusion. How fiendishly clever:
the early poles were real, so that they had burned her, while sone key |ater ones were illusion
probably she coul d have skied down the course successfully if she had known which firepoles to
i gnore. This one bl ocked the direct course, so that the skier had to make a wi de and dangerous
turn to avoid it.

She went to the next pole, which was real, and cane close to it. But it wasn't effective
as a heater; the fire was too hot up close, and inadequate at a distance. She needed a warm
anmbi ence, not a sharply defined |ine-source. She dragged herself on along the track.

There was a termination station at the foot of the moun -- tain. A ski lift was there, but
it didn't go up the slope she had descended. Evidently it led to the next aspect of the naze.

She was too cold and tired to debate the nerits prop -- erly. She clinbed into the seat.
It was confortable; it was a blessing to get off her feet. She buckled the safety har -- ness.

I magi ne that: a concern for safety in Hell
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The thing began to nove. It hoisted itself into the air, hanging belowits line, and
proceeded slowly across the

terrain.
Now she counted her remaining threads. There were just twenty. Sixty-eight threads she had
lost in that fiasco! That seened an inpossible nunber -- but Mars woul d not have |let her be

cheated. Probably some had fallen out of her pocket during her slide down the mountain, and some
had been washed away by the water. How woul d she ever catch up now?

But she rem nded herself that she didn't have to catch up; she just had to make it through
the maze. |If she used her mind henceforth, she could still do it. She had to be -- lieve that.

How nuch nore of the naze renmined? She didn't know. But whatever it was, she would
negotiate it.

She reached down to chafe her cold | eg. Sonme sensation was returning. That was good and
bad; good because it indicated recovery, bad because it hurt. But that would pass; she had been
tronped to death, as it were, by the headfoot nonster, but had recovered i mediately. It seened it
took longer to recover fromsixty-eight threads worth of mischief than fromtwo threads worth. But
she woul d recover.

The lift entered a tunnel. Light flared -- and she saw she was in a kind of factory. The
chairs of the lift noved anong robots that used tools to adjust things. Ooviously if she were in
the correct spot, she would get adjusted -- and that would not be at all confortable. She had to

find a clear route through
The |ine overhead divided. She shifted her weight to the right, and the seat took the
right line. She could con -- trol her travel, to sone extent.
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What she evidently could not do was pause in her progress. The seat kept noving forward at
its measured pace. That provided her inadequate tinme to decide. The

thing would not go backward, which nmeant she was com-- nitted to whatever decision she
made. She could not change her mind and wi thdraw. She m ght already have nade the wrong choi ce!

A robot | ooned ahead. It had a roughly humanoi d head -- box and a pair of articul ated
metal arns. One terninated in a giant pincers, the other in a sharp knife. Evidently the robot was
intended to hold and slice, trimmng off excess material fromthe subject. If she was the subject,
she coul d | ose sonme flesh. Unless the robot was illusion.

She flung a thread at it. The thread struck the robot and vaporized. The robot renained.
So nmuch for that faint hope.

Ni obe hastily unbuckl ed her belt and junped out of the chair. She fell to the floor of the
f oot - pedestal of the robot. Vapor wafted up; that fall had cost her another thread. This was an
ongoi ng di saster! She was sure she couldn't proceed through the maze unl ess she rode the lift --
and this was the wong line.

But she didn't want to depend on chance at all. She had to figure out the pattern, as she
had in the maze-and -- nonster section. Then she could get through with mniml | osses.

She stood and | ooked at the towering robot. How could she anal yze this pattern? She
couldn't even see it from below -- and she perceived no way to get above it. Not for a weak m ddl e-
aged wonan.

She had to use her mind, because her body was inad -- equate. She sat at the base of the
robot and pondered, while the seats of the lift trundled on over her head. As -- sume that she had
toride the lift to get through and that her options were limted once she was on her way. She
could not fathomthe overall pattern, so would have to guess. Could she win through? She had | ost
what little faith she had in luck, here in Hell.
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What about guile? Satan was the nmaster of guile; could he fall victimto his own
techni que? He had done so in

the Luna-Ob matter, yet --

Then she had it. If this failed -- well, she probably would have | ost anyway. If this
succeeded, she night win
t hr ough.

She tossed a thread toward the robot's shoul der, and

in a noment she was there, clinging to her precarious perch. She took hold of the robot's
head and yanked. The covering cane off; it was a cup-shaped cap with apertures for the eye | enses.
Underneath were the gears used to rotate the head on the neck. She didn't bother with them

all she needed was the helmet. And naybe an arm

She set the helnet-cap on her own head. It reeked of oil and fit quite |oosely, but she
was able to see out of the lens apertures. She grabbed for an arm

The robot felt the contact, or perhaps the pressure on the extremty. The gears spun in
the head, and the | enses swiveled to cover the arm Then the hinge-el bow fl exed,

and the arm fol ded back on itself.

She grabbed it and pulled. It froze in place, and did not

nove. All of her strength could not budge it.

So nmuch for that. She would have to settle for the hel -- nmet. She hoped it would suffice.
She watched the seats of the |ift as they passed. Wen a suitabl e one approached, she
threw a thread at it and followed the thread onto the seat. Quickly she settled her -- self and

fastened the belt.

The robot reached for her. "Uh-uh!" she exclai ned, |

facing it with her eye-slits. Her voice reverberated in her helnmet. "I"'ma testing robot.
d ank-cl ank!"

The robot hesitated, its head-gears spinning as its gaze foll owed the notion of her seat,
al rost as if the gears were brains in operation. By the tinme the nachine nade up its mind, she was
beyond it.
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The |ine diverged again. She picked her course, and noved on to the next robot. "d ank
Cd ank!"™ she cried again in the helnmet. Again the robot hesitated, its programnot quite covering
this, and again she got through. It was working!

Unfortunately for her, this line was not the correct one;
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it dead-ended. It terminated in a station that went no -- where. The seats turned over,
folded up, and followed in a line | eading back to the other side of the factory; no way to ride
farther. But nearby a |line seened to be going sone -- where. She used a thread to reach it -- and
passed through it, crashing on the floor. It was an illusion

She had to use yet another thread to reach another line. This one was real -- but it too
dead- ended.

She kept trying. At- last she made it to a line that went sonewhere. A robot reached for
her; she warned it off -- and it kept coming. It had not been deceived by the hel -- net, and she
had no tinme to scranble free! She screaned as the pincers took hold of her -- and passed through
her body harm essly. It was another illusion

That neant she was back on track. She rode this line to the true termnus: a walk that |ed
out of the factory. She renoved her hel met and surveyed her situation. Her frozen | eg had t hawed

and was serviceable, but she had only five threads left. She didn't know how far she still had to
go, or how many illusions remai ned. But she was sure that, one way or another, she was near the
end.

-- 16 --

ANSVERS

Qutside the factory was another hall. She wal ked cau -- tiously along it, alert for
tricks. There seemed to be none. Soon she cane to an intersection with a hall at right an -- gles.

In the center, nounted on a base, was a fancy plaque. She approached this and | ooked at it. It
said: WEL -- COME TO THE FI NAL SERIES OF CHALLENGES. THREADS RE -- MAINING 5. |LLUSIONS
REMAI NI NG 10

She considered this. Was it genuine, or a trick by Satan? Certainly it had her threads
correctly listed; if the illusions were also correct, then she was nuch closer than she had
supposed. She could still win this contest!

But it could be a plant, intended to deceive her. Should she use a thread on it to verify
its accuracy? No, that would be foolish. If it was a lie, it should be a conplete lie -- and
obviously it wasn't. Better just to assune it was correct and nake sure she wasted no nore
threads. She woul d count off the remaining illusions, because, once that total reached zero, she
woul d know she had won. But she would not trust it too far, because, if the plaque were
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alie, it could cause her to think she had elininated the last illusion when she had not --
and that last illusion could wi pe her out. But probably Mars woul d not have allowed Satan to
volunteer false information, because there should, after all, be a distinction between illusion
and out -- right lying.

She pondered, then turned right -- and discovered a dead end. She felt along the walls,
floor and ceiling, but all were solid. No exit here.

She tried the left hall, but this, too, was a dead end. So she went straight ahead -- and
found a third dead end. None of the passages went anywhere.

She stood by the plague and pondered. Could the nmes -- sage be a fake, not inits
accounting of threads and illu -- sions, but inits inplication that the route was here when it
was not? So that she would waste her few renmmining threads | ooking for what did not exist? Wiat a
fiendi sh trap!

She wal ked around the plaque -- and saw that there were words printed on its back. DO YOU
Yl ELD?

Satan's hunor, all right! "No, |I don't!" she exclai ned.

That plaque could be here to nake her think it was a lie, so that she would wite off this
annex -- when it was the correct route. She had to nake absolutely sure it was not, before she
gave up on it

She explored the halls again. It occurred to her that an illusion did not have to be
merely sight; it could be sound or touch too. Sonme of the illusion-nonsters had roared. There
m ght be an exit she couldn't find because her hands mssed it as readily as her eye did. In that
case she woul d have to use a thread -- which would leave it at four threads, nine illusions. She

couldn't afford to trade off one for one. Not now
She di scovered a slanting connecting passage between the straight-ahead hall and the left
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hal I, making the overall configuration of passages resenble the closed figure 4.
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Wiy shoul d that extra passage exist, when it was easy enough to go fromone hall to
another via the center? About all it did was make it possible to wal k down every hall w thout
havi ng to doubl e back

Sonet hi ng nagged at her. Sonme figures had to be "solved" by tracing them w thout doubling
back. There were sone traffic patterns in large cities |ike that, where three right turns
substituted for one illegal left turn. Could this be one such?

She returned to her starting point, at the base of the 4, then resolutely marched forward.
She proceeded past the plaque to the apex, then turned sharp left. She followed the slant down,

then turned sharply |eft again. She wal ked past the plaque, into the end of the 4 -- and now the
pas -- sage opened out into a cave. She had penetrated the il -- lusion, wi thout using a thread.
Two left turns had unrav -- eled what one right turn could not.

Now she saw a straight path leading like a pier into a deep bl ack pool. The path w dened,
formng a kind of island in the center of the pool -- and on that island a dragon. The path
continued on beyond the dragon, to ter -- mnate in a blank wall

Oovi ously she had to pass the dragon to get through. But through to what? There was no
exit there!

Ah, but there had to be! Satan had nine illusions |eft;

he nmust have covered the exit through the wall with il -- lusion, and set a genui ne dragon
to guard it. Mdst of the prior illusions had been of nonsters, guarding real pas -- sages; this
one was the other way around. She could prob -- ably penetrate the illusion, once she got by the

dr agon;

she didn't need to use any thread here.

But how coul d she get by the dragon?

Well, the dragon could be illusion too. But if she walked into it, and it was real, she
woul d | ose two precious
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threads and still not be past. That was hardly worth the risk. It would be better to
verify it with one thread --

No, she had a better notion. She approached as cl ose as she dared and threw the hel net at
it. The metal bounced off the dragon's scaled side and rolled into the water with a splash. The
dragon snorted fire. It was cer -- tainly real

She | ooked to the sides. There was a | edge just above water-level beyond the dragon; it
curved around to either side, approaching the path on which she stood within eight feet before
term nati ng.

She sighed. A man m ght have | eaped across; she had no such hope. She had to find another
way.

She saw that there were vines hanging fromthe ceiling, but they |ooked insubstantial. She
took hold of one and jerked; it broke near the top and came tunbling down. There were sone that
| ooked strong enough to bear her weight, but they were dangling tantalizingly out of reach

There seened to be no other avenue, unless she went back to the figure-4 annex, which she
woul d only do as

a last, last resort. There had to be a way; she just had to find it.

She found it. She yanked down another weak vine, bunched it and tied it in a rough knot.
Then she tied that knot to another hanging vine. Then she swung the knot across to one of the nore
substantial vines. After several tries she was able to entangle that |arger vine and draw it over
to her, using the weak vine. Now she had hold of the one she wanted.

She hauled at it with increasing vigor. It held; it was firmy anchored and it was strong
enough to take her weight.

She held on tightly, drew back, then ran to the edge of the water. She | eaped at the
margi n, clung for dear life,
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and swung across to the other path. Something flashed bel ow her in the water as she
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passed, |ike a huge shark. She |anded heavily but adequately, and the vine swung back behind. It
m ght have been pitiful as a gymastic feat, but she was across. She was glad she had not tried to
sSwi m

She made her way al ong the narrow path, her right hand brushing along the wall. The dragon
wat ched her, but could not reach her

Where the straight path intersected the current one, she found the exit; it was indeed
i llusion-covered. She stepped through cautiously, alert for a pitfall, but there was none. She was
through -- and she still had five threads, with eight illusions remaining, if the plaque was to be
bel i eved. She renmi ned behi nd, but her ingenuity had enabl ed her to gain.

She cane into a broad cavern with a wide river running through, rem niscent of one she had
encountered in the Hall of the Muntain King. Perhaps Satan had borrowed the concept. |f so, she
knew how to cross.

But it was not the sane. There was no nesh fence in this river, and no sign advertising it
as Lethe. OF course it could still be Lethe, as that was one of the rivers of Hell, so she would
treat it with caution. There were fish in it; when she di pped her finger in, three horrendously --
toothed little nonsters converged. One | eaped as she drew her hand quickly away; the fish's teeth
clacked in nmidair where her hand had been, before it splashed back down. There would be no
swiming in this river!

There was a wi de path along the bank, originating at the point she entered this section
She wal ked slowmy along it. Ooviously her challenge was to cross the river, but there were no nore
hangi ng vines; and in any event the river was about fifty feet wide. Well, she would see,

She heard sonet hing. She stopped, listening nervously. It was the even footfalls of a
striding man. She shrank into an alcove to the side, not wanting to encounter the sort of man she
woul d in Hell.

The man cane into view He was tall and blond, mus -- cular and handsone in a boyish way.

Al'l N obe's reserve crunbled. "Cedric!" she cried.

Cedric turned to face her. "N obe!" he exclainmed, spreading his arns.

Then several things caught up with her. "But you' re dead!" she said, stopping before she
reached him

"Of course | am But ny |love for you remains."

"But what are you doing in Hell? You were a good nan in life -- a wonderful man!"

He shrugged. "A glitch in the system maybe. But if you're here, that's where | want to
be. Wth the nost beautiful wonman of her generation.”

"But I'm not beautiful anynore! |'ve gone to seed.”
He shrugged again. "It doesn't matter. My love is eter -- nal."
“You're an illusion, aren't you!" she said indignantly. "A denon in disguise! | can use a

thread on you and expose you for what you are!" She was angry now that Satan should use this
particul ar device to trick her. To taunt her with her long | ost |ovel

Cedric just stood there, not answering. He | ooked just exactly the way she remenbered him
and her |love fought in her breast to energe and take over. There was nothing in life as sweet as

first love! That nade her angrier yet. "Get out of here!" she screaned. "1'll not waste a thread
on you! You're just a -- a nockery!" Now the tears were flowi ng. She had been caught entirely off-
guard by this specter, and her enotion had to be expressed sonehow. "You have no right to -- to --
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"I"'msorry you feel that way," Cedric said. "But of course your love for ne was never as
true as nmine for you."

There was just enough truth in that to sting. She rushed at himand struck himw th her
fist, scoring on the nose.

Bl ood streanmed down his face, but he made no notion to strike back. "I'Il always |ove you
Ni obe," he said quietly.
Her rage was so great that she was ready to kill. Her fingers curled into claws. She

started for his eyes --

And caught herself. Hate was Satan's way. She was falling into Satan's trap! |If she
al l owed hate and rage to domi nate her, she would remain in Hell forever.

This was a denon in disguise, for it was solid under the illusion. Surely the denon could
wi pe her out with a single blow But it had not done so. Instead it was taunting her into rage,
baiting the | ove she could not afford to express. She could have used one thread on it, to expose
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it -- or it could have killed her, costing her tw threads. The rules of the maze did not all ow
monsters to chase her down;
they could only hurt her if she nade contact on her own initiative. She had nade contact --

but the thing was trying to destroy her rationality, not her body. To ruin her ob -- jectivity
about her nission here, so that she would act foolishly and waste her renmining threads. That was
the trap she could not afford -- the one that would cost her all

She cal ned herself. "I'"msorry, Cedric. | shouldn't have struck you. O course your |ove
is true." She brought out a hanky and dabbed at his face.

Now he becanme unconfortable. "Please don't bother," he said. "I'Il be all right."

"Ch, but | nust help you," she said warmy. "It's so inportant to | ove you back as
strongly as you |l ove ne."

He jerked away. "I really nmust be going." "Mist you -- so soon, Cedric?" she asked sadly.
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He hurried away wi thout further word.
She knew why. Denons were creatures of violence and hate, and could hardly tolerate

gentl eness and | ove, what -- ever they might say. This denon had been besting her -- until she
becane positive. Then it could not handle the situation. Love defeated hate -- with a little
nmanagenent .

She wal ked on -- and encountered another man. "Pace!"

"Ni obe!" he replied.

But it had to be another denon, for Pacian, |ike Cedric, had been a genuinely good nan

not destined for Hell.
She headed for it. "Darling, it's so good to see you again!" she excl ai ned.
It hesitated. "Uh, yes, of course. And | know you aren't really to blane for ny being

here. "

So that was its ploy! Force her into an angry denial of that outrageous inplication. "On,
but I am" she replied. "I know you wouldn't be here now, if it weren't for ne."

Again it hesitated. This wasn't followi ng the script! Then it tried again, ganely enough
"Well, actually, you knowit's not exactly me here -- "

"Let me give you a big fat kiss, dear," she said, ap -- proaching.

It lost its conposure and fled. Niobe smiled. She was |earning howto handl e denons.

But she wondered whet her she had been correct in as -- suming that her anger was worth
more to Satan than her life. She was so |low on threads that the two threads a killing would have

cost her represented forty percent of her total. Either of those denpns could have dropped her
total to three threads, putting her critically behind in the term nal stage of the naze. Was her
anger really worth nore than that?

She st opped where she was, certain that she was on her way to an inportant realization
Satan was evil, but hardly stupid. Anything he did nade sense. So why would
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he instruct his denons not to attack her, if their taunting , was not effective? There had
to be some way he expected' to gain fromthis.

Wel |, suppose there was a way she could get into nore than two threads worth of trouble,
if not diverted fromit by the denmons? She had recogni zed the wong courses in prior segnents of
the maze because they were inpassable. Now she was encountering demons who coul d have stopped her
but did not. Did that mean she was heading into nore than two threads worth of m schief? That she
was in fact on the wong route?

If ,so, she should reverse course and get out of here. But that would nmean encountering

the two denons she had passed -- and they surely would not | et her travel that way. She could get
killed twice, costing her four threads. These were nore sophisticated than the prior nonsters;
they hadn't had to kill her as long as she was going in the direction Satan desired. And

i f she managed to get back past them-- where would she find the correct route? She had no idea.
She concl uded that she sinply had to ganble on this being the right course. It was after
all possible that the denons were nerely trying to nake her think she was goi ng wong. Wul dn't
that be an irony: for her to turn away fromthe correct route, sinply because the denons |et her
pass!
Meanwhi | e, she had an advantage: she knew that Satan was not about to force her to |ose

two threads. He wanted her to | ose at | east three. That must be the m ni num num -- ber she needed
for victory. He was willing to throw away illusions; they didn't matter. It was the threads that
count ed.

Yet all this had been set up before she entered the naze. How coul d Satan have known how
many t hreads she woul d have left?
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She resunmed her wal king, ill at ease. And -- another person approached.

It was Bl anche, Pacian's first wife who had been killed by the denon at the weddi ng.
Again, there was no way Bl anche could have gone to Hell; she had al ways been a good wonan. This
was anot her denon -- or denoness -- clothed by illusion. She could be handl ed as the others had
been.

"Bl anche!" Ni obe cried, approaching her with open arnms. "lI'mso glad to see you!"

Bl anche did not bl anch. She cane right up and em-- braced N obe. She felt conpletely
human and real. "Thank you so much for taking care of my husband!"

This was a new approach! Apparently the creatures of Hell were not always repelled by
af fection. Maybe de -- nobnesses were nore gentle, as they were conmonly used to seduce nen to evi

-- literally. If they were driven away by |ove, they would not be able to perform How, then
could she get rid of this one? "You don't resent that | married himafter you di ed?"

"Ch, no, dear!" Blanche exclainmed. "He was such a good man, he deserved the best -- and
you were the best. He always | oved you, of course, because of your beauty;

it was only right that he have opportunity to enjoy it be -- fore it faded."

The denopness was beginning to get into it! The stilet -- toes of wonen were nore subtle
than those of nen, but no less sharp. "I'mso glad you understand,” N obe said with as nmuch warnth
as she could manage. "The proph -- ecy said he would possess the nobst beautiful woman of her
generation, and obviously you weren't it."

"Al'l too true!" Blanche agreed without rancor. "I feel privileged to have shared what part

of his love | could, while I could, and to have had a lovely child by him"
"Yes, ny son the Magician nmarried her," N obe agreed. She seened to be unable to rattle
thi s denpness,
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and she was not enjoying the effort. This woman was too nuch |ike the real Bl anche, always
good and giving. "I'"'mon ny way to see him now. "

"Yes, | know. I'Il be glad to help you find him"

VWhat ? For a nmonent Niobe reeled with doubt. Could this be the real Blanche? She could
verify it with a thread..

No! That might be part of the trap. Use a thread on this denpness, verify what she was,
and then be killed by her:

three threads gone, and Satan's victory. @ try to retreat fromher, and have to run the
gauntl et of two male denons behind. A losing strategy, surely.

Bl anche had to be in Heaven. This had to be an illusion/ denoness, playing her part the
way only a fermale could. The nales had failed, but the fermal es were nore adept.

Well, if she couldn't get rid of this one, she would have to play along. "Wy, thank you,
Bl anche! But this is, after all. Hell. WIIl Satan pernmit it?"

"We aren't conpletely evil, even in Hell," Blanche reninded her. "W're just nore evi

than good. What good | possess is tied up with Pacian and ny daughter and your son. | will help
you reach him-- but I amnot allowed to tell you anything. You understand."

"I understand."” But she did not understand. This was exactly the way the real Bl anche
woul d have acted -- but what denpness would help an intruder defeat her naster? There had to be a
limt to the playing of a part -- didn't there?

Di squi eted, Ni obe continued her wal k, and Bl anche paced her. If this was another one of
Satan's traps, it was too sophisticated for her to fathom at the noment.

Unl ess, she realized abruptly, Satan wanted her to reach her son. O to encourage her to
bel i eve she could reach him Naturally he would provide her all needed as -- sistance -- to go the
wWrong way.

Well, she was stuck for it. The game was getting nore devious, as Satan proceeded from
straight maze-chal -- lenges to psychol ogi cal ones, but it wasn't over until it was over. The
out come hadn't been decided yet, for she still had five threads.

Anot her person showed. The next dempbn -- and she hadn't yet gotten rid of the |ast one!

It was Blenda, the Magician's wife, nother of Luna. This was getting eerie indeed!

"Mt her!" Blenda cried.

"My baby!" Bl anche cri ed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (148 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:45 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

The two swept together and hugged each other, shed -- ding tears. N obe watched, benused.
They had to be two denmpnesses -- yet they acted real in all ways. Blenda was not the perfect
beauty she had been in youth, but the somewhat wasted worman who had died of |eukem a at age forty-
seven, |leaving the Magician a wi dower. H s nagic had extended her life, but had not been able to

cure her. So she, too, had entered the Afterlife -- but not Hell. She had at one point been a
virtual twin of N obe's, and N obe had known her well -- a woman with very little evil
Then Bl enda turned to her. "I'mso glad to see you so well, N obe!"

So wel |l ? Hardly! But conpared to Bl enda, she was healthy. N obe didn't even try to unmask
her; she hugged Bl enda and exchanged pl easantri es.

"So now you're conming to talk with ny husband," Bl enda said.

"My son," Niobe agreed. "He has the answer | need."

“I will help you find him" Blenda said. "I haven't seen himsince | died."

Surely not! Blenda was in Heaven, the Magician in Hell. But N obe had to play along. "Wy
not? He's been here for two years."

Her nmouth quirked. "W don't get visiting privileges. That's part of our punishnment.”
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Ni obe had to admit that nade sense. So now she had two denpnesses ready to help her find
her son. Curiouser

yet !

N obe set off again, paced by a woman on either side. She had five threads, and only four
unidentified illusions remined.

"How are the girls?" Bl enda asked.

"Orb's on tour,” Niobe answered shortly. "Luna's getting into politics."”

"Ch, yes -- to foil Satan!" Blenda agreed. "But you need the Magician's advice."

Anot her form appeared. In fact it was three forns: out -- right denons. Evidently Satan
was not about to expend three of his four remaining illusions on these; he had to send themin
undi sqgui sed. They spied the wonen and hur -- ried toward them

"Watch out for theml" Blanche cried. "I know their kind! If they get us outnumnbered,
they'll rape us or eat us!"

"Or both," Blenda anmended.

"Or both," Blanche agreed. "W nust stay together

then they won't try it. They're cowardly; they nust have nunerical advantage, or they
won't act."

Ni obe did not comrent. As far as she was concerned, she was now in the conpany of five
denmons. How was she going to get out of this? Wiy hadn't Satan sinply sent ten denobns?

The denons cane close. They had horns and tails and hooves and obvi ous nmascul i ne
appendages, in the manner of their kind. They eyed the wonmen. "You need com-- pany?" one asked.

"Ch, go away, you foul fiend!" Blenda exclainmed. The denon considered, evidently trying to

figure out how to separate the three wonen so that they would be -- cone vul nerable. "Mybe we
hel p," he said. "You want cross river?"

" Yes," Niobe said. It was, after all, the truth; she could see that the path on this side
came to an end a short dis -- tance ahead.

"W help. W got boat."

"Why should you hel p us cross?" N obe demanded. Wth overt denpns, at |east she didn't
have to pretend.

The denon | ooked at her. It licked its lips. It shifted its posterior. It didn't answer.

It hardly needed to. The denons woul d hel p one worman cross, so that the three would be
separated. Then the three denons woul d converge on the one or two wonen, and do their dirty work.

Woul d one denpbn actually rape or eat a denpness? Apparently so, by the rules that
evidently governed this strange portion of-the maze. Perhaps it was just N obe who woul d be
attacked, once she was separated fromher "friends."

Wl l, the answer was sinple. They would all cross to -- gether. If the wonen intended to
desert her, they would have done so already. It seened that they would stand by her -- for now

"Show us your boat,"” Ni obe said.

The denons showed the boat. It was a snmall canoe, just big enough for two. It was obvi ous
that it would sink if any nore got on it.
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Ni obe | ooked at Bl anche and Bl enda. They spread their hands. It was clear that it was not
possi ble for the three of themto cross together.

But if they did not, one or two of themwould be left to the appetites of the denons.
Ni obe m ght cross alone, but she realized that she could not in conscience | eave the other two
wonen to that fate, even if they were de -- nonesses beneath. They had not betrayed her, so far;
she was unwilling to be the one to initiate that sort of thing. This mght be Hell, but she
carried her standards with her

360 Wth a Tangl ed Skein

Perhaps that was the real nature of this test: to ascertain whether she woul d desert her
consci ence when it seened convenient to do so. An ethical standard that bowed to conveni ence was
not worth nuch.

She consi dered crossing with one denbn, so as to keep it even on both sides of the river.
But then that denon could cross back after N obe went on, naking it three to two. O it could
return to fetch across anot her denon, both of which could pursue N obe.

She had to arrange to get all three wonen across -- w thout ever letting any of them be
out nunbered, on either side of the river. That was the only proper course.

She pondered. She renenbered sonething that nmight help: a series of intellectual riddles
she and Cedric had struggled with during their first summer. He had been uncannily bright, and she
knew in distant retrospect that the foundation of her |ove for himhad been |laid when the power of

his mnd began to show in such games. He had seened like little nore than a boy, then -- but what
a bon -- nie boy!

She felt the tears starting and shook herself out of the reverie. She was, after all, in
Hel I .

One of those riddles had been the story of a river cross -- ing: three civilized hunters,
with three untrustworthy na -- tives. They had had to cross the river, using a two-man boat,
wi t hout ever letting the natives outnunber the hunt -- ers. Exactly the problem she faced here! So

she knew there was an answer --
But she didn't renenber it.

The others stood there, |ooking at her -- the two wonmen and the three denons. Yes, this
was definitely a test, an aspect of the maze. She had been able to unravel the con -- fusions of
passages and illusions, and to survive the rigors of the snow slope, and to get by the robot

factory, but now the maze was focusing increasingly on her weakness:
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intellect. She had never clainmed to have nore than or -- dinary intelligence, though she
had been attracted to smart nen.

If she could solve this riddle, she could proceed; if not, she would shortly comence her
Afterlife in Hell with a truly Hellish experience.

Did Satan know of her prior exposure to this puzzle? Did it suit his hunor to dangle the
prize this close, to see whether she could conme through? Wat an exquisite tor -- ture it would
be, to know she had had victory within her reach and had been unable to grasp it! He had even sent
a denon in the guise of Cedric, to rem nd her!

"Damm you, Satan!" she swore under her breath. She thought she heard a respondi ng chuckl e,
t hough perhaps that was nerely a ripple in the river

She concentrated. How had that |ong-ago puzzle gone? Two wonen could cross first -- no,
that would | eave the third with all three denons. Wl |, one wonman and one denon coul d cross,
keeping it even. Then -- oops! Who would bring the boat back? The woman woul d have to. Then there
woul d be three wonen and two denpbns on the near bank, and a | one denon on the far bank. Then one
worman and one denon could cross -- and when they got to the far bank, there would be two denpbns to
one woman there. No good.

Well, suppose two denbns crossed first? One would bring the boat back. Then two wonen --
no, that left two denons and one woman on the near shore.

No matter how she tried it, at sone point she encoun -- tered an inbalance. It seened
i mpossible to cross suc -- cessfully -- yet she knew there was an answer! Cedric had worked it
out .

There was a key -- a special way of looking at it. Some -- thing that the ordinary person

like her, did not think of. What was it?
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She pictured Cedric's boyish face, the tousled hair tum-- bling over his forehead. He had
shown her the key, such a sinple, obvious thing, and she had | aughed ruefully.

Cedric! she thought, her ancient |ove for himsuffusing her. / need you

And then she thought: return. Perhaps she had heard Cedric say it, her |ove bringing back
the dear nenory of his voice.

The key was in the boat's return trip. Sonething sur -- prising, nonsensical -- unti
understood. The return or -- Then she had it. Thanks to Cedric, Luna's grandfather, she knew how
to cross the river and save Luna. Satan had gotten too cute, taunting her; she had gotten away
with the bait.

"Two of you take this boat across," she directed the denons.

They didn't argue. They got into the canoe and di pped their hand-paws in to paddle, not
bothering with the pad -- dles that lay in the bottomof the craft. The carnivorous fish swarmed,
biting at the hands. Wen a fish took hold, a denmon sinply drew his hand out of the water al ong
with the attached fish, brought it to his nouth, and chonped the fish. In a nonent the eater
becane the eaten, and the paddling resuned.

Soon they were across. "Now one of you get out; the other bring it back," Ni obe call ed.
The denons shrugged;

one got out and stood on the bank, while the other dog -- paddl ed the canoe back by
sitting in the front and pulling it along. It wasn't a snooth trip, but in due course the denon
got there.

"Two nore of you cross,” N obe said.

Two crossed. Wien they arrived, all three denons were on the far bank, while all three
wonen remnai ned on the near one.

"Now one of you bring it back," N obe call ed.
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"But if one of us crosses next -- " Blanche said wor -- riedly.

"Don't worry," Niobe said.

The denon arrived back. The two on the far shore |licked their gross chops, anticipating
sonet hi ng pl easant on the next crossing.

"Now two of us will cross,"” N obe said. "Cone on, Blanche."

"But | -- " Blenda protested.

"You will have the conpany of one denon," N obe said. "No problem"™

She and Bl anche took up the paddles and started off. The fish swarnmed in again, but found
not hi ng tender to chonp. The journey was sonewhat erratic, as neither woman was experienced, and
at times N obe feared they would tip the craft over in their effort to keep it on course, but they
did eventually nake it across. The fish clacked their teeth angrily.

Now t here were two wonen and two denons on this bank, one of each on the other. Wo was
goi ng back: a woman or a denobn?

"One of each,” Niobe said. "I'lIl go -- and you." She picked a denon.

The denon shrugged and joined her in the boat. It didn't know what she was up to, but was
sure that sooner or later it would find the wonen out nunber ed.

It was eerie, riding with the denon. She knew it could overturn the canoe at any point,
dunping her in the water and costing her a life. But she also knew the denon wouldn't do it. It

woul d attack only when it had the advan -- tage of nunbers. She was finessing Satan, offering him
the chance to penalize her two threads when he wanted three.

They reached the bank. Now there were four on this side, two on the other, still evenly
di vi ded.

"Two wonen," Ni obe said.
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Bl enda joi ned her in the canoe, and they crossed, leav -- ing the two denpons behi nd. \Wen
they arrived, there were three wonmen to one denon. "Now you can ferry your friends across,"” Ni obe
said. "We'll be noving on. Thank you for your help." She |l ed the way on down the path, |eaving the

denmon to scratch his horny head in per -- plexity. How had the three norsels nanaged to escape?
"That was very clever of you." Blanche said.
"It was just a fond nmenory," N obe said enigmatically. She knew it had been a close call

though -- and four il -- lusions remained, with the challenges getting harder.

The path diverged fromthe river. It led to a large hall, a virtual cathedral

A man sat on a throne on a dais in the center. He stood as the wonen entered. "So you have
cone!" he ex -- clained, rising.

It was the Magician!
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Bl enda was the first to approach him "M husband!" "My wifel" he agreed. They enbraced
and ki ssed. Now N obe approached him But she renenbered those four remaining illusions. It was
possi bl e that she had bypassed them when she crossed the river, or that the count given on the
pl ague in the 4-hall had overstated the nunber, but she doubted it. It was nore likely that she

woul d have to fathom every |ast one of those illusions before she won through. She couldn't trust
this.

But suppose it was her son, ready with the answer she needed -- and she passed hi m by?
That was as good a way to | ose as any! Wuldn't Satan laugh if he offered her the solution on a
platter -- and she rejected it, for that reason. Exquisite irony.

Wel |, one day Satan was going to try so hard for that irony that he would | ose nore than
an encounter.

She brought out a thread and flung it at the Magician. If this was no illusion --
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The thread touched -- and the Magici an becanme a denon with three faces and six arns. Its

head seened to be mounted on ball-bearings, for it rotated without limt to aimone face at her
then another, and then the third. One face was young, one m ddl e-aged, and one old, but each
seermed uglier than the other two.

"So!" the mddle face hissed. "You doubt me, bag!" the old one grated. "I will perforate
you!" the young one cried. The denon stepped toward her

Bl anche and Bl enda screaned. N obe expected themto run away, as their chall enge was done,
but instead they closed in before her. "You shall not have her!" Blenda cried.

"This is ny concern, not yours!" Niobe said. "Don't -- "

The t hree-faced denon grabbed Bl enda, using four of its arms to catch hold of her two arns
and two legs. It picked her up and spun its head to view her triply. "You aren't worth bothering
with, you prune!" it said, and hurled her beyond the throne.

Now Ni obe saw a gulf there. The throne was not in the center of the chanber; it had only
seened to be, froma distance. It was perched on the edge of a void. Blenda screaned as she fel
into this hole and di sappear ed.

Agai n the denon advanced on Niobe. This tine Blanche interposed herself. "You can cross,

Ni obe!" she cried. "The landing is hidden by illusion -- "

The denon caught her, wapping two hands about her throat to cut off her words. Wth three
more hands it ripped off her clothes. It growmed with disgust. "Dammed fl esh is no good; | want
the real thing. To Hell with you!" And it threw her also into the gulf.

Ni obe was shocked on several |evels. These were de -- nobns -- sacrificing thenmselves to
protect her. They were giving her infornmation that she needed to defeat their mas -- ter. That

made little sense, unless --
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Unl ess Bl anche and Bl enda were what they had seened to be. In which case --

No! There was no way those two could really be in Hell. But they weren't necessarily
denmons. They coul d be other souls, ordered to inpersonate the wonen Ni obe had known -- or naybe
even caused to believe that they were those wonen. Thus they could have acted in good faith,
despite being false -- and had paid a terrible price for it.

Terrible pricel! No -- they were dammed soul s anyway. The fall into the pit could not hurt
them it merely took themout of this context. N obe was alone again. Still, she regretted their
passi ng, and was sorry she had not been able to do anything for them

Meanwhi | e, the three-faced denon was comng at her again -- and this tine there was no one
to intercede. She had used a thread exposing it; if it killed her now, that woul d rmake three
threads lost, and put her below the critical threshold as she understood it. She had to es -- cape
-- but the void was too broad for her to slide across on a linmited thread.

If she retreated, she would be trapped between this denon and the three at the river. She
had to go forward.

There was a | anding, hidden by illusion -- if Blanche had been telling the truth. If that
dammed soul had been a true enulation of the blessed one, she would have told the truth. Bl anche
had been one of the finest people N obe had known, though she had known her mainly by obser --
vation. Satan had made a m stake, using dammed souls to emul ate bl essed ones; naturally they had
longed to be their roles, as an actor mght wish to be the hero he por -- trayed, and they had
pl ayed themtoo well. It had been their closest approach to the illusion of Heaven, of escape from
Hel | .
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Ni obe ran for the void. She threw a thread ahead of her.
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There, just a yard away fromthe edge, was a platform It had been conceal ed by the
illusion of the void.

She | eaped across. The three-faced denon, following her, tried to stop, skidded on the

smooth floor, and fell into the crevice between the edge and the platform Screaning from al
three faces, it descended.

She was across, and she had three threads left, while Satan had only two illusions. It was
comng down to the wire, and for the first tine she had a genui ne hope of w nning.

She set herself and wal ked on, hardly exhilarated, still regretting the fate of the two

dammed soul s who had hel ped her cross.
She cane to another |arge chanber. Here there were a dozen denons of the kind she had

encountered at the river, all |ooking alike. They stood beside a huge set of bal ancing scales.

VWhat was she to make of this? The denbns made no hostile gesture; they seemed nerely to be
waiting. This nust be the final challenge -- but how could she solve it, when she couldn't even
tell its nature?

Then sonet hing occurred to her. Pacian, her second husband, had had a mind very like
Cedric's. Magic nusic and intellectual brilti&w -- "“\vj had \wsfi cousnms, so h was not surprising

that they shared traits. She had played ganes of riddles with Pace, too, and he had bested her
readily. Now she renenbered the first, at the sea of grass as they tried to approach Gaea's
resi dence. Twelve cpins, a set of scales. Eleven coins specified to be genuine, one counterfeit --
but the counterfeit | ooked exactly like the others. Only its slight difference in weight
di stinguished it. The problem had been to discover which one was the counterfeit, and whether it
was heavy or light.

Easy enough; it was necessary only to weigh all the coins in pairs. If two bal anced, both
were genuine; if the scales did not balance, then one coin was the counterfeit.
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Then each of these could be bal anced agai nst one of the others, and the counterfeit would
be exposed.

Except that only three weighings were permtted. It was necessary to weigh themin groups -
- and no conbi nati on of group wei ghings seened certain to isolate the |one counterfeit, |let al one
identify the nature of its difference.

Here were twel ve identical denons -- and she had just three threads left. Could that be
it?

Satan had two illusions remaining, it seened. Two de -- nons could be made to resenbl e her
son, concealing him-- but that had not been done. None of these demons had been masked.

Then she caught on. "One of you is ny son!"

Al of them nodded affirmatively.

"“Whi ch one?"

Al'l nodded negatively, refusing to tell

Way didn't the Magician sinply step forward so she could verify himw th a thread?

She considered and realized that, just as her threads were not nerely illusion-disposers
but also life-restorers and flying devices, so Satan's illusions were not confined to the senses.
Satan coul d have used one illusion to change the Magician's appearance to that of a denon -- and

the other to prevent himfromidentifying hinself.

More than that, she realized. Satan could have bound the Magician so that once she
identified him he would not tell the truth. Then she would have a lie for an answer, and when she
applied it, Satan would wi n.

Well, then, she would reverse whatever he told her, and have the truth.

But suppose it wasn't a lie? Then she would forfeit the gane despite having the truth --
anot her delicious irony.

She had to know whet her the Magician had been en -- chanted to tell the truth or to lie. A
thread would do it -- but would she have a thread | eft, once she found hinf

Her son was the counterfeit coin, in this Hellish in -- version -- and what he told her
could be either true or false. He could be honest, and be slightly lighter than the denons, or
di shonest, and be slightly heavier, for dis -- honesty was a sin and sin wei ghed down the soul
She had to know whi ch

She had three threads -- and now she knew that each one entitled her to one wei ghing. She
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had to | ocate her son anong the identical denmons, and determine his rela -- tive weight.

It seened inpossible -- yet Pacian had done it, and shown her how But that had been a
quarter-century ago, and she had forgotten the solution

This was a tougher one than the river-crossing; she knew that. She had barely sol ved the
other; how could she ever fathomthis one? Her advantage in threads had been nullified by her
| esser intellect and fading nmenory. Now she wi shed she had been the smartest woman of her
generation, instead of the prettiest!

A fireball manifested. It expanded and becane the form of Satan hinself. "So it has cone
to this at last, sad sack!" he excl ai ned.

She had been | ess annoyed during that confrontation in the Void, when he had call ed her
"cutie" and other such nock endearnents. But she held her peace. "I can win, Satan."

“Can you, old hen? Let's see you try!" He gestured, causing a throne of fire to appear. He
ensconced hinmself in it and settled down to watch

"Why not invite the whole world to watch?" Ni obe asked, irritated.

Satan shrugged. "The world? | think not. But selected parties, perhaps.” He clapped his
hands, and a wall of the chanber vaporized. Beyond it was a segnent of an anphitheater. Seated
there were all manner of denons and | ost souls, including the two who resenbl ed Cedric
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and Paci an, and the two who resenbl ed Bl anche and Bl enda. There were also the five ngjor
I ncar nati ons.

Five? Oh, yes -- she was not at the nonent Fate; she was just the soul ofN obe, perched on
the verge of dam-- nation -- or salvation. Cotho and Atropos had the body, and they shifted back
and forth as the nood took them

"Now performyour mracle of failure, 0 dismal dog!" Satan said sardonically. "Your
friends will see your hu -- niliation!"

Still she resisted the baiting. If she allowed herself to get rattled or angry, she would
certainly lose. She con -- centrated on the i medi ate problem Twelve coins, three weighings --
how could it be done?

She consi dered bal anci ng si x agai nst six. One group would certainly rise -- but would that

mean that a light counterfeit was anong them or that a heavy counterfeit was anong the others? If
only she knew the weight first! Then she could take the lighter six, if that happened to be it,
split theminto two groups of three, and weigh two of the three fromthe lighter group. If one was
light, that was it; if they balanced, then the odd one out was it. It would work as well if the
counterfeit was heavier. Such a sinple process!

But wi thout the knowl edge of the relative weight, it became a conpl ex process, a single
wei ghi ng determ ning not hing. She woul d need a second thread to wei gh the hal ves of one of the
original sides; if they balanced, then the counterfeit was in the other group, and she would know

its weight. Fromthat point two nore weighings would do it -- four in all. No good.

But as she struggled with it, she began to remenber. That odd-man-out system could be used
t hroughout! Wei gh four against four, with four out. If the eight bal -- anced, the counterfeit was
in the four remaining. Then

wei gh two against two -- no, that wasn't it. Weigh all four against one of the other
groups, now known to consist of good coins (denons); that would tell whether the coun -- terfeit
was heavy or light. Then -- no, one weighing wasn't enough to finish it.

Still, she was sure she was on the right track. Wigh just three coins fromthe subject

group agai nst three good ones; if they balanced, it was the odd one out, and the |ast wei ghing
woul d determine its relative weight. If the two sets did not balance, then it would be known that,
say, the counterfeit was light. Then a sinple weighing would identify it.

But suppose the first weighing of fours did not bal ance? Then she had the counterfeit
sonewhere am dst eight coins -- too many" for two wei ghi ngs.

She went over and over it while the audience waited silently. By chance she nmight win, if
the counterfeit fell in the right group. But she was sure that chance would not favor her -- not
here in Hell. She had to exclude chance and guarantee it in three weighings, regardless.

She was getting a concentrati on headache. No natter what strategy she tried, she could not
be sure of the an -- swer in just three wei ghings. Wiat was she to do?

The tears started. It didn't help that Satan spotted them and snirked. He knew he was

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (154 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:46 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%203%20-%20With%20A %20T angled%20Skei n.txt

winning -- and the audience knew it too. Her final humiliation was upon her.

Oh, Pace! she thought. How did you do it?

Then, as ifitwere the answer to her prayer, the solution canme. Pace -- or sonething -- had
responded. Her mem-- ory clarified, and she knew the key. "Exchange!" she excl ai ned.

She stepped before the scales. "You four -- get on this side," she ordered the nearest

denmons. They obeyed, (ronmping to the large plate. "And you four -- to this side." The next four

obeyed.
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When the eight stood on the two plates of the scales, N obe rel eased the fastenings and
let the plates find their levels. They were not in balance. Slowy the left plate descended. There
was a trifle nore evil there. This was the hardest case to fathom of course

Now cane the key step. She gestured to the innernpost denon on the left, and to the one on
the right. "You and you -- switch places."

The two denpons shrugged at this nonsense and ex -- changed pl aces. There was a nurnur in
t he audi ence. Satan scow ed.

"You there," she said, pointing to those remaining on the right side. "CGet off." They got
of f.

"You three,"” she said, indicating three of those in the unwei ghed group. "Get on." And the
t hree marched on.

Ni obe saw the I ncarnations shaking their heads. They thought she had | ost her conmon

sense. Bl anche and Bl enda were bowi ng their heads with regret. Nobody be -- lieved in her -- but
she knew what she was doi ng. She hoped.
The scal es, when the wei ghing proceeded, remained un -- balanced, the left side stil

down. That told her rmuch of what she needed to know. Had they becone bal anced, she woul d have
known that the counterfeit was anong the three she had renoved, and |ight, because she had taken
themfromthe light plate. Had they beconme un -- bal anced the other way, she would have known it
was one of the two that had exchanged pl aces; then she could have wei ghed the |ight one against a
good one and defined it, for if it remained light, it was a light counterfeit, and if it bal anced,
then the other one woul d have been the heavy counterfeit. As it was, she knew that the counterfeit
was one of the three she had neither noved nor switched, and it was heavy.

"You and you," she said, pointing to two of those three. "Wigh against each other." This
was her third and final thread.

The two did. They bal anced.

Ni obe turned to the odd one out. "Hello, Mgician!"

The I ncarnations, surprised, applauded. Blanche and Bl enda | ooked up in glad surm se.
Satan's scow deep -- ened.

But N obe knew it wasn't over yet. She could ask her son for the answer -- but what he
would tell her would be a lie. She had used up all her threads getting to this point;

she could not make himtell the truth.

She could get the truth by elinmnation. Only the truth was perfectly consistent; sooner or
later, a pattern of lies would trip itself up

"You have one question,"” Satan said.

"One question!" she exploded. "That isn't part of the bargain!"”

"One soul is on the line; one question to be answered."

That had not been her understanding, but she realized that she hadn't nade it tight. Mars,
too, had overl ooked this. The Father of Lies had found a | oophole. She was stuck with Satan's
i nterpretation.

One question! Had she been assured of a true answer, she could have asked, "How can | foi
Satan's plot agai nst Luna?" But his lie could be anything el se -- making that question an exercise
in futility. She had to find the ques -- tion whose Iie would be instructive. That was nore of a
chal | enge than she had cared for

Coul d she phrase a suitable yes-no question so that the lie would give her a direct
answer? Only if she pretty well knew the answer already -- and she did not.

Had Satan won after all? Not entirely, for she had got -- ten through to the Magician and
identified him She had threaded the naze. But until she got the answer she had
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cone for and got out of Hell, her soul was not safe. Nei -- ther was mankind.

Her gaze passed over the audi ence again. There were | the denons, licking their chops in
anticipation of victory. There were sone of the damed souls, |ooking soul ful. There was Mars, his
face set carefully neutral. He had nade sure Satan didn't cheat, but he could not hel p her now.

The I ncarnations -- the personifications of the najor factors governing the destiny of
man. Thanatos, who had assunmed the office and refused to take Luna's soul, be -- cause he | oved
her. A selfish reason, perhaps -- but it had caused himto face down Satan directly, thereby pre --

serving Luna for her eventual role in the salvation of nan. One may marry Death..

Chronos, who had simlarly fought Satan, in what was the future for the rest of them She
was glad, now, that she had conforted Chronos' successors in her past; they were all worthy
hol ders of the office, even the child, and had/would do their part in securing the salvation of
nman.

Gaea, who had hel ped significantly. N obe's daughter Orb seened destined to assune that
office, if the proph -- ecy carried through. Surely she, too, would have to over -- cone Satan's
evil designs, for the Prince of Evil always pounced on the newest and | east experienced |Incarna --
tions. And one nmay marry Evil..

Surely not! That was unthinkable! Yet -- she had in a sense given Ob to Satan. It had
only been a commitnent to keep her out of politics, capitalizing on Satan's error of
identification, but any commitnent to Satan was treacherous. Wiat had she let her child in for?
But Ob was a sensible and talented young wonan, if a bit short on tenper, and she well knew the
treacheries of the one who had struck directly at her in the Hall of the Mwuntain King. Ob would
never trust Evil
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Yet that prophecy kept coming true, stage by stage, in its own devious manner. N obe hoped
she was misinter -- preting its inport, here.

Thanat os had bal ked Satan's power by using an aspect of his own power over death. Chronos
woul d do it by manipulating tine. Each Incarnation fought Satan in his/ her own fashion. Now she,
as Fate, had to prevent Satan fromdistorting her threads of life. Sone aspect of her power shoul d
do it.

She felt a flash of realization. Her power -- because it was for her that the Mgician had
left his message. That limted the range of options considerably! The solution to her problem
should not lie in Thanatos' province, or Chronos', or any of the other Incarnations. It had to lie
with Fate. In sone special power that she, as Fate, could invoke.

But what power? She still couldn't ask what it was! Yet if it was a power of Fate, it had
to be a power of an Aspect of Fate. There were three Aspects; in thirty -- eight years she had
pretty well |earned the powers of Cdotho, and none of themrelated to this situation. Her

successor. Lisa, had discovered or devel oped a power she hadn't know about, the ability to change
her appearance fromone pretty young formto another, so perhaps there were others. But C otho
spun the threads; she did not manipulate themafter they were in place. So it really wasn't likely
to be C ot ho.

Ni obe had not been Lachesis | ong enough to fathomall her powers, but she had nade
progress. There could be sone nmajor power she had not yet discovered, but she doubted it.

That left Atropos. She knew very little of Atropos' pow -- ers. The job seemed sinple
enough, however -- merely to cut the neasured threads. Not really enough to warrant a ful
separate Aspect, when she thought about it. Could there be sonething they had not realized?
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Thi s had become a three-coin problem One coin she could set aside: Clotho. That left two
to weigh. If she knew which one had the necessary power, she could focus exclusively on that, and
have a nmuch better chance to discover it. This wasn't the direct answer she had sought, but it
woul d gi ve her a better fighting chance.

“"Magi cian, here is my question," she said. "lIs it Atro -- pos who has the power to defeat
Sat an's present scheme?"

"No," the denon-figure said.

There was a sigh of disappointnment fromthe damed souls, and a chortle of glee fromthe
denons. They thought she had failed; they didn't realize that the answer was a lie, or that she
knew it was a lie. The Magician had just confirmed her guess, giving her the key to victory.

Satan rose fromhis throne of fire. "So you have failed, and you are M ne, you wetched
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woman! "
"Cet away fromne, you foul fiend!" N obe snapped. "My threads are done, but so are your
illusions. | threaded the nmaze."

"But you |l ost your answer," Satan said, walking to -- ward her. Now flanes appeared in a
circle, enclosing the two of themand the twel ve denon-forns.
"I got ny answer!" she cried. "I knew fromny weigh -- ings that you had enchanted nmy son

to lie. Atropos is the one!"

"Ridicul ous!" Satan said. The ring of fire closed in, burning the denons, who di sappeared
one by one in puffs of flame as they were ignited. "Everyone knows you lost." He reached for her
and now his hands were flam ng too. "I have desired your soul for sixty years, and nowit is
M ne! "

"No!'" Niobe cried. "I cry foul! | have the answer!"

Mars stood. "Satan, you presume," he said. Hi s hand descended to touch the hilt of his
great red sword.
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Sat an scowl ed, but he paused, and the ring of fire paused too. Four denobns renmi ned
standi ng, including the one who was the Magician. "Your turn will come, Warnonger!" he nuttered.
Then, to the audience: "Then let the threadbare one present her answer, if she's got it. Here and
now "

"Agreed," Mars said. He remai ned standing, hand still resting at the sword.

So Mars had now acted directly to enforce the rules of the naze. She had been w se to
choose himas referee.

Satan's head swiveled on around in a full circle and returned to cover N obe. Now the
flanmes danced within them "Present your answer, saggy! | call your bluff!"

But N obe had not worked it out yet; she knew only that she had the key to it. "In due
course, stinkhorn."

"Now -- or forfeit!" Satan said.

"There is no tine limt, renenber?" she insisted. "The naze is finished only when | have

the answer -- or do not have it. | can take twenty years, if | want to. Isn't that right, Mars?"

Mars smiled grimy. "That is right, Lachesis. Tinme is not specified. | |acked authority to
agree to Here and Now, so | withdrawit."

"A bl essed | oophole!" Satan nmuttered. "Well, then, I'Il wait -- till Hell freezes over."
He gestured, and the circle of flames resunmed its contraction. "Wich will not be soon."

Ni obe knew that those flames could not hurt her -- not as long as the gane was unfi ni shed.

But probably they could make her quite unconfortable. Satan was applying a hotfoot to distract
her .

She concentrated as well as she could. So it was Atro -- pos who had the power. Therefore
it related to the cutting of threads. But Atropos could not cut a thread until it had been
measur ed, and neasuring was Lachesis' province.' If the pawns of Satan on Earth coul d be

elimnated by the
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action of Lachesis, why had the Mgician's answer ex -- cluded her? He should have said
"yes," so as to direct her toward Atropos, since he had to lie. So this should not involve
measuri ng.

What woul d happen if Atropos cut an unneasured thread? Well, if she cut the front end, it
was di saster; they had discovered that the hard way. But it was too late to cut the front ends of
Satan's agents in the Senate. They were already well established in the Tapestry. The other ends --
if they had al ready been nmeasured, cut to length and woven in, it should not be possible to cut
them Yet they could be cut, obviously. Atropos would never do it, because of the harmit would do
to the Tapestry, but --

She was on to sonething here. Wen Lachesis nea -- sured a thread, she determined its
potential. But not all threads lived up to their potential. Sone broke early and were |lost. The
nortal s thought of that as suicide -- a self -- arranged cutting. Normally the nortal instinct of
self -- preservation prevented that, but when that instinct broke down --

And there it was. N obe faced Satan. "When Atropos cuts a thread out of turn, after it has
been neasured and woven into the Tapestry, that thread will end despite the destiny Lachesis has
measured for it. An unfated end is a suicide. What Atropos does, in effect, is term nate that
person's inpulse to exist -- elinmnating the instinct of self -- preservation. Wthout that
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instinct, the average person will soon get tired of the routine frustrations of |life, and decide
to try the Afterlife instead. Especially if he believes he is going to Heaven -- or has a prom se
of preferred treatnment in Hell."

"I don't treat suicides any better than the others!" Satan exclained, his flanes
bri ght eni ng i ndignantly.

"But you have pronised preferred treatnent to those who do your bidding on Earth," N obe
said. "Such as the ones slated to replace the senators who have returned
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to enjoy their newfound youth. Well, those folk nay cone to you sooner than you
anticipate.”

“I'"1l assign themdouble torture if they do!" Satan raged. "I need themon Earth!"

"For twenty years or so," Ni obe agreed. "But when Atropos cuts their threads early, so
that they lose their indonitable desire to live, they won't care to waste all that time waiting
for their reward."’

"There is no reward!" Satan was al nost engulfed in flames now.

"I'n which case, why should they agree to your bid -- ding?" she asked sweetly. "You will
have a | ot of trouble garnering the votes you want if those folk realize that your pronises are
meani ngl ess. "

"You're bluffing!" Satan cried. "You wouldn't abro -- gate your own threads!"

"To save manki nd?" she asked. "Perhaps | would not -- but | suspect practical old Atropos
woul d. " "You bet | would!"™ Atropos cried fromthe audience. "And w t hout those corrupted votes,
twenty years hence, the final decision will be left to the powers that will be -- and the sw ng
vote will remain with ny grand -- daughter Luna!"

Satan didn't answer. He stood there, glowering, as the circle of fire closed in on them
both. It ignited the |ast denon -- the one who was the Magician. As the denon -- senbl ance went up

in smoke, her son stood there in his natural form A slow, grimsnmle was spreadi ng across his
face.

Then the flame engul fed her, blotting out the rest of Hell. But N obe felt no heat.
In a monent the air cleared. Hell was gone, and with it the audi ence. She stood in Mars
castle, where she had started this strange chall enge. She was back in her phys -- ical body, her

soul safe as an Aspect of Fate. Mars was
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standi ng before her, his smle very like that of the Ma -- gician

You did it! Cotho cried in thought, kissing her inter -- nally.

Good job, wonman! Atropos thought next. Niobe laughed with relief and delight. "Upon ny
soul!'" she exclai med. She knew she had a | ong and satisfying role ahead of her as Lachesis.

AUTHOR S NOTE

In the first Incarnations novel, featuring Thanatos, | ex -- plored the subject of Death
in a nanner not comonly seen in fiction. That novel seens to be doing reasonably well,
comrercially and critically, and nmy fans have re -- acted favorably. But | noted in the "Author's

Note" for that book that Death seemed to be | obbing shells at nme while | worked on the novel. This
was di squieting. Next year | wote the sequel, featuring Chronos, and explored aspects of Tine

that other witers may have overl ooked. | was then besieged by problens of tine, and really had to

struggle to conplete the novel on schedule. | don't believe in the Supernatural -- | regard it as

fantasy -- but | dreaded what | would encounter when | wote the next, on the subject of Fate.
Well, nowit is done, and this is ny report on the manner Fate has affected nme. | am

broadeni ng the scope here, for as | trust this novel shows, Fate is not a natter of a few nonths
or particular episodes; it is an ongoing tapestry of interacting Iife, fashioned fromthe tangled
skein ofreal --
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ity. So herewith my usual warning: the entertainment por -- tion of this book is over, and
this Note is of a nore in -- trospective nature. If you are not interested in the nusings of
anonynous witers, don't bother to read further; the novel can stand perfectly well w thout this.
How did | cone to wite Skein? Well, of course | went the usual route, presenting a

summary of the notion to the editor, who put out a contract on it, and in the winter of 1983-84
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settled down to wite the first drafts of the third Bio novel for Avon and the third Incarnations
novel for Del Rey. You will renmenber ny system | so arrange my year so as not to have to type in
my unheated study in winter, preferring to sit by the warm woodstove and pencil the first drafts
of two novels, then type themin spring. This really is no answer, though, because the ques --
tionis too linmted. How did |, an established science fic -- tion witer since 1963, cone to be
witing fantasy? Howdid | come to be a witer at all?

Let ne start at the beginning, because the true course that took ne to Ni obe was nore
devious and difficult than nmost folks would care to realize. If parts of this narration seem
unconfortably personal -- well, this is my nature.

There is an elenent in ny fiction that appeals to certain readers who claimthey don't
find it in nost other fiction, and nuch as | might be tenpted to call it Conpetence or Quality or
Genius, | really can't. There are other witers with these traits who are | ess successful than |
am | re -- gard nyself as a good witer, not a great one, and ny j current success has as much to
do with the efforts of the publisher and its sales force as it does with ny skill as an , author.
This isn't nodesty on ny part, false or otherwise; | it's observation based on ny desire to know
the truth, ! whatever its nature may be

| have what sone others would call an obsession with | truth, which nmanifests in a lively
curiosity about practi- j cally everything that exists or fails to exist, a very strong

desire for integrity -- and contenpt for its absence -- and an onery attitude about
ascertaining the facts and maki ng them known. This attitude has gotten me in a lot of trouble in
the past, but is paying off now, because | am working my way cl oser to conprehension of the nature
of ultinmate reality, and it helps. O course | have a way to go yet, before that conprehension is
complete; let's give it aml -- lenniumor tw and see where | stand.

Anyway, | suspect that special element in nmy fiction is the personal touch. | am not
content to follow the standard rules of plotting, characterization, and style, though these are
good rules; | want my fiction also to live. Wien | succeed, it does live for me, and | hope for mny
readers, too. | do feel what ny characters feel and | can cry, lit -- erally, when they hurt. |
can suffer pangs of parturition when I finish with a novel; of course the words remain, but | am
no longer init; it has ceased to be an ongoi ng aspect of nmy |life and has becone part of the

record of ny achievenent. Its thread has been cut, and | must pro -- ceed to the spinning and
measuring of the next one. But while I'min, | aminvol ved.

Sonetinmes | dream about ny characters. | love Niobe, | Iove Cedric, |I love Luna and Orb
they live in ny fancy much as living people do. Is it foolish to care for nonex -- istent folk?

Then leave nme to nmy foolishness! There is too nmuch insensitivity and isolation in this world;
there should be no shane in caring, even if only for constructs of the inmagination. Indeed, in

certain respects, | prefer imagination to reality and shall explain why. But this en -- tails sone
baring of the nerves and is unconfortable for sonme folk, including some witers. | happen to be
nore introspective and expressive than nost, so | do get per -- sonal in these Notes. Bear with me

I was born in Oxford, England, where both ny parents had their degrees. Qurs was a Quaker
famly, and ny father worked with the British Friends Service Conmittee
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in Spain, supervising their relief programthere during the Spanish Gvil War. As |
understand it, this was largely concerned with the feeding of hungry children, who had the worst
of it during the ravages of conbat. Cenerals |ike to speak of conquering territory and reducing
the eneny's conbative ability, but this is rough on the children whose territory it is; their
houses are destroyed arid their famlies killed and their food di sappears. That is the rea
meani ng of war, after the generals have played their ganes and noved on to new challenges. | will
have a good deal nore to say on the subject of the suffering of innocents in war in the next nove
inthis series. Welding a Red Sword;

too often it is the blood of children that accounts for the col or

This war in Spain went from 1936 to 1939 and presaged World War [1; the Nazi regine used
it as a kind of testing ground for new weapons, then turned that experience into sonething that
caused the rest of the world to take note. Many people were affected by the war in Spain,

including such literary figures as Ernest Hemi ngway and George Orwell, and science fiction witer
Ted Cogswel | ...and ne.

My father was arrested by the victorious Franco gov -- ernnment; he di sappeared, in the
manner that has nore recently been popularized in Latin Anerica, but was for -- tunate enough to

manage to smuggle out a note. It reached nmy nmother, and, arned with that proof, she was able to
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get the authorities to adnit that ny father was in custody;
they had, of course, denied it. Truth is the first casualty in war and in its afternath.
They agreed to release himconditionally: that he depart the country. That way the dictatorship

did not have to adnit to making a mstake -- dictatorships just don't nake mistakes -- and got to
take over the stores of food intended for children. | doubt that much of it reached those children
thereafter. Thus it was that we cane to America. It is entirely possible that had

this false arrest and eviction not occurred, | would be living today in Spain, perhaps
trying to wite fantasy in Spanish.

I was not aware of such details at the tinme, but | felt their inmpact. I was not in Spain
during the actual war; | remained in England with ny sister, cared for by "Nana," a British girl
hired for the purpose, as has been the customthere for perhaps a longer tine than Anerica has
been col onized. Thus it is not surprising that sone of ny ear -- liest and fondest nenories are of

Nana, whose actual name | never knew. Even ny nmenory may be skewed;

it was probably "Nanny." Then the tinme cane for nmy sister and me to go to Spain. 1 |earned
to nmy chagrin that Nana, who | thought was my nother or equivalent, was not going. W were to be
in the charge of two other peo -- ple, who were in fact nmy parents. They had spared ne the
possi bl e angui sh of separation fromthem before, by distancing thenmsel ves; they overl ooked the
di sconfort of this separation

1 don't want to nake nmore of this than it was, but nmy awareness of that separation has

remai ned with me throughout my life. The echo of it is apparent in the sep -- aration of N obe
fromher son; the things of ny Iife do nake their way into ny fiction, though not in ways that any
critic conprehends. | suspect the sanme is true for other witers.

In Spain | adapted gradually to the culture and the lan -- guage; at age five | was
begi nning to speak Spanish. My sister had a pretty, lacy Spanish dress. | would wake in the
nmor ni ngs and see the noving shadows of palmfronds cast against my wall; | viewed this as an

adventure, trying to guess which frond would dive farthest in the wind. 1 saw ny first novie
there. The Three Little Pigs. My nem-- ories of Spain are nore popul ous and clear than those of
Engl and, though not as fond. But then, abruptly, we left. Ch, it was an adventure; we traveled to
Portugal, to Lis --
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bon -- | renenber the hotel roomthere -- to board the ship Excalibur. No, as far as |
know, that nane has no con -- nection to ny later taste in fantasy, but perhaps it was a signal
As it happened, the Duke of Wndsor -- the former King Edward VII1 of England -- was taking that
same ship to the New Wrld to be Governor of the Bahamas; | re -- nmenber seeing his car hoisted
out of the hold at Berrmuda. The Nazis had hatched a plot to kidnap or convert themto their cause,
but that had been botched and he crossed the Atlantic unnol ested.

Again, nmy nenories of the tine are nore personal than historic; | was seasick, vomting
over the rail into the ocean -- the Atlantic remains polluted to this day -- and | had ny sixth
birthday at sea on August 6, 1940. The chef |acked sugar, because of the War, and so | was
presented with a cake made of sawdust, nicely covered with icing and candles. It was a surprise
when we cut that open! | was sonewhat put out at the time. Today, ironically, when I can afford a
genui ne cake, | can't have it, because of ny nmld diabetes. | think nmy daughters are jeal ous;

they' ve had many real cakes, but never a sawdust cake. For a present | received a
harnoni ca, which | played ceaselessly thereafter; | trust the Duke appreciated the nusic. | have
al ways | i ked harnoni ca nusic since then

it, too, appears in my fiction, nmost notably in the Adept series.

But this was ny second uprooting, though not ny last, as ny famly slowy fragnmented and

my parents even -- tually divorced. Gardeners will tell you that root-pruning doesn't hurt; |
hesitate to agree. | did not understand the problem though in retrospect | do. | had no
continuing security of situation; both the people and the places clos -- est to nme kept changi ng.
By day | got along, but darkness brought nightrmare. | would |ie awake at night, staring at the wan
lamp that was my only security from nocturnal nonsters.

If I were to personify nmy closest acquai ntance of these years, it would be Fear; | have
known it |onger and better than anyone el se would believe. | began to wet ny bed at night, and
this persisted, despite the efforts of others to shame, cure, or punish ne, until | was ten years
ol d;
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living folk sinmply |lacked the | everage ny nightmares had. | remenber being in boarding
school in first grade, when one of the bigger boys took off the sheet to expose me in ny soaking
nakedness. It didn't matter; what does one humiliation natter, when one is already in Hell?

My fam |y noved again, and again, and | attended five different schools in the course of
my three years in first grade. | |earned how to fight, because | had to; | just couldn't |earn how
toread and | wasn't strong in nmath, either. That may explain why | was later to be a math
instructor in the U S. Arny and an English teacher and professional witer in civilian life. In
the throes of this childhood | devel oped nervous tw tches of head and hands, and | counted things

compul sively. | suspect early tests showed ne to be of subnornal intellect. My physical growth

sl owed, then stopped; | becane the snmallest in ny class, nale or female. | suffered daily
stomachaches, and every few nmonths there would be a real gut-tearer that would incapacitate ne al
day. Not until | had a kid -- ney stone at the age of forty-seven did | experience worse abdoni na
pai n.

The only thing worse than being with other people, who picked on ne physically and
enotionally, was being alone. | would inmagine that it was all one interni nable bad dream and t hat
eventually I woul d wake up and be back in England, the | and of happiness. But it never hap --
pened, and in tine | accepted the fact that | was in Aner -- ica to stay. There is a direct
adaptation of this in ny three -- volume novel Tarot: a day in the life of an eight-year-old boy.
It isliteral. | retain an interest in Hell, as is evident in this novel. Skein. Wen | was wet

and shivering in ny
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bed in New England, my feet so cold they felt hot, | de -- cided that if Hell was hot,
had noTear of going there,

There is no need to detail all of it, though there is a great deal nore. | have, | trust,
presented enough to show that my early life was not perfect, and that the real mof imagination
seened to have nore to offer ne than did reality. In this, |I believe, was the root of ny later

passion for witing. How much better to organize ny worlds of inagination so as to nmake t hem neet
ny needs more com-- pletely! To come to terms with the nonsters that first pursued nme and
di scover the joys that |ay beyond. A pop -- ular song played on the radio while | worked on this
novel, one line going, "My dreamis real; reality is wong." Oh, yes\

I finally discovered reading, progressing in a bound from exclusion to conplete inclusion
in the world of print. Suddenly | was in The Cloister and the Hearth by Charles Reade, a novel of
the Mddle Ages witten in 1869, about three hundred thousand words long. It took nme nonths to get

through it, but | read every word faithfully, and | lived in that world, and was desol ate when it
ended. Later | got into reading fantasy and science fiction, and there were worlds galore for ne
toromp in. | read slowy but deeply -- to this day | ama slow reader -- and tuned out all the

world around nme in favor of the universe perceived through the wi ndow of the printed page,
sonetimes to the annoyance of others who thought | was being perverse. But | needed that other
universe; in a certain respect | owe ny sanity to it, for it helped ne to survive the rigors of
the real world. | had no solid enptional place to stand in reality; the fantastic genre provided
me with nmy an -- chorage. And so it was perhaps inevitable that | beconme a creature of that genre,
as | amtoday. Piers Anthony is ny strength; it is a pseudonym but nmore of ny reality is
associated with it now than with nmy nundane identity. |
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was al ways a nonentity in Mundania, and renmain so, but in fantasy | ama figure of

consequence.
Perhaps ironically, my nmundane existence has im-- proved steadily since ny teenage years
and is a good one today by any standard. | have been married nore than a quarter-century, have two

bright and heal thy daughters, and a pleasant lifestyle. O course, nmuch of this is runoff fromny
success in fantasy, for it is nmundane noney | receive for ny fantastic efforts. But even the
course of an inproving life does not necessarily flow snoothly. | have shown the foundation of ny
need to wite; of course it also helps to have sonme reasonable intelligence and creativity and
perseverance and |luck, and these have helped nme. But | feel in one mgjor respect | cane at ny
career via the nonkey's paw.

"The Monkey's Paw' is a fanmobus story by W W Ja -- cobs in which a couple is granted

three wi shes on a non -- key's paw, but each wish is granted in a nanner that nakes it horrible.
They wish for noney -- and their son is killed, so that the benefit cones to them They w sh him
alive again, and the corpse reanimates and ap -- proaches. At last they wi sh himdead again, and
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are left with nothing.

Well, the nmundane world gave me a wife, but | wanted nore; | wanted to be a successfu
witer. It was an un -- realistic anmbition; only one in a hundred who nake the effort ever breaks
into professional print. But for eight years | kept trying. Qur first child mscarried at four
nmont hs add was stillborn; that was not only a personal loss, it elimnated ny exenption fromthe
mlitary draft, so that, before ny first year of narriage was done, | was in the U S Arny. Qur
second baby was stillborn at five nmonths, at the tine when | declined to sign up for the U S
Savi ngs Bond program (as | recall, they then paid 2.5 percent interest) and was therefore renoved
as in -- structor and set to weed-pulling and simlar duties, as well
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as bei ng deni ed pronotion beyond PFC. It was also the tinme when | was naturalized as an
Anerican citizen; in the final courtroomcerenony there were forty-nine Arny wives and ne. That

event made the local TV news in Okl ahoma; you don't see too many PPCs in uniformget -- ting
naturalized. | also had ny first science fiction story accepted, by a magazi ne edited by Danopn
Kni ght -- which fol ded before paynment or publication, washing ne out.

Back in civilian life, our third baby was born prema -- turely at six nmonths, |ived one
hour, and died the day |I lost my good job at an el ectronics conpany and had a doctor advise ne

that the nysterious fatigue | suffered was all in ny head. One day in May 1962, and nuch of ny
mundane world was |ost, again. It |looked as if we would never be able to have a child of our own,
my ability to earn a living was shot, and | was in serious doubt about ny health, for | knew that
ny physical condition was not imaginary. It actually was ten years before it was diag -- nosed as
di abetes; in the interiml was ridered on insur -- ance for all nmental diseases. No joke -- and it
wasn't funny at the tine. One conpany tried to jack up my premumto al nost double in addition to
the rider; now !l once sold insurance, so | know that was blatantly unethical, if not illegal

So we | ost three babies, and each | oss was associated with dramatic and generally negative
changes in our mar -- ried life. But after that Day in May we gradually reor -- ganized. My wife
went to work, so as to earn our living while | nade a nore serious effort to becone a witer -- by
putting nmy full time intoit, instead of witing on the side. In that year | succeeded; | sold ny
first two stories. | was on ny way at last -- but | never would have had the chance, had any of
those first three babies lived. There was the nonkey's paw. My wife had to be free to work, and
our expenses had to be low, a child would have nul -- lified that. |I would never have sacrificed
my babi es, had

I known, had |I had any way to save them-- yet their |oss enabled ne to achieve ny

anbition. Thus it was that | becanme a witer, by the devious and often unkind mach -- ination of
Fate. Motive had at | ast been joined by op -- portunity. That sort of thing, too, is reflected in
t his novel .

So | had becone a witer. Even then, the devious route had probl ens and surprises. |
couldn't earn a living on stories; the word-rates were too |ow and editors too fickle. So | noved
into novels, and it was a struggle, because short fiction was ny natural length. It wasn't until |

sold my fifth novel, Macroscope -- actually the ninth I had witten, and it had been rejected by
five publishers, for
book editors are fickle too -- that | felt confortable in that length. Then | liked it well, and I

gave up on stories; today | have had nore novel s published than stories, which is unusual for a
story witer.

But by then | had trouble in Parnassus: a publisher was taking in noney for subsidiary
rights but neither reporting themon the statenents nor paying ne ny share. | pro -- tested in a
private letter -- and got summarily blacklisted. | protested privately to a witers' organization -
- which tunneled ny letter on to the publisher and advised ne that | had acted rashly and m ght be
guilty of Iibel

There were other conplications, but the upshot was that | got a | awer, got nobst of ny
money, |ost several publishers because of blacklisting, and departed in deep disgust fromthat
witers' organization, which was evi -- dently operating under false pretenses. | damm well did
have the right of the case and detest such dishonesty. After that, times were lean for ne, as a
writer; ny success fell behind that of others who had cone into the picture when | did, and
piled up a total of eight unpublished novels even as ny nanme was deleted fromcontention for
awards. Parnassus is no kinder than the U S. Arnmy to those who stand on their rights, and Satan
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But | had not lost all my publishers. | survived, though ny income fromwiting was not
great. My wife continued to work. Another witer showed nme how to sell novels from sumrari es,
rather than witing them conplete; that nmeant that instead of selling part of what | wote, |
wote only what sold. That one change in marketing caused ny incone to triple. Meanwhile editors
were shifting about, publishers were buying each other out, and nost of those who bl acklisted me
went el sewhere. Markets reopened. | can't say this was because the establishnment had any change of
heart; Parnassus, like dictators, doesn't adnmit error. Mainly it was that | never gave up and
now had an agent to help fight the war. It's harder for a publisher to blacklist an agent, because
he represents a nunber of witers, sone of whomare inportant enough to have clout. My | everage
had i nproved.

Two of the editors | had worked with on stories noved into books: Lester and Judy-Lynn de
Rey. They re -- mained interested in ny work. But there was a problem

I was writing ny science fiction for Avon, who had always treated ne well, and Avon had
the option. That is, in the vernacular, they had first dibs on ny next novel in the genre. So --
expanded into a "new' genre, one | had had little success with before: fantasy. It was a purely
tactical nobve, to take advantage of a new narket. Avon was gen -- erous enough to agree to this,
with the understanding that if Del Rey (technically that inprint didn't exist then, but let's not
qui bble) did not like ny fantasy, Avon would have the next crack at it. But Lester did like it,
and thus | canme to wite A Spell for Chaneleon. It wasn't perfect, either in sumary or in
manuscript, but | had the fortune to encounter in Lester an editor who knew what he was doi ng.
That, unfortunately, is rare in Parnassus. | revised the novel per his advice, and it was
publ i shed.

| had the additional fortune to encounter in Judy-Lynn an executive who knew what she was
doing; that, too, is

rare, but it manifests in the type of presentation, pro -- notion, and sal es push novels
get, and this can nake an enornous difference. Spell took off like magic. It won the August
Derleth Fantasy Award in Engl and, where they evidently hadn't gotten word about my bad reputation
A | eadi ng Anerican genre newspaper got sudden amesia and failed to |list the August Derleth awards
that year, and of course Spell took no Anerican awards. But it becane one of ny nobst commercia
novel s, and the Xanth series it comenced has about as many fans as any.

In this manner | discovered that | liked fantasy. Ch, | had always liked it as a reader
it just hadn't scored for me before as a witer. Now | found that it was easy and fun to wite,
and the readers liked it too. There was then devel oping a high tide in fantasy, fostered in
significant part by Del Rey, and | just happened to get into it intinme to surf my way to the top -
- through no initial effort of strategy or timng of ny owmn. Chance put nme into it -- or, if you
prefer. Fate. Once | was in, of course, | was quick enough to capitalize on ny situation. Thus by
this devious and seeningly coincidental route nmy serious career in fan -- tasy proceeded. My
income tripled again...and again. | now have a better career in fantasy than | had dreaned of as a
witer; reality has surpassed inmagination. One se -- ries led to another. And that, roughly, is
how | came to wite this present novel. Skein. It is not the path I would have chosen, but it got
me here. For those who tell ne they would like to be just like ne and wite fantasy the way | do,
| pose this question: do you really? Then go fetch your nonkey's paw.

Reality has a way of weaving itself into ny fiction, whether I will or no. | had many
notes for mnor exanples of this for this novel, but | fear they would becone tedious in detail
sol'll gointo detail on only one. There are sev -- eral major thenes that recur in my novels

that critics seemto be unable to perceive, such as the value of integrity or
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ny effort to nerge the city (science fiction) with the coun -- try (fantasy). These thenes
have conpl ex personal bases that | nay unravel at another tine; there is a good deal nore on ny
m nd than sinple entertainment, though | do feel that clarity and entertai nnent are paranount in
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fic -- tion. | normally wite on nmore than one level. The top level is Iike the conscious nind
concerned with imre -- diacies; the reader can buzz through and enjoy it without stretching his

m nd. The nether |evel gets into synbolismand feeling and neaning and thene; it puts on record ny
world view, for those who care to examne it. As far as | know, no critic has ever perceived this

level inmy fic -- tion, but many of ny readers seemto grasp it, and, of course, it is for theml
wite.

One of ny nmajor thenes relates to music. | believe that man is nost fundanmentally
di stingui shed fromanimal by his art, and an aspect of that art is music. | believe in the power

of nmusic, as | believe in the power of the word. At critical junctures in ny novels you will find
musi c, right back to the first one | had published, Chthon, which shows a quest for a broken song
and the effort to nake it whol e agai n; and Macroscope, where nusic is the key to the nystery of
the universe; and right on into my fan -- tasy series, this one included. The heart of ny feeling
isinsong. | try to name the particular song | have in mnd, because | want the reader to hear
the music too, and share ny experience. You saw it in Pale Horse in the hym scene, and the hint
of it in Hourglass as Orlene conmits suicide by her piano. (Did you note Ol ene's honey-hair, the
sanme as N obe's? Do you really suppose that's co -- incidence?) You will see it in Red Sword, when
a stutterer leans to sing, and enphatically in Green Mther, when Gaea sings with Satan -- and
falls in I ove.

And of course you see it here. The song that starts Skein is not identified in the text.

It is The Bonnie Boy, and the recording | have of it is sung by the Irish lass Mary 0" --

Hara. It tells the story as | have it in the first three chap -- ters, the romance of a
young woman and a bonnie boy, and its tragic end. O course | have enbellished it sone -- what --
but if you like ny story, perhaps you will also like the song. | don't know whether that record
can still be purchased. It is Songs of Erin, on the London |abel; | bought it in New York in 1959

The Shepherd's Song, in various guises and titles, has its own story: "Come live with me
and be ny love..." In the course of |zaak Walton's The Conpl ete Angler (sonetines rendered
"Conpl eat”), which dates from 1653, there are two songs presented, and these are the two used
here. Actually, the first one originated with Christopher Marlowe in the sixteenth century. As
poens they may not seem|like much, but with the nusic it is another matter. Seldom | suspect, has
a |l ove song had a nore enduring appeal -- or a snappier rejoinder.

There is a nore recent story on another song. The Wet -- lands Waltz. | have an interest
in nature, especially the wilderness environnent, as al so shows throughout nmy work, and in this
case it overlapped my interest in nusic. A couple of years ago one of ny daughter Penny's forest --

canp counsel ors stopped by to say hello and nmeet Pen -- ny's horse. Blue, who al so appears in
various guises in ny fantasy. The counselor's name was Jill Jarboe. This winter she sent Penny a
cassette tape: Songs fromthe Water Worl d.

It seens that Jill Jarboe had formed a group with four of the boys in the sumrer canp,

called it The Ecotones, and produced this collection of ecologically oriented songs. It's an
integrated group; Jill Jarboe is white, while Mke Carey, Mke Kinsey, Shaun Martinez, and Andrew
Rock are black. (I support integration, as may al so be evident in this novel.) This group is not a
hi gh- powered, big-pronotion thing; it's just an attenpt, | think, to pop -- ularize the worthy
cause of ecol ogi cal awareness. Penny
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nore or | ess put the earphones on ny head one norning as | was eating breakfast and
readi ng the newspaper, and turned on the cassette recorder, and there it was. | was inpressed;
they were nice songs, not your Top-Forty -- type popular stuff, but pleasant and quite to the
point for those who value Nature as | do.

So | used one of those songs here in Skein, with per -- mssion, and anyone who is
interested in obtaining the original cassette should wite to Jill Jarboe at the address listed in
the credit behind the title page of this novel. My reference to The Wetlands Waltz is actually
anachronistic, as the song did not exist in 1915 where this novel places it -- but of course
Chronos could have heard it and carried it back. This is, after all, fantasy; we are not nuch con -
- cerned with anachroni sm

Meanwhil e, as | worked on the several stages of ny witing. Fate stirred her fickle finger
in the ongoing mnor nmael stromof ny daily existence in sundry ways. Life does, after all, go on
and mine is packed with tokens of ny interests and orneriness. | bought another Songs fromthe
Water World cassette and sent it to an environnental organization of which I ama |ife-nmenber,
suggesting that they mght reviewit in their national publication for other nenbers who |iked a
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positive approach to ecol ogi cal awareness. They never responded. | might as well have dropped the
cassette into the Void. Then they sent me three separate formsolicitations for contributions. But
I had seen how they answered their mail, and the Golden Rule canme to ny nmind, and | did not
respond.

| bought sone of those sonic bug-repelling devices you see advertised all over, as | don't
like hurting bugs if they aren't actually biting me, but don't like roaches in nmy food or fleas on
ny dogs -- then had a nmonths-long hassle to get a refund, finally involving a visit to a | awyer
and a stiff note to the balky | ocal Better Business council, be -- cause the devices sinply didn't
work as represented. |

qgueried the "Troubl eshooter"” columm of the newspaper

is there any objective evidence that any of these sonic devices work? So far, none has
turned up.

Qur Basenji dog, who we adopted el even years ago after he was run over and the owner never
canme to claimhimor pay the vet's bill for rebuilding the bone of his leg with wire, died of
conplications of age in the quarter-hour that | received the hardbacked poster for Dragon on a Ped
-- estal used at the American Booksellers' Association con -- vention in Dallas: an unfortunate
juxtaposition. Now that poster graces the wall near the dread spot. That was not ny favorite dog,
but death disturbs ne with an intensity that others do not seemto understand. | know that sone --
day | will have to deal with the death of someone a lot nore inportant to nme than that dog, and |
don't know how I'm going to make it.

| went out on ny usual three-mle run, and returned to a different address; the Post
Orifice had swall owed our science-fictiony "Star Route" and di sgorged "Pinel eaf Lane" --
fortunately we had gotten to nane our own street -- sending us into a tailspin of address-change
no -- tifications, because our daily mail can amount to as much as ten pounds at a tine, W
received the notice in March 1984, advising us to notify all correspondents by the end of Decenber
1983. The P.O expects a lot of an anach -- ronistic fantasy witer.

| got into second-draft typing of Skein and hit a record rate for ne -- 65,000 words in
five days, despite a cold snap into the thirties that forced nme to bundle up as if in the arctic,
and a janmmi ng tab on ny manual typewiter. Seens there are only about two witers in the genre who
still use a manual nmachine, and |I'mone of them-- | think Harlan Ellison is the other -- but they
don't make manual O ynpias anynore, and this one is ten years and ten ml -- lion words old, so
may yet have to vault to the conmputer word-processing age, getting custom equi pnent so | can
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retain my special keyboard. You know, word-processing is hailed as a great boon to
witers, but | do nore actual witing in pencil and on the manual typewriter than any -- one
know who is in word-processing; technol ogy does not substitute for inmagination and a Dvorak
keyboard.

Anyway, after those five days | had to take three days off to catch up on forty nore
| etters. Happened again next nonth in the final five days typing of the submi ssion draft;

in one day forty-seven itens of mail arrived, rangi ng from packages of books to fan
letters, including one froma hopeful witer asking whether | would read his 800-page novel and
give advice how to get it published, one froma publisher asking for a favorable conment on its
encl osed advance proof of a novel, and one from another publisher who sent conplinentary copi es of
a novel | read and blurbed in Decenber. It's a funny thing, seeing ny nane printed on the cover of
sonmeone el se's novel; too bad they didn't bother to nmake the corrections of errors | called out.

| may have noted before the irony that when | had time to read everything in the genre, |
| acked the nmoney to buy the stuff; nowthat | can afford it, | lack the tine even to keep up with
what | amsent free. | suppose that's parallel to the cake problem | face as a diabetic. And a
note froman eight-year-old girl: nmy youngest fan so far, the sane age as Xanth. | answered that
one inmedi ately; after all, | was once that age nyself. The other twenty-nine fan letters from
that day 1'lIl tackle right after | finish typing this Note and nmy summaries of the final two
novels in this series.

| pinched the nerve in ny back three tines in succes -- sion, trying too hard on ny
exercises, and had to call a ten-day halt while the sciatica abated; now | am easing up on those
exercises, and that's a significant private turn -- ing point. Every year at ny birthday | note
the levels | do, and at ny forty-ninth birthday | broke all mny birthday records, but at ny
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fiftieth 1"l break none. |I'mtwo-thirds

of the way through ny life, and the tide has turned during this novel.

You know. Skein just might turn out to be ny fiftieth
book to see print. The witing of it was punctuated several tinmes by calls fromny agent, setting
up the sale of eight of ny back books in a package; those fans who bug ne about where to find ny
out-of-print material nmay soon have an answer.

During that sciatica -- that's a shooting pain in the leg where there is no injury; the
pinch is actually in the spine, but the body thinks it's in the leg -- | glanced at the pub --
li shed comrent | had nade a year before on Gordon Dick -- son's Dorsai series (actually it's the
Childe Cycle, but I don't know any better), and saw ny reference to "Ei -- |een?" therein.

Suddenly | had a painin nmy nind to match that in ny leg, for several days. In Dickson's novel Sol
-- dier, Ask Not we see the death of an innocent young man, drafted to fight a war he does not
understand on a far planet. He revives fromhis lethal injury |ong enough to speak the nane of his
wife, Eileen, as if trusting her to conme and nake the hurt go away. That tore ne up; | have a deep
feeling for those who are taken far fromwhat they have known and | oved, and who plaintively w sh
for re -- turn that is inpossible.

But on: we bought a videotape recorder, a great boon to ny daughters, who have nore tine
for TV than | do. Now they watch the weirdest stuff, some of it unsuitable for the fathers
of teenaged girls. Sigh. W also got a cord -- |ess rempte phone extension, so that | no | onger
have to dash fromthe study to the house just in tinme to catch the dial tone after the last ring;
that does sinplify nmy life. My daughter Penny finally got her driver's |license; whew One down,
one to go. My other daughter Cheryl took second place in a verbal presentation of her paper on the
conservation of soil and water. That was a fitting topic, during this novel; | had taken tine to
help drill her on it,
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and suspect she really took first place but that the judges were cl oset sexists. O course
I may not be conpletely objective.

1 saw a bright triangle of stars in the norning sky, so | ferreted it out in the star
books and di scovered it was the constellation Libra -- the scales. Yes, | was witing the coin-
wei ghi ng scene al ong about then. Libra is Pen -- ny's sign, because she reads a lot -- you know,
the Li -- brary. | finally got a line on a mysterious, lovely nelody 1'd heard in fragnents for
years; | think it is titled Twin Sons of Different Mothers. Renminds nme of this novel again, with
virtually twin girls, daughters of different nothers. | quest for nelodies as | do for story
notions; | am haunted by those that flash a few tantalizing notes and di sappear, |eaving nme
| ongi ng.

| also continued ny quest for the Perfect Ping-Pong Paddle -- and believe | have found it.
It's made of graph -- ite, very light and fast, and the backside has a "l ong pips" surface that
sends the opponent's spin right back at him nessing himup instead of nme. Lovely! | used it to
defend the honor of Fantasy at ny first SF convention, NECRON OM-CON, in Tanpa, in Cct-ogre 1983,
the nonth that three of ny novels were published. O course | took ny daugh -- ters with ne; they
loved it, and now they're con-crazy. One of ny correspondents attended, and when she intro --
duced herself | didn't nmake the connection. | wish | were better at spot nenory of nanes!

Phone call from Bowker, publisher of Fiction 1876 -- 1983, in response to ny curt note
about the way they listed some of ny novels under Anthony and sone under Piers, omtted ny first
New York Tines bestseller Ogre, Ogre, and listed ny nundane nane nine tines in succession. | had
suggested that they hire a proofreader, since this vol -- une costs $100 and i s supposed to be
conprehensi ve. They were apol ogetic, but nonconmittal about the proof -- reader. Call froma
Col orado fan who wi shed to visit nme;

he woul d be traveling with a school group of about twenty people and needed advi ce where
they could stay cheaply. My wife phoned about and finally arranged free canping for themat a
| ocal park, and we went out to talk to the park people and clarify that we had the canping permt
for them..and then the group changed its mind and went el sewhere. But the fan did come to visit
me, and | chatted with himfor a couple of hours. He wote later that it was the high point of his
life. He was generous;

I"ma pretty ordinary character in person, really not worth that sort of effort.

My wife spied a sale on sone nice enclosed book -- shelves; now we are in the process of
dismantling ny rickety prior shelving and setting up the beautiful new ones. At last ny file
copi es of ny own books are getting proper treatnent! | keep one file copy of every edition of
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every book | have published, hardcover, paperback, Brit -- ish, German, French, Japanese and so
on; at present that makes about 150 volunes, and it's grow ng.

In the spring cane the nmundane political primaries, and I had to watch the best man in the
field, fornmer Governor Reuben Askew of Florida, bite the dust in New Hanp -- shire. Once again the
political process wends its inevitable way to nediocrity. And | heard about a recent survey;

96 percent of Anericans believe in God, 90 percent of those also believe in Heaven and
Hell (it's hypocritical to believe in one without the other); only 4 percent expect to go to Hell
Ch, yeah? Well, | have news for sone -- one..

Thus nmy mundane life, proceeding in its petty pace fromday to day. You can see that when
the fantastic is removed fromny life, not nmuch of interest remains. If you fell asleep during the
| ast paragraph, | understand. Now it is tinme to separate fromthis novel, too, and | do it with a
certain muddl ed nixture of enotions. In one sense | amsatisfied, for | believe Skein to be a
decent
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novel . | feel nostalgia for the experience of it that is now passing behind me. | am
concerned as | anticipate its com-- ing course through the gauntlet of the publication process
and the cynosure of the great readership beyond. | feel advance resentnent for the scoffing sonme
reviewers will do about its nerits and denerits and the inevitable sneer at this Note. A recent

survey shows that the nore ignorant a reviewer is, the nore critical he is; any professiona
witer could have told you that twenty years ago. In fact Al exander Pope told us two and a half
centuries ago:

Tis hard to say if greater want of skill Appear in witing or in judging il

But he had the answer:

Let such teach others who thensel ves excel, And censure freely, who have witten well.

I am al so apprehensive about the flood of nmail this Note may generate when the novel sees
paper back publication. Ch, yes, | get nail on ny Notes; sonetines the reader doesn't bother with
the novel at all, just the Note. | had one letter froma person who fished ny novel out of a
trashcan, read only the Note, wote ne a fan letter, and (I suspect) threw the book back in the
can. But he really liked the Note. Well, 1 daresay he got his noney's worth.

| do try to keep up with ny mail, but after doing 702 letters |last year -- yes, | remin a
conmpul sive counter -- | see the handwiting in the figurative bruises ny head makes agai nst the
wal | , and suspect that ny performance in this respect will turn the tide and begin to ebb, as with
my exercises. They aren't all sinple notes, either; | have to try to nmake neani ngful responses to
those who wi sh to becone instant successful witers -- if |I had known how to do that, | could have
saved nyself eight years! -- or who ply ne with conplex lists of questions for their re -- search

papers, or try to convert me to Jesus (I cane to know Jesus when | put himin Tarot as a

character, but | don't think that's what they nean), or who are contem-- plating suicide. This is
no joke; there are sone very real problens out there, and I do not feel conpetent to address them -
- yet | have to try, because these folk really do want ny input, such as it is. | remnd nyself
that it is nuch better to be relating to ny readers than to be enotionally al one.

If Fate is the plot of Iife, then feeling nust be its content. To be known, to be needed,
to be loved -- this nmay be the true problem of our society. W see people turning to alcohol, to
m nd- and nood-affecting drugs, to ganbling, to casual sex both hetero and hompb, to violence, to
cults, to self-destructive behavior, when these may be but poor sublimations for the recognition
interaction, security and love they truly crave. Isn't it an awful irony that some of us nust even
turn to fantasy to gl ean sone senbl ance of the conpani onship we are denied in nundane exi stence,
and we cannot even cry "Eileen"! W suffer all manner of conpul sive behavior, in futile reaction
to fundamental inadequacies of enmption we do not conprehend.

As | worked on Skein, a woman was gang-raped on a barroom pool table; when the rapists

were tried and con -- victed, wonen of that community denonstrated in favor of the rapists.
Lovel ess sex pervades the nedia. Pre -- school children are sexually nolested by the staff of the
nursery -- and this is said to be only a hint of the abuse and incest that is not rare but is

typical today. Satan's nischief, surely.

Yet there is also joy in the world. Some find their solace in religion, in the belief that
God loves them Sone find it in close family ties. | nyself have gai ned sone share of the Heaven
of a close fanmly life, after energing fromthe Hell of the denial of it, but | remain scarred. |
don't like to travel, for as a child | found that ny travels had
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no returning. | don't like to |eave ny fam ly, because | remenber how fragile fanily
exi stence can be. Sone re -- gard ne as overprotective as a father, but | resolved at the outset
that my children woul d never be exposed to what | was and, after losing three, I know that no life

i s guarant eed.

| turn down nost invitations to be CGuest of Honor at conventions, not from any dislike of
peopl e or any fear of public appearances -- stage fright, like witer's block, |I conquered | ong
ago, and | amquite at ease anobng fans -- but sinply because there is nowhere I'd rather be than
hone. | trust that after reading this Note, those who have been di sappointed by nmy rel ative
isolation fromthe public will understand that there is nothing frivolous in this. It is one of
the ways | have conme to terns with the problemof ny own existence. | hope that what | wite hel ps
others conme to ternms with theirs.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Pi ers Anthony was born in August 1934, in England, spent a year in Spain, and cane to
Anerica at age six. He was naturalized American while serving in the U S. Arnmy in 1958. He lives
with his wife Carol and their daughters Penny and Cheryl in Florida. Hs first story was published
in 1963, and his first novel, Chthon, in 1967. Through 1984 he has had forty-ei ght books

published, with translations in eight |anguages. Hs first Xanth novel, A Spell for Cha -- nel eon
won the August Derleth Fantasy Award as the best novel for 1977. The fifth novel in that series
pl aced on The New York Tines bestseller list, and his five fol -- lowing fantasies did |ikew se.

He is currently witing three novels a year, and answering several hundred fan letters a year. H's
house is hidden deep in the forest, alnost inpossible to find, and he does his typing in a horse
pas -- ture.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt (168 of 168) [1/19/03 8:12:46 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%203%20-%20With%20A%20Tangled%20Skein.txt


