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And Eternity -- Piers Anthony

(Version 1.0 -- 12/12/2001)

ORLENE

Jolie was in France when she felt the pain. Soneone close to her was dying!

She was conducting a routine observation, animating a servant girl in the house of the nan
she was studying. She had to extricate herself in a hurry -- but not in such a way as to alienate
her host.

Pl ease, Marie -- sonething pressing has conme up. May | |eave you for a tine?

The girl was startled. "You will return?" she asked in French. She enjoyed their
associ ati on, because she was dull and Jolie was bright. Wen Jolie aninmated her, she carried
herself with greater flair and was nmore alert, and her enployer liked that. There was not hing
untoward in this, and the enpl oyer had no designs on Marie; he nerely liked to think that his
relatively egalitarian household was good for her

When | can, Jolie reassured her, comunicating mnd to mnd because she did not want the
girl to seemto be nuttering. | fear a friend is in trouble.

"Of course you nust go to her!" Marie agreed

She had spoken too loudly, and the enpl oyer | ooked up
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from his book. "Wat was that?" he inquired, also in French

Jolie took over. "I beg your pardon, sir. My mind garbled, and |I m sspoke nyself."

He smiled indulgently. "It happens to the best of us, and to ne also. But if someone needs
you, you nay have tine off, of course.”

He was a good and generous nman -- which was why Jolie was observing him "Thank you, sir.
But the need is not pressing. | will finish here.”

He nodded, and returned to his book. He was a portly married man, and Mari e was young and
shapely and not bright, but he treated her with perfect courtesy, nuch as he would a visitor
That, too, counted in his favor

Jolie returned control to the nmaid, and reverted to her honme inmediately. This was a drop
of blood on the wist of Gaea, the Incarnation of Nature. Gaea was at the nonent naking an
observation of her own: the pattern of weather in the nid-Pacific ocean, which night require

delicate nodi -- fication to weaken an untinely storm She felt the return, and lifted her wrist.
"Back so soon, Jolie?"
"Gaea, | felt the dying of one | love. | nust go to her!"

"CGo!" CGaea agreed. She was another ideal enployer and friend; she did not inquire into
Jolie's private business, either overtly or covertly, but allowed free rein. This was the type of
generosity afforded by one with such enornmous power that she could, if she chose, destroy the
worl d. Any of the seven major Incarnations could -- but their thrust was not to harmthe world,
but to preserve it

Jolie oriented on the pain she felt. In a nonent she was there.

"Ch, Olenel" she exclained, horrified. For there, slunped at her treasured piano, was the
| ovel y young worman Jolie had known for fifteen years. She was dying, and Jolie knew that it was
already too late. Stunned, she could only hover, unable at first to grasp the enormity of this
event. How could this have happened?

Then the body expired and the soul floated out diapha -- nously. It resenbled a
translucent filmnarked with a patina of shadow. The |ight color predonm nated, indicating a
positive balance; this soul was destined for Heaven

But the soul twisted as if still in pain, and a part of it clung to the dead body. Jolie
under st ood t hat phenonenon;

often it took time for a person to grasp the reality of death, and the soul hesitated to
| eave the confort of the famliar body. More darkness was mani festing; there was a surpris -- ing
anount of evil on this soul, though Jolie knew it was good.

"Orlene, let go!" she cried. "You will float directly to Heaven!"

The soul withed, drawing itself clumsily down. "No -- no," it said blurrily. "I nust not
go! n

"Orlene, it is Jolie! Your dreamfriend! | would not guide you falsely! You are good; you
have nothing to fear fromthe Afterlife! Let go your body, and you will soon be in Heaven!" Though
not as soon as one with less evil. How could the bal ance be so cl ose?

"I nmust not!" Orlene replied, still clinging.
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A skeletal figure appeared. It was Thanatos, the collec -- tor of the bal anced soul s of
the dead. He saw Jolie and paused, surprised. "You know this client?"

"She is ny friend, ny cherished -- alnost ny child,” Jolie said. "She has died, and
don't know why."

Thanat os gl anced at the struggling soul. "She is bound for Heaven; | can see that w thout
testing, though she could not afford very nuch nore evil. Let nme facilitate her passage." He
reached out with a bonefingered hand.

The soul cringed away. "No! No!"

"Olene, it's all right!" Jolie cried. "This is the Incarnation of Death, come to assist
you on your way to Heaven. Your pain of the body is over!"

"No, | nust not go! | must find ny baby!"

Thanat os nodded. "Ah, the baby; | renmenber now. Her son died ten days ago; he was in
bal ance, and | cane for
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himand talked with the father. A terrible irony, but destined. Gaea's error."

Jolie was astonished. "Gaea? | know nothing of this!"

Thanat os nade a gesture, and the soul froze in place. Tine was still, except for the two
of them "This was the bride in a ghost narriage; the ghost could not inpregnate her, so she had a
living conpanion, a man of sensitivity. She conceived by him the child to be the | egal heir of
t he ghost."

"That much | know," Jolie said. "She narried Gawai n, the ghost of a dragon slayer who was
killed by an allosaur, who needed an heir. Then she found Norton, who was just right for her.
had ot her business, so | did not check on her once | knew she was fulfilled and happy. Evidently I
shoul d have! How coul d she have | ost her baby, and died, when it was going so well?"

"The ghost prevailed on Gaea to nodify the genetic pattern of the baby to match that of
the ghost, so that there would be true continuity. Gaea did it as a favor wi thout researching, and
so incorporated a negative aspect of the ghost's heritage. The baby devel oped a recessive nal ady
that killed it, no fault of either of the biological parents. That was the point at which her fate
was seal ed; she could not endure without her baby, and was destined for suicide as soon as she put
her affairs in order. It is of course an unfortunate waste, but was fixed fromthe nmonent of
Gaea's error."

"Her baby!" Jolie exclained. "That's why she is resisting her passage to Heaven! Were did
t he baby go?"

"It was in balance, by definition, and could travel neither to Heaven nor to Hell. It
remains in Purgatory."”

"And she wants to be with her son! If he's not in Heaven, she doesn't want to go there

hersel f!
"But there is no point -- "
"Pl ease, Thanatos, |I'mher friend. Let nme try to help her. Does she have to go to Heaven
ri ght away?"
The cl oaked figure shrugged. "She does not. Her
AND ETERNITY 5

bal ance is actually fairly close, because she was born illegitimte, had an affair outside
her marriage, and com-- mtted suicide. Those three sins would have been enough to send her to
Hel | were she not otherwi se of virtually conpl ete goodness. If she exerts her will, she may renmain
indefinitely in the nortal realm as a ghost like you. | cane only because it seened she was
having difficulty extricating herself fromher body. | leave it in your hands."

"Thank you, Thanatos. | will take care of her until she accepts her situation." Then, as
an afterthought: "How can so nuch sin attach to her soul for being of illegitimte birth, when she

was not at fault for that? O for having an affair, when the conditions of her marriage required
it to enable her to have a baby for her ghost husband? O for seeking to help her baby, even in
the Afterlife?"

The skull seened to grimace. "God made those defini -- tions, not |I. Were | to have
authority, | would change them and allow only evil notive to stain a soul. But it is not ny
pl ace. | must operate within the set guidelines.”

Jolie sighed. She had known it; her question had been nostly rhetorical, borne of the pain
of this unexpected death. "I agree. But | amno person to attenpt to criticize the Incarnation of

Good. "
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Thanat os nodded, then turned and wal ked through the wall. As he did so, the scene
reani mated. The struggles of the soul resuned.
Jolie put out a hand and caught the hand region of the soul. "Peace, Olene, Thanatos is

gone! You do not have to go anywhere you don't want to!"

The struggl es dininished. The soul began to assune a belter senblance. "My baby -- "

"Your baby is in Purgatory. | will take you there, if you wish. | amJolie, your friend of
dreans; do you recogni ze me now?"

Slowmy the recognition came. "My friend of dreanms? | begin to renmenber, but..."

Jolie knew how hard it was to get organi zed after death;
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she had been through the process herself and had seen it many tines in others. Nornmally a
new y separated soul drifted either Heavenward or Hellward on its own, its direction determ ned by

t he bal ance of good and evil burdening it, and remnai ned unconscious until arrival. In Heaven it
assuned the formof its | ost body and seenmed like a living person in a new setting, and angels
came to guide it to its appropriate level. In Hell it also returned to seeming life, but had a
harsher wel come. Thus, to the individual, it seemed as if there were little or no transition

between the last breath of |ife and appearance in the designated real mof the Afterlife.

But some few were unable to travel directly to a realm either because of an al nost
perfect balance of good and evil or because their business anong nortals was unfinished. Thanatos
came to assist the former, while the latter often wandered for sone tine as ghosts. This had been
the case with Jolie -- and nowwith Ol ene.

"Yes, | ama ghost,"” she said. "I could not approach you in your waking state for severa
reasons, but when you slept and dreamed, | was your friend. You perhaps thought me a nere creature
of your inmagination, but this was not the case. | was sent by a friend of your nother to watch
over you, and that | did, until | saw you secure and happy. Now | regret |I did not follow you

further, for your life seens to have been destroyed during ny brief absence."

"Jolie, my friend of dreams,"” the soul repeated. "Yes, nowit returns. Howglad | amto
see you! WIIl you help ne find ny baby? | nmust have himw th ne!"

“I will help you," Jolie agreed. "But we nust talk, to give you tinme to acclimatize, to
| earn the ways of the ghostly existence, so that you nay operate with conpetence and confidence.
Let nme guide you to a better setting."”

Ol ene | ooked down at her body, to which she still clung. It remained slunped, one hand on
the piano key -- board, |ooking gaunt and unconfortable in death. "Are you sure | dare let go?
won't be | aunched to Heaven?"
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“I will hold your hand and keep you from Heaven," Jolie said. "Trust ne; | love you in a
way you hardly know. "

Nervously, Olene clutched her hand and I et go of the body. She did not float away. But
she was not reassured. "Ch, | wish | hadn't killed nyself! Yet if | hadn't -- "

"Cone, | know a house where we can relax,"” Jolie said, drawing her toward the wall

Then the door opened, and there was Orlene's lover, Norton. He stared at the body. "Ch,

O lenel" he breathed with horror, instantly knowing. "Ch, ny |ove!"

"Ch, ny love!" Orlene echoed, appalled. "Oh, why did | do this to you!'' She floated
toward him arns outstretched.

"He cannot see you," Jolie said, sharing the pain of the situation. "Few nortals know how

to see the supernatural, and few spirits can manifest visibly or audibly to nortals. | can teach
you -- but it will take tinme. Let himgo, Ol ene;

that aspect of your existence is over."

"I know, " the soul said sadly. "I just can hardly accept it. I wish | had | oved himas he

loved nme; then | would not have done this awful thing! But ny baby -- "

"Leave him it is all you can do now. Cone with nme."

Reluctantly, tearfully, Olene acquiesced. They left Norton staring at the body, and Jolie
gui ded her through the wall and away.

But as they noved, Jolie thought of her own death, the nenory triggered by the recent
scene.. She had died early in the thirteenth century, in southern France, victimof a crusader who
was trying to rape her. Her husband had tried to save her, but the agony of her wound was too
great, and she had begged himto let her die. He had done so, then fled the crusaders, his life
irrevocably altered by that experience. In retrospect she believed that she should have tried
harder to live, so as not to | eave her husband desol ate, but at the tinme the physical pain had
been overwhel mi ng. She had been selfish, thinking nore of her inmediate pain than of his long-term
pai n.
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She brought Orlene to the Treehouse in Purgatory, a place that was guaranteed private from
all except its mistress. It was in the formof a phenonenal |iving tree whose trunk was hol |l ow and
whose branches twi sted around to form upper chanbers. Here the two of them assunmed full human
shape and substance. Had either been nortal, there would have been a severe conplication, for
Purgatory time was different for nortals. But Incarnations and ghosts were imune to that effect.
Jol i e bade her guest take one of the

confortabl e vine-woven chairs.

"But how can | be alive again?" Olene asked, bewil -- dered, feeling her solid flesh.
“You are not, and neither aml|. This is Purgatory, where souls assune their living forns,
just as they do in Heaven and in Hell. | brought you here because it will be easier for you to

adj ust in your normal senbl ance.™

"But this is a house!™ Ol ene exclaimed. "A strange house, with | eaves sprouting fromthe
wal |l s and soil for the floor! How can this be the real mof spirits?"

Jolie realized that it was best to focus first on the basics. Soon enough they woul d get
to the specifics of the woman's situation, when she was ready for them

“"Al'l the Incarnations have hones in Purgatory," she explained. "They each have servants
and staff to assist themin their form dable duties. But the Incarnation of Nature prefers to run
her househol d al one, so that none may know her com ngs and goi ngs, and indeed it can be quite
difficult to visit. That is why | amcertain of our privacy." "This -- is the hone of Nature?"
Ol ene asked, anazed. "Yes. That is why it is alive. Al living things, and nost dead ones, are
her business. She is perhaps the nost powerful of the Incarnations, aside from Good and Evil."
"But how can we be here?"

Jolie snmled. "I ama friend of the Incarnation. |Indeed, | am her closest conpani on and
confidante, for all that | amnmerely a ghost |ike you. That is why | was able to bring you here.”
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"I thought you were just a dreamfignment -- a conpanion | invented in nmy sleep! You never
sai d anyt hing about Incarnations!"

"Not that you may renmenber at the monment," Jolie said. "It was not relevant. | am part of
a conpl ex skein, and amnot free to discuss much of it, but this nuch you may accept: | cane to
you by design, not chance, and | have |loved you as | would my own child."

Now Ol ene renenbered sonething. "You said you were a friend of nmy nother! But ny parents
never said anything about the supernatural!"

They were about to get into the wonan's history. That was good, because the nore tinme and
t hought that separated her fromthe concept of her recent death, the better. "You were adopted. |
referred to your natural nother, who had to give you up when you were just a few weeks old."

"A blind Gypsy," Olene agreed. "There was never any secrecy about ny origin. My parents
were al ways good to ne, and I amthankful to have cone to them | had hoped to be as good for ny
own baby as they were for ne." Then, abruptly, she cl ouded up, renenbering the tragedy.

"A Gypsy wonman gave you to your famly," Jolie agreed. "But she was not your nother. She
was a friend of your nother, before I was. Your nother conceived you out of wedl ock, and your
father was unexpectedly prevented frommarrying her, and she had ot her business, so had to give
you up. The Gypsy woul d have kept you, but fate denied her; it was her charge to give you to a
suitable Anmerican famly, and that she did. Your nother could have foll owed you, but el ected not
to interfere; by her own design, she et you go so that you could be a conplete part of your new
famly. Except that -- "

"She sent you!" Ol ene exclai ned.

"Not exactly," Jolie said. "It was another who did that. He told her nothing except that
you were well and happy. | came to you in your dreams and hel ped you to | eamthings you could not
ot herwi se have | earned, so that
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sonme day you might better understand the situation of your nother. In the course of that |
soon cane to |l ove you nyself, and now | regard you as nine too."

"But you are no older than | am"

"My dear, physically | amnot. But | died in the year 1208. | have been a ghost ever
since."

Olene stared at her. "But that's al nost ei ght hundred

years ago!"
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"Alnost," Jolie agreed. "I was seventeen, divinely

married, and | earning sorcery in southern France. But there was a crusade agai nst the
Al bi gensi ans, because they were resisting taxation, and the first thing the Church went after was

opposi ng sorcerers. | died, and ny husband fled -- but he prevailed on Thanatos to let himcarry
me with himin a drop of nmy blood on his wist. | could not quite depart the nortal realm you
see, because of an abiding evil in my situation, so | renained. Wien ny husband was confined in
Hel I, Gaea took ny drop of blood, and | becane her conpanion instead of his. | amonitting
consi derabl e detail, but that is the essence. | remain in appearance as | was when

| died: younger than you."

"So you are seventeen -- and eight hundred years old!" Olene exclained. "And you knew ny
genetic nother!"

"“And know her still. I can introduce you to her, if you

wi sh."

Ol ene considered. "No, | think I would rather not know. | would not see her as my nother,

and it could be awkward, especially since | ama ghost."

"Perhaps that is best. She knows that | have been in touch with you, but does not know
your identity or that you have died, and | will not tell her if you prefer."

"Do not tell her," Olene agreed. "I have sown enough pain already! But do tell me -- if
you are the conpani on of the Incarnation of Nature, howis it that you had occasion to interact
with others, such as my nother or nyself?"

"I am bound to Gaea by ny drop of blood, the sole remaining vestige of ny nortal body. But
she is busy with

AND ETERNI TY 11

many things which are hardly ny concern, and gives ne |leave to go where | w sh and do what
I wish. | always return to her when she needs nme, but nost of the time | amon ny own, and so
meet many folk, living and dead. At the noment | am engaged in a project to |locate suitable
candi dates to becone Incarnations, and this is a nost chall enging enterprise.”

"Incarnations! They are | ooking for replacenents?”

"Not precisely. They nerely want to have a pool of excellent candidates to draw from when
the need arises. The candidates in the pool are not notified, they are nerely observed, and then
when t he occasi on should cone, one of them may be tapped. It is better than allowing it to
continue at random | was observing a man in France, not far fromny nortal residence, when | felt

your dying. The observa -- tion is long-termand can wait, while your death was i nmedi ate, so
came right away."

"I would not want to keep you fromyour job! Once | amreunited with ny baby, | have
little care for what happens to me. | would rather be in Hell with himthan in Heaven wi thout

him" She was evidently sincere.
“I will help you find him ny time is not pressed." Jolie | ooked at the ghost. "But, if
may, let me get you into better shape.”

" Shape?”

"You | ook exactly as you were when you died. This is not kind". It might be better to
restore you to your aspect of health.”

"l can have no joy until | find ny son, Gaw. "

"Who?"

Olene snmled. "He was named after his |egal ghost father, Gawain. Gaw for short, or Gaw
Two. "
"Gaw, " Jolie agreed, understanding. "Cone, here is a mirror." She stood, beckoning Ol ene
to a full-length mirror set inthe living wall. It was forned of |evel water, tilted vertically;

Gaea preferred natural things, with sone | eavening of magic.

Pi ers Ant hony

12

The wonman | ooked, and was appalled. "I look awful!" "Your grief caused you to waste away.
You m ght have died in due course even if you hadn't taken poison. But as a ghost you nmay assune
any appearance, and it woul d be

pointless to remai n gaunt."

"But | have sinned by killing nyself, and should pay

the penalty."

"By the existing standard, yes, you have sinned. But
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your appearance can neither aggravate nor atone for that. If you are to recover your baby,
it may be best to assume an appearance that does not advertise your grief. W may have

to query many fol k."

Ol ene, gazing at herself, seenmed inclined to agree.

Li ke nost |ovely wonen, she was consci ous of appear -- ances. "Howcan I -- ?"

"As you beconme experienced in your present condition

you will gain proficiency in formchanging. But for now, why don't you just |ie down and

rest or sleep, while |I investigate the location of your baby? Think of the formyou wish to
assume, and your body will gradually approach it." "But | nmust search Gaw out nyself!" Ol ene
protested. "And so you shall! But there are queries | can make nost readily by nyself, such as
with the Purgatory Conputer, which is in a public region. Let nme do this while you rest; | prom se
that you will be the first to know anything |I |eam"

Ol ene wavered. "Can the dead sl eep?" Jolie | aughed. "The dead can do what they choose!
sl ept for centuries when ny husband associated with Hell. | did not truly cone awake until Caea
took me. | had much to catch up on then! Part of it |I |earned while being your friend, in your
dreans, for you were a girl of the nobdern

world."

"My friend," Olene echoed. "Those dreams -- | forgot

them by day, but they were wonderful by night! W did so
much together!"

"So nuch," Jolie agreed. "It was al nost |ike being

alive again."
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"And now | amdead," Olene said sadly. "Already | regret nmy foolishness. | wish | had had
your advice, before I..."

“I wish | had been watching!" Jolie said. "It is ny fault as much as yours." Indeed, she
felt the guilt! To allow this woman, of all those alive, to die so pointlessly -- Jolie felt she
had been crimnally neglectful. She dreaded the revelation she would at sone tine have to make.

"I think I will Iie down," Olene said. "So nuch has happened! | never expected the
Afterlife to be like this. It will take time to adjust."”

Jolie led her to a guest chanber in the residence. There was a bed of roses, literally,
fragrant and soft. "Rest, here, and I will return shortly," she said. "Renmenber, you are
absolutely safe here; no one, nortal or immortal, will intrude. Only Gaea and | can enter w thout
challenge -- or those we bring."

Olene lay in the bed. The bright petals rose up around her |ike the decoration on a
fluffy quilt. She closed her eyes and in a nonent was asl eep

Al ready she was | ooking better. The deep lines on her face were easing, and her gaunt body
seened to be filling out. She had been beautiful, very Iike her nother, and soon would be again

Satisfied, Jolie faded out of the scene

She went first to Gaea. This was easy to do; she nerely relaxed, and her hone drop of
bl ood hauled her in elasti -- cally. In an instant she was there.

It was a biological |aboratory. Gaea had assuned the formof a gallon of air, making her
effectively invisible. Jolie didn't have to bother; as a ghost she was naturally invisible, unless
she made an effort to manifest optically or sonically. Only another ghost or an Incarnation could
percei ve her now.

"Busi ness settled?" Gaea inquired, spying Jolie.

"Only begun, it seens,” Jolie replied. "My friend died

14 Piers Anthony

because she | ost her baby, and she wishes to find him | told

her 1 would help."

"By all means. You nean to check the Conputer?"

"Yes, by your |eave."

"Granted. As it happens, | have a spot of research nyself. Perhaps you could check that at
the sane tine."

Gaea was al ways polite about her requests. The truth was that she had conmpl ete power over
Jolie, who was now one of her staff nenbers, but she never abused it. Quite the opposite! It was
possi bl e that she did have research to do -- but as likely that this was nerely a way of
legitimzing Jolie's mssion. "Certainly. Wiat do you need?"
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"This is a genetic |aboratory. The gene splicing is routine, but the project isn't. They

have, they think, perfected a variety of fruit fly that will consune residual oil pollution, and
they are breeding it in sufficient nunber to col onize the GQulf coastline where the spill of
"ninety-five still festers. My concern is that a random nmutation could direct those flies

el sewhere. Here is the key aspect of the pattern; have the Conputer run a check for possible
mut ati ons within my specified tolerance.” She held out a

ghostly pebbl e.

Jolie took the pebble, knowi ng that the pattern was inbued; the Purgatory Conputer would
know what to do with it. "I shall be back shortly, Gaea."

"And perhaps, thereafter, we shall nake a visit," Gaea nmurnured. "If you feel inclined."

"Always." They never spoke directly of this particular matter; it was an understandi ng of
| ong duration.

The Purgatory Conputer had not been changed in twenty years. At this point, the equipnent
of the nortals was far nore sophisticated. But the Purgatory Conputer had nmagi c and personality,
and it did the job, so there was no push to replace it. Jolie had come to know it well, in the
course of her errands for Gaea; they got along just fine.

AND ETERNI TY 15

A CREETI NG, BRI DE OF SATAN, the screen printed as she entered its nain chanber.

"And half a greeting to you, obsol escent machi ne," she responded cheerily. "Got a pain in
your nuts and bol ts?"

NOT UNTIL TH S MOMENT, GHOST d RL.

"Watch yourself, or I'Il kick you in your data base."

YOU CAN' T. | T WOULD BE ANACHRONI STI C FOR A THI RTEENTH CENTURY PEASANT TO KNOW THAT TERM

"I | eam quickly, you overachieving word processor."

ENOUGH OF THI S FOOLI SH BANTER, EVIL EM SSARY. VWHAT IS YOUR WLL?

"Two items, you arrogant device. Run this sanmple through your files and see what it
mat ches. " She fed the pebble into a little hopper.

The conputer blinked. THERE is A 15% PROBABI LI TY

THAT THIS WLL MJUTATE | NTO A FUEL- EATI NG SPECI ES W THI N FI FTY YEARS. THE GREEN MOTHER W LL
NOT LI KE THAT.

"She certainly won't! How much damage woul d occur if that happens?”

DEPENDS ON THE FUEL. BY THAT TI ME THERE MAY NOT BE A LOT OF CRUDE O L LEFT, BUT |IF THE FLY
GOES FOR SYNTHETIC O L, THERE COULD BE A MAJOR DI SRUPTION. | T CAN BE EXTREMELY DI FFI CULT TO
REVERSE SUCH A COURSE, ONCE ESTABLI SHED.

“I'n other words, the nortals are playing roul ette agai n?"

ACGREED, SORCERESS.

Jolie sighed. The nortal realmcould be a real pain in the buttock on occasion. But that
was Caea's problem she nmight elect to force a prior problemthat would wipe out the fly before it
could mutate. The nortals would curse their msfortune, not understanding that they were being pro
-- tected from worse.

"Second item the present location of the infant Gawai n Juni or, otherw se known as Gaw
Two, who died ten nortal days ago."

Pi ers Ant hony
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NOX.

"What ?"

THAT | NFANT WAS TAKEN BY NOX, THE | NCARNATI ON OF NI GHT.

"Ch, ny!" Jolie breathed. She had not anticipated that. Usually babies were left to the
Purgatory Pl aypen, because it took some tine for themto achi eve i ndependent function. In the
Pl aypen they could mature slowy; elsewhere they did not. "Wat does Nox want with a baby?"

NOX DI D NOT VOUCHSAFE THAT | NFORMATI ON TO THI S MACHI NE.

O course not! Nox allowed few to know her business. She knew all of the secrets of the
worl d, and kept nobst of them "Have you any conjecture?"

CONJECTURE: THAT BABY | S THE GRANDCHI LD OF A PERSON SATAN LOVES, THEREFORE OF PROBABLE
I NTEREST TO HM NOX MAY HAVE SECURED THE BABY AS A LEVER

"But Nox needs no |ever! She can have her will of Satan -- or any male Incarnation --
anytime she chooses. | know, for | |ove Satan."

ADM TTED. I T IS AN | NSECURE CONJECTURE. THE MOTI VE OF NOX | S UNFATHOVABLE TO A MERE
MACHI NE.

"Or a nere ghost," Jolie said. "How may Nox be approached?"

THROUGH THE REALM OF DREAMS -- |IF I T IS FEASI BLE AT ALL.
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That was what she had feared. This sinple quest had abruptly become a conplicated one!
Ori ene was going to have real trouble recovering her baby -- unless the Incarna -- tion of N ght
chose to give himup.

and want to help her, so | asked her to sleep and resune a nore healthy form know ng that
she was conpletely protected here."

"There is sonmething you are not telling ne," Gaea said.

"Yes. If | may, | prefer to handle this nyself, though it may be conplicated."

"Can it wait a few nore hours?"

"Yes. It is better that she sleep until her recovery is conplete. And -- " Jolie
hesi t at ed.

"And there is nore you need to ascertain before she wakes," Gaea said.

"Yes. In fact, | think nmy husband..." She did not finish, as was their convention. Jolie's
husband was the current Incarnation of Evil, and all the other active Incar -- nations opposed
him Her marriage had been di ssol ved when she died, and he had later renmarried, so she had no
legal claim but they chose to nmaintain an honorary desig -- nation. The truth was that there were
private under -- standings -- and Gaea was Satan's current spouse. This was a technicality, and

the marriage had never been fornmally consunmated, but the two were indeed in |ove, and had been
for the better part of twenty years.

Thus Jolie was free to go to Satan, but because she was not evil, she was unable to
mani fest in his presence or in Hell. Gaea, with the powers of an Incarnation, could go to him but
did not because it would seemto be a conflict of interests. Both |Ioved him and he | oved bot h,
but they were unable separately to fulfill their desires. This was the origin of the unspoken
conpr om se.

"When it is done, ask him and | will tune out," Gaea said.

"Thank you. Orb," Jolie said gratefully. She used Gaea's private nortal nane only when
especi al ly noved. What she could not say was that by her generosity and understandi ng, Gaea was
al so sparing herself pain, for Oriene was her natural daughter. She had been conceived

18
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before Orb becanme the Incarnation, and as an Incarnati on she had deliberately neglected to
keep track of her child, so that she would not be unduly influenced by purely persona
consi derations. She had not asked Jolie to do so, but Satan had, and that was what had brought
Jolie to the child. Jolie had devel oped many other associations, as well as her program of
observations of candidates for future Ofices, so it was by no neans obvious that it was Ob's
daughter who had died. If Gaea had any suspicion, as she might when seeing the sleeping wonan so
like herself in outline, she kept it to herself. Jolie would tell her when the tinme was

right.

But if Gaea had reservations about knowi ng the identity of her daughter, Satan had none.
Olene was the child of the woman Satan | oved, and therefore he had an interest. If advice or
action was needed, Satan would not hesitate to provide it. That was an advantage to bei ng unbound
by

et hi cal considerations.

"l have appoi ntnents four hours hence," Gaea said. "I will see that you return in tinme,"
Jolie agreed. Then Jolie noved to Gaea and into her, superinposing her ghostly essence on Gaea's
solid one and animati ng Gaea's body. She could do this only with the permi ssion of the living
person and only with the active cooperation of an Incarnation. She had it. Gaea becane a resident
soul, and Jolie becane alive in her stead.

She wal ked to the mirror. Her features shifted slightly, so that her senbl ance became her
own instead of that of the host. Her clothing al so changed, becom ng that of her ancient norta
state: a long peasant skirt and rough bl ouse, unattractive in thenselves, but becom ng | ovely
because of the excellent proportions of her body. Jolie lived again,

sevent een years ol d.

She drew on one of Gaea's powers of travel: she reached up, grasped the invisible corner
of a page of reality, and turned it. Suddenly she was in the follow ng page, which was Hel
itself. The body of the host was proof against it;

there was nowhere in the cosnbs where Gaea could not go if she chose

She stood before a massive desk, and a sonber nale figure sat at that desk. "Hello,
Ozymandi as, " she sai d.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (8 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

"Hello, Jolie," the ancient king replied. "Go to the bower; He will be with youin a
nmonment . "

She nodded. They knew her in Hell, and knew her business; no one here woul d bot her her
and not just because they were aware of whose body she ani mated. She was Satan's |over, under his
protection; woe betide the denon who nol ested her! She was also the only good soul they were
likely to see here, and as such she was a considerable curiosity.

Jolie had deeply regretted dying young, and had in a fashion died again when Parry (as she
had known himin |life) was seduced by the denpness Lilah, for Jolie had been rendered unconsci ous
by the presence of evil. But now, protected by Gaea, she was able to enter this dread realm
freely, and she sawthat it really was not evil in the way she had i magi ned. Hell was a place of
puni shnent for evil, which was a different nmatter. The end purpose of Satan's work was the
clarification and purification of inperfect souls, making themfit for Heaven, and in that
fundamental sense it was not evil. Thus it was that her former husband, certainly a good nan, was
able to serve as the Incarnation of Evil, and she was able to love himstill.

She wal ked to the bower. She could have conjured herself there, but she preferred to take
her tinme and see the sights. There were no tortures in this region of Hell, perhaps by design; it
was very like a giant hall, with curtains in the |likeness of towering flames, and executive denobns
hurrying to and fromthe central conmand post. Ozynandi as had been installed by Satan decades or
centuries before -- she had never inquired about the details -- and had fashioned it to resenble
an infernal palace. It was actually rather grand.

The bower was a nodern apartnent, replete with conveni ences. Once the door closed, it was
i npossi ble for

20
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an occupant to distinguish this retreat fromone in the nortal realm Both Jolie and Ob
preferred it this way. She entered and sat on the plush bed.

Wiy was it, she asked herself, that to a man a liai son was al ways sexual ? She woul d have
been glad to come and chat w th himabout old times and new, requiring nothing nmore than tinme in
his presence and maybe a kiss or two. But she knew from experi ence and observation that this was
not the way of a man. He would not be good for nuch dialogue until he had conpleted intimacy.
Well, thanks in part to the power of the Incarnation and in part to experience and in part to the
sheer abandon of |ove, she was able to accom-- npdate himreadily enough. Her inperatives m ght
differ fromhis, but she did enjoy these visits.

He appeared. He seened to be about twenty-five years old and nore handsone than she had
known himin life. This was because he had chosen that age when he assuned the O fice; he had been
only eighteen when she died. He had devel oped confidence and aplonb in the ensuing centuries, and
garnered a great deal of experience. She hated to adnmt it, but the denobness Lilah had been good

for him fashion -- ing himinto a very fine figure of a man i n both appearance
and action.
"Ah, Jolie!" he said, and the manner of the utterance sent a thrill through her, as it

al ways did. He sat beside her, and put his armaround her, and drew her in for a kiss, and her
heart went out to him as it always did.

The man has magic. Ob thought, sharing the feeling. Their pretense remai ned, outwardly,
but the inner truth was that both of themloved this man, and both thrilled to his touch. They
forgot their disinterest in the purely sexual aspect, and soon were taken by the joy of the
experience, thrilling to his penetration and cul nmination with much the same verve he expressed.
There was indeed joy in sex, when it was right.

"I have only one regret now," he said as they lay cooling. "W can never have children.”

That rem nded her. "I have sonmething to ask you, Parry,” she said. As she spoke she felt
Ob fading out, granting her the privacy she had requested. She coul d speak freely now, and her
host woul d not over hear

"Anything, my love," he replied, kissing her hand. "Orlene is dead, and | nust help her
She -- " "Olene?" he demanded, recognizing the name. Then Jolie was weeping. She had held it
back, needing first to help the newy dead soul, then to run her errands, then to nask her enotion
fromher host. Parry held her close, but his body was shaking; he was affected much as she was.

Hal tingly, she described the events leading up to O -- lene's suicide, and her
determ nation to help the new ghost. It helped her grief to be able to express it to one she knew
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understood. For Parry loved Orlene too -- because she was his stepdaughter. Jolie had not reported
to Gaea, but had reported to Satan, and for ho evil purpose.
"So Gaw Two was taken by Nox," she concluded. "I nust find out how to approach the

I ncarnation of N ght."

"l have had contact with Nox," he said. "She alone could have taken ne fromthe denoness
at the height of ny passion. | dare not approach her, lest she take ne fromyou." He spoke wi t hout
the inflection of godhead, prefer -- ring to be Parry for this private tryst. "But | can give you
some advice. Look for her in the region of chaos, where Cotho goes for new thread, but turn to
the side before chaos is conplete. If you get lost, call for help; there is one who will answer."”

"But suppose we can't find Nox?"

"You will find her if she chooses to be found. |If she chooses otherw se, you are hel pl ess.
But | suspect she will |et you approach."”

"The Purgatory Conputer conjectured that she means to use the baby as a | ever agai nst

you.
"Nox needs no |lever against nme! | ama ngjor Incar -- nation, but | exist by the
suf ferance of Nox, as do we all

22 Piers Ant hony

She predates us, and can foil our powers whenever she

chooses. "

"But she has no power by day! She is only of the

ni ght!"

"She can influence us in devious ways. She has chosen

not to, but there is night in all of us. She understands us far

better than we understand her."

This was not reassuring. "Can it be coincidence that she

took this particular baby?"

"Hardly. She has a purpose -- and perhaps she will tel

you, if you go to her. She rmay have taken the baby for that

reason: to bring you to her."

"So maybe we'll find her -- but not be happy when we

do," Jolie concl uded.

"That is nmy fear. But you will have to ask."

"W will have to ask," Jolie agreed. "Have you told O b?"

"No." "That is best, for now," he agreed. "If Nox's purpose

is not malign -- and she has no need for nalignhancy -- then it

may be better to talk with her first."

" 'l hope so. Onh, Parry, | never knew the baby, but | hurt

for Olene! I wish | had been watching when -- "

"Only Fate could have known -- and | think she was not

wat ching, either."

Lachesis, the middl e Aspect of Fate, was also Orb's

not her, and Ol ene's grandnother. She did her job in the way she saw fit, but certainly
she woul d not carelessly sacrifice her grandchild. If it had becone necessary for her to do that,
she woul d have consulted with other Incarna -- tions, seeking sone better way through. No, this
seened to

be a thing only Nox was involved in.

"I must go," she said. "Gaea has appoi ntnents, and

| oo

"You want to follow up on this," he finished. "Do

so, and keep nme posted. | hope this is not nore than it seens.”
AND ETERNI TY
23

Jolie hoped so, too, but her fear was growing that it was only the beginning. She kissed
hi m agai n, dressed, and turned the page back to the Tree.

She separated from Gaea, and Gaea woke. "Your affairs are in order?" the Incarnation
inquired with a partial smle

"Sonet hing conplicated may be afoot,"” Jolie said seriously. "May | take | onger |eave of
you for a special mssion?"
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"As you wish. |Is there anything I should know, in case your return is del ayed?"

Jolie considered. She could not afford to say too nmuch, but it was only right to | et CGaea
know where she would be. "I think we have to visit Nox."

Gaea gazed at her. Then, w thout conment, she turned a page el sewhere, |eaving Jolie alone
with the sl eeping ghost.

Jolie went to the bedroom Ol ene | ooked nmuch im-- proved; the restoration had proceeded
nicely as she slept. It had, of course, been enhanced by the Tree; all the things of Nature were
strongest here. Soon the woman woul d be ready for the journey -- as ready as it was possible for
anyone to be.

Jolie took a chair and all owed herself to fade out. She would wake when Ol ene did. Then
there woul d be nore explaining, and a challenge of uncertain nature. Already the nystery of it
di sturbed her; nothing like this had happened Since she had joi ned Gaea.

Could this be an aspect of the great contest between God and Satan for dom nance of the
nmortal real n? She |oved Parry, but knew that in his guise as Satan he fully intended to take power
if he could do so. Yet even that did not seemto nake sense, for Nox had never before participated
inthis eternal struggle. No, it seenmed to be sone incidental ploy, of interest only to the
I ncarnation of N ght, and secret fromall but herself. Wth luck, it would prove to be a harnl ess
di versi on, something Nox was doing nmerely for amuse --

24 Piers Anthony
ment. Who coul d conprehend what m ght amuse such a

creature?

Jolie had little confidence in such |uck. She slept

wi thout truly relaxing. Her ghostly state nade sl eep unnec -- essary, physically, but she
certainly could use sonmething of the sort enotionally!

2

NOX

"And so we shall have to brave the Void to | ocate Nox," Jolie concluded. "That seens to be
the only way to reach your baby."

"Then | shall go there!" Ol ene exclained, brightening. She was now as | ovely as she had
been at the height of her nortality, though her grief and worry detracted somewhat fromit. "I
thank you, Jolie, for your support and research

you have given nme genui ne hope."

"We shall go there,"” Jolie corrected her. "I would not send you alone to such a
treacherous region."

"You have already done too nuch, my friend. You nust return to your interrupted task."

"My observations are ongoing and not inmediately pressing; this is nore urgent."

"For ne, yes, but it is not your concern. | would not -- "

"Orlene, it is ny concern,” Jolie said firmy. "I was watching over you, and | negl ected
that, and you died."

"l took ny own lifel"

"Because your baby sickened and died -- because his genetic pattern had been changed,
because your ghost

25
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husband sought a favor from Gaea without reckoning its consequence. | am Gaea' s conpanion
had | been watching, | could have warned her, and Gaw Two woul d have been spared. That is ny
guilt.” That was only part of it; she had let this happen to Gaea's nortal daughter! How could she
ever nmake up for that? She dreaded the inevitable tinme when she would have to tell Gaea.

Oriene gazed at her and did not speak

They left the Tree together. Gaea was off on another mission; they did not see her

There was an access to the Void at the edge of Purgatory, the one used by C otho when she
went to fetch nore thread. They followed the road, and then the path, through a dense forest. The
trees becone so large and cl ose that they shaded the path, making it seemto be dusk. Their
gnarl ed trunks seened to assune grotesque faces, the sinister recesses staring out at the
trespassers. Even Jolie, who had beconme faniliar with Purgatory and other aspects of the
Afterlife, found herself becomnmi ng apprehensive. How was it affecting Oiene?
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The great trees encroached further, their roots clutching at the path like tw sted tal ons.
A trunk bl ocked the path ahead;

they had to squeeze around it, only to encounter another in the way. Soon they were | ost
in the maze of dark columms, unable to see far in any direction or to discern a coherent path.
Jolie was not at all sure she could find her way out naturally;

fortunately she could always revert to her hone drop of blood, heedless of the route
between. |If that becane neces -- sary , she would clasp Oriene by the hand and bring her al ong.

The trees becanme gradually different. It wasn't just a matter of species, but of realm
their trunks were assum ng surfaces and colors not seen in nature, such as tinted glass or bluish
steel. Their foliage becane geonetrical, each |eaf fashioned as if by conpass and strai ghtedge
into circle, oval, hexagon or square. Light cane through, reflecting frommrror surfaces and
refracting through transparencies. This was now a fairyland forest, with bright rays splayi ng out
from many nexuses, splendid in an unsettling way.

AND ETERNI TY 27

The path becanme clear again -- but it diverged. One fork progressed into a region of
disintegrating trees, sone even floating upside down, their colors inverted, too, with green roots
and brown | eaves. The other fork wound toward sone kind of nountain. Perhaps both paths went
there, for both were devious, but would they rejoin?

The two wonen | ooked at each other. "I'mafraid ny expertise was left at the edge of the
forest," Jolie said. "I
have never been into this region before. | have no idea how to proceed."”

"I see that one path is better used than the other,” Oiene said. "Wuld that be
significant?"

Jolie hadn't noticed. The new ghost was recovering her nental acuity! "d otho, the
youngest Aspect of Fate, comes here nonthly to renew her supply of Thread, as | understand it. She
must use one path, and that one has becone worn."

"Does Clotho go to see Nox?"

"I don't think so."

"Then nmaybe the other one is ours."

Jolie shrugged. She had no better | ogic.

They took the path less traveled. It nade its way toward the nountain, which rose up
monstrously as they ap -- proached. The peak was lost in cloud, and the base seened to del ve down
bel ow the ground, as if it were no natural configuration, but an alien object set within the
scene.

"There is sonething strange about this |andscape,” Oiene renarked.

Jolie laughed. "You are just noticing? This is the fringe of the Void, where the | aws of
reality start breaking down!"

"Apart fromthat," Oiene said. "So far we have seen odd trees, but now -- | don't know. "
Jolie had to agree. The oddness was shifting fromquantitative to qualitative, as it were;
the trees were obvious, but now there was sonething subtle. "It seens to relate to the nmountain.”

When they reached the base of the nountain they had another clue: it was indeed set into
the terrain. There was a
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gap a handsbreadth w de between the | and and the sl ope of the nountain, and this was
mai nt ai ned bel ow. The gap extended as far and deep as they could see. It was as though the
mountain were a jewel set in the |and and had contracted slightly, |eaving a space. |If nothing
were done, in tinme the jewel would fall out of its setting and be |lost. Meanwhile it renmined, and
it seemed it was theirs to clinb. The path went up to the edge and on up the slope, neatly
i gnoring the

gap.

"Nox is there?" Oiene inquired, glancing up.

Jolie considered. "Wien Gaea is busy, or wi shes to nmake a point, she nakes it difficult
for others to approach her residence," she said. "Even other Incarnations |ack power to approach
her in her donain, unless she accedes. Nox is by all accounts the nost seclusive of Incarnations,
so perhaps this is her chall enge that keeps away intruders. If so, then it means we are on the
right path.”

Oiene grinmaced. Even in that expression she | ooked better than she had been when grieving
for her baby. The chall enge was taking her mind fromher personal problem and that was good.
"Then we had better get noving."

They stepped over the gap and stood on the nountain. The oddriess abruptly nmagnified; this
was definitely an unearthly structure! There was a vibrance about it, an animation not as of life
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but as of an awakeni ng machine with sophisticated circuits. Suddenly Jolie was uncertain of the
security of her ghostly state; whatever was here seenmed conpetent to capture her spiritual aspect
as readily as it nmight have her physical aspect.

Oriene, too, hesitated. "Sonething about this," she said. "I feel a power | don't trust."

"The power of an Incarnation, perhaps,"” Jolie agreed. "Sonetines Gaea mani fests physically
in the nortal realm and when a nortal becones aware of her, he is awed by her nere presence. This
feels somewhat like that. An Incarna -- tion is to ordinary folk what a mountain is to a nol ehill
They have powers we hardly dare dreamof. If this

AND ETERNI TT 29

nountain is of Nox, she is aware of us, and we are in her power."

"She wants us to desist?"

"I think if she wanted that, she woul d have renoved the nmountain entirely, or nade the
path inpenetrable. No, | suspect this is merely her warning: we are in her territory now, and nust
obey her rules. She will let us proceed if she chooses."

Oriene gazed up the slope. "You say she is the Incarnation of Night, yet this is light."

"I confess | don't understand this aspect, but surely we shall be in darkness before we
reach her."

"Let's hope it is only physical."

Then Oriene noticed something in the path. It |ooked like a stick, jamed in so as to
stand vertically. But it wasn't natural; the upper end was shaped into a handle.

Jolie reached down to take it, but her hand passed through it. "An illusion!" she said,
hardly amused. In a sense, everything here was illusory, including thenselves, but so far it had
all been in a common framework, interacting as if physical. She didn't want the confusion of
| ayered il l usions.

"You nmean it isn't real?" Oiene inquired, reaching for it herself. This sort of thing
evidently remained a novelty to her.

"It's real, just not on the same plane -- the sane |evel of being," Jolie explained.
"There are an infinite nunber of planes of being, and the Incarnations can craft themto their
needs. W, as ghosts, are on one plane, and seemsolid here, but not on Earth. It depends. This
nmust be Nox's doing."

Ol ene's hand touched the stick. "But it's real!" she exclained. Her fingers closed about
the handl e and she drew it out of the ground. "A wand!"

"A magic wand!" Jolie agreed, trying to touch it and failing again. "One only you can
wield"

"But what can | do with it? | know nothing about this!"

30 Piers Anthony

"I't must have been left for you. This may be Nox's invitation for you to proceed. The wand
may be the key to

progress when sone barrier appears.”

"You nmean | wave it and nagi ¢ happens?" Oiene

waved it experimentally. Nothing happened.

"You may have to invoke it," Jolie offered, "But it's

best not to play with unknown nagic. Keep it with you, and

invoke it only at need.”

Ori ene nodded. "I have magic, but it doesn't focus on

inanimate things. | can't tell whether this wand is good or evil or neutral, but | suppose
I would be foolish to set it

aside until | discover its purpose.”

"I think so," Jolie said. "Nox evidently has sonet hing

in mnd for you." She was reassured by this evidence, but not conpletely; if Nox was
wat chi ng t hem and want ed t hem

to proceed, why the nystery?

They nmoved on up the path. In this region they seened

solid and alive, for this was at the fringe of Purgatory, but they did not get hungry or
tire in the way a nortal might. They made good progress, following the path in what they hoped was
a spiraling ascent. It mght have been nore direct to go straight up the side, but there were
| oose rocks and steep faces and prickly briars that seenmed worth avoi ding. They were both dressed
in light blouses and skirts and confortable slippers, having no way to antici pate what they mi ght
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encounter in their approach to Nox. So far, this was good enough. Jolie had expected to conjure
what ever outfits they required, for the magic she had learned in life remained with her in death,
and i ndeed had grown with experience. But when she had tried to conjure sturdier wal king shoes, it
hadn't taken; it seened that Nox banned

nmagi ¢ ot her than her own here.

Ori ene paused, listening. "Wat is that sound?"

Jolie concentrated. There was a faint humming or buzzing in the distance, getting | ouder.

" Bees?"
"Do bees swarmin the Afterlife?" "I never heard of it. Bees and npbst other creatures seem
AND ETERNI TY
31

to have their own Afterlife, which only rarely intersects ours. This could be one of those
i ntersections, though."

"I'f we remain perfectly still, they should pass wi thout nolesting us. Norton was a man of
the wi | derness; he educated ne on the beauties of nature.”
Norton was her lover, inlife -- the one who had sired her baby. He had arrived just as

Jolie guided Oriene away from her dead body. Jolie kept silent, so as not to encourage saddeni ng
nmenori es.

The noi se increased, developing a rattle. That didn't sound |ike bees!

Then the source cane into view a cloud of things that junped and fluttered and descended.
There seened to be thousands of them

"Locusts!" Oriene exclaimd. "I thought those were abolished decades ago!"”

"The rules are different here," Jolie rem nded her. "I think we'd better hide."

"But |ocusts eat only plants!""

"Among the nortals.” Jolie headed for the bushes beside the path.

Oiene hesitated, then foll owed her exanple just as the vanguard of the swarm arrived.

The insects | anded and began to chonp. The foliage of the bushes di sappeared. In a nonent
the |l ocusts were dropping onto Jolie and chonping at her cl ot hing.

She couldn't help herself; she was revolted by the contact. "Away!" she cried, brushing
frantically at them "Of! Of!" She hated to touch them but hated worse to |et

them touch her. She heard Oriene exclaiming simlarly in the next bush

Then the | ocusts began to bite flesh. Jolie screamed, and Oriene echoed her. Both | eaped
out of their bushes, flailing at the horrible creatures. The |locusts clung, continuing to bite;
their feet hooked in, making it as easy to crush themas to renove them More descended, cl oaking
the wonen with their |oathsone bodies

32
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"The wand!" Jolie cried. "Try it now" "I invoke you!" Ol ene screaned, wavi ng the wand
violently.

A cloud of darkness forned around the tip of the wand. It spread rapidly, enclosing Olene
and the | ocusts, then Jolie. It becanme night around them complete with stars.

There was a wenching of the cosnbs. Jolie felt herself turning around and over and inside
out, painlessly, but with vertigo. The biting stopped. The |ocusts were gone. The vertigo was
evidently too nuch for them

The cl oud of darkness dissipated. Light returned, pen -- etrating as the thickness of the
dar kness eased.
Jolie found herself on a slope -- but the nountain had changed. It was now alien. No -- it

was a nountai n-si zed depression! They were standing on the slope of a roughly conical pit. Yet,
oddly, it wasn't dark in its depths; it was |lightest at the base and darkening at its rim

Ri n? Jolie | ooked upslope -- and spied a giant done. This was not a pit, it was a closed
cavel!

Besi de her, Ol ene was gazing around with equal wonder. "Like the inside of a tremendous
di anond! " she

sai d.

Jolie had to agree. The walls of their prison were

faceted, and the whole was |ike an el egant cut. How had

they cone here?

Again Olene fathoned it first: "The dark cloud -- it phased us into the nountain!" she
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exclaimed. "W are

i nsi de the nountain!"

"But then it's upside down!" Jolie said. "Narrow at the

base and broad at the -- "

"It isn't, we are!" Olene said. "W were clinbing toward the point; now we are descendi ng
toward the point. W're inverted -- inside and upside down."

Indeed, it seened to be so. "That was one inpressive bit of magic,
got us away fromthe | ocusts by phasing us into the nountain, where they

couldn't go."
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"Well, you did tell nme to use it at need!"

They contenpl ated each other. Their clothing was tattered but still serviceable. Their
skins were abraded, but not seriously danaged. The | ocusts had not been able to do a | ot of damage
in the few seconds they had had.

"Do you suppose the wand can conjure us back out -- side?" Ol ene asked.

"That seens |ikely. But naybe we shoul d descend to the peak of the nmountain first, then go
out. That will save energy and danger."

O | ene nodded agreenment. They resunmed their travel, follow ng the sane path they had, but
fromthe other side

a slightly raised surface. Indeed, all of the |ocal contours seened to be the sanme as
those of the outside of the nountain, with the exception of the living portion: the grass, brush
and trees. The outcroppings of rock were pits here, and the depressions were nounds. On the |arger
scale this was an evenly faceted surface, but on the immediate level it was highly varied.

In fact, it seemed to be such a perfect inversion of the outer surface of the nountain
that increasingly Jolie won -- dered about it. She had thought the nobuntain was a shell, with an
i nside and an outside, and that the wand had phased themthrough that shell and put them on the
i nner surface. But such a nold had no need to be identical on inside and outside, and i ndeed was
unlikely to be. In fact, it mght be close to inpossible on a scale like this; such a thin film
following the exact surface of a mountain, should quickly collapse unless soundly buttressed on
one side or the other. This one wasn't buttressed outside or inside.

"Somet hi ng funny about this," Olene said. "I'mnot sure we're inside a holl ow nountai n;
think we're part of/it.'

"We'd be enbedded in it!" Jolie said, |aughing.

"No, sonehow we're reacting to the rock and earth -- the solid inaninmate parts -- as if
they are air, while the air is like rock to us now Gavity is reversed too; we're trying to fal
away fromthe planet, but the air is stopping us.

34 Piers Anthony

Normally we're trying to fall into the center of the planet, but the ground stops us."

"But we're not on the planet,” Jolie pointed out. "W're at the verge of Purgatory, which
is nowhere in relation to the planet, but mght be pictured as a two-di nensional plane sonewhere
between Earth and infinity. W seemsolid here because our ghostly state has better definition

Jolie said. "The wand

it's an illusion, for we have no three-dimensional solidity."

"Ch, | forgot about that! I'mstill thinking in nortal terms. Sonetines it's hard to
believe I"'mreally dead.”

"Your body is dead; your soul lives on. But | think you have hel ped ne answer a confusion
I was having. | thought this big dianond structure should collapse because it isn't supported on
either side, but of course | was thinking in nortal terns. The rules here are those of Purgatory
and illusion; this structure is as Nox nmade it, and there is no point questioning it."

"So it really can be us assunming a solid senblance, because if Nox defines the rul es of
interaction, that's howit is. Adreamworld."

"Yes, it really can be." Jolie glanced at her, bothered by something el se, but not sure
what. Oriene didn't seemquite the sanme, but Jolie wasn't certain that she had changed. Mybe it
was just this altered perspective again.

They resuned their descent, but were shortly interrupted by sonething new. The ground,
such as it mght be, was shudderi ng.

They | ooked around, al arned, and spied notion across the pit. Something was novi ng,
sliding across the surface like flowing water. The effect spread around the pit, toward them

"Aval anche!" Jolie exclained. "Or a snow slide, or”™ sonething."”

"Maybe water?" Oriene asked, peering at the stuff. It seened to sparkle.

"We've seen no water here before," Jolie said. "But it does seemto nove like it."

AND ETERNI TY
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Then the effect reached them Fine powder sifted down by their feet, and by the sound of
it, nore was on the way from above.

"That's not water," Oiene said, bending to scoop sone with a hand. "It's dust, or --
ouch! It prickles!"

"That's glass!" Jolie exclainmed. "G ound glass! O dianond dust! Don't breathe it!"

Oiene dropped her handful with alacrity. "But in a moment it will bury us!"

"Use your wand! We have to get out of here!"

Ori ene whi pped out the wand and waved it. "I invoke you!"

The darkness forned, expanding as it had before. In a nonent it enconpassed them The
vertigo returned.

It passed. As the cloud dissipated, Jolie saw that they were back on the outer nountain
am d the bushes, but higher than they had been. Their progress inside translated into progress
her e.

Oriene rubbed her fingers cautiously together. "No nore glass,"” she said gruffly. "O
di anmond dust. Wsh |I'd had a bag to save sone of it!"

"That's a relief! Apparently the things of the inside can't follow us out, any nore than
the things of the outside can follow us in. The wand is attuned to us alone, by Nox's order."

"Must be," Oriene agreed in that same gruff voice.

Jolie | ooked at her. Now she was sure: the wonan had changed. She was using a | ower tone,
and she seened a little larger than before. |Indeed, her body was nore robust. \Wat was happeni ng
to her? Jolie decided not to comment until she had a better notion. It mght be part of the
strangeness of this nmountain.

They proceeded up, following the path. But before long there was another threat. A giant
bird was coming down the slope, standing taller than either of them w th nmuscular |egs and a
thi ck, ferocious beak.

"What is that?" Oiene asked, taken aback
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Jolie was amazed. "I|'ve had opportunity to do sone research into this and that, over the
years. That |l ooks |ike one of the big flightless predator birds of prehistoric tines -- Diatryms,
maybe. "

"Is it friendly?"

"Unlikely. They were fearsone hunters."

Olene glanced to the side. "Maybe | can fight it off

with a stick."

"Don't try it!" Jolie cried, aghast. "They strike forward

with their |egs, to disenbowel! Use your wand!"

Ol ene hesitated, then brought out the wand. As the bird

charged, she invoked it.

There was a harsh, angry squawk. The bird plunged at

the expandi ng darkness. For a nonent the nal evol ent head projected next to Jolie's own.
The great beak turned to orient on her face, but Jolie was already ducking down into

the cloud. She felt the vertigo.

In a moment they were back inside the mountain and the big bird was gone. Now it was
certain: only those for whomthe wand was intended could use it. Olene was the only one who coul d
touch it or invoke it, and Jolie was the only other one it transported. OQtherw se the bird would
have cone with them for nost of its body had been within the cloud.

"I'mgoing to find a weapon,” Olene said. "I don't

want to be caught short again."

Jolie | ooked at her, dismayed. Now her face was changing, losing its beauty. The jawine
was stronger, and there was a shadow at the chin. Was she reverting to some primtive forn? Still,
it seemed best not to conment, for

there was nothing positive Jolie could say.

Fortunately there was nothing suitable as a weapon. "Damm!" Ol ene grunted. "Well, when we
go back outside, sure as hell I'lIl get sonething."

She was swearing now. She never had before, being indelibly fem nine. That suggested a
personal ity change keeping pace with the body change. Was sonething sinmilar happening to Jolie
herself? She didn't feel different, but
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then Orlene didn't seemto feel different either. It was surely Nox's doing -- but why?

As they descended, with Orlene setting a brisk pace, Jolie continued to ponder the natter
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ill at ease. Nox was the Incarnation of Night, really an ancient goddess, nistress of secrets and
dreans and all things hidden. This was surely a type of dream crafted for the two of them But
why shoul d Nox bother? It would have been easy for her to nake herself entirely unapproachable, or
to mani fest before the visitors at the outset. Wiy set this strange nountai nous chal |l enge for

t hen? What was the point?

Maybe it was a mischievous ganme. Parry, now Satan, had nentioned her with a certain awe;
it seemed that Nox had a way with nmen that was not to be denied. Maybe the | ncarnati on was havi ng
idle sport with the two wonen, seeing fit neither to tenpt themnor to banish them If so, it was
getting cruel

Sonet hi ng was happeni ng, again. There was no sign of the ground glass they had fled
before, but as they got farther down, the air was becom ng warnmer. Jolie saw Ol ene sweating, but
her pace did not dininish. The woman now had nore nuscle, and it seemed functional; she was
braving the disconfort of the heat as she might a private challenge, showing that it could not
daunt her. Jolie would have

preferred to avoid any such chall enge, but saw no alterna -- tive

"Sheesh, it's hot!" Olene remarked, wi ping her browwith a handful of her tattered
bl ouse, which she carel essly yanked out of her wai stband. That exposed her chest.

Jolie was appalled. Olene had been full-busted, her endownent nasked only by her denure

manner and con -- servative node of dress. Jolie had hel ped get her dressed after her recovery
from her predeath emaci ati on. Ni obe had been the nost beautiful woman of her generation; her
daughter Orb had fallen not far short of that, and her grand -- daughter Ol ene was cl ose enough

Now Orlene's bra was oddly shrunken. At the same tinme the muscles of her
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ains were larger. There was no | onger any question: she

was changi ng.

There was a swirl in the air ahead. Dust was being

sucked into a whirlwind. Jolie recognized the phenonenon, because of her association with
Gaea: it was a heat vortex, part of the mechanismfor generating a quick storm Gaea controlled
the elements, and could bring wind or rain or draught to any region she chose. Uncontrolled use of
the tools of weather could be hazardous, especially to those in

the immediate vicinity.

"We'd better get out of here!" Jolie said. "W don't

want to get burned."

"What's with this place?" Oiene denanded rhetori -- cally. "It's one damm thing after
another! Let's just see about this twi ster!" She forged ahead, right toward the vortex.
"Wait!" Jolie cried, alarmed. "That thing' s danger -- ous!"

I ndeed, the vortex wasn't waiting to be approached; it

was nmoving right toward them its winds screamng. Oiene's hair whipped about, and she
al nrost fell as the blast caught her. The wand fell from her pocket and bounced on

the ground.

"The wand!" Jolie screaned. "Get the wand!" Oriene saw it. "Christ!" she grunted, diving
for it. She

caught it. "Invoke!"

The dark cloud fornmed. The raging wi nd had no effect

on it. Soon they were both within it and wrenching back to

the exterior realm

They were closer to the summit, but Jolie was no | onger

concerned about that. She was in serious doubt whether this m ssion should proceed. Not

only were the dangers getting worse, Oriene was still changi ng. Now she was not at all
femnine. In fact --
"Oriene!" Jolie exclained. "Have you | ooked at your -- self?"

Oiene glanced at her with irritation. "Wat are you

tal ki ng about ?"
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"You' ve been changing! The farther we go -- no, it nust be the wand! Everytine you use it,
it -- "

"Quit stuttering, woman! What's the matter with the wand?"

"It makes you nore like a man," Jolie finished, horrified as she realized the direction it

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (17 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

was goi ng.

"For chrissake, girl, stop tal king nonsense! W've got to get on with this before
sonet hi ng el se happens. ™

"Didn't you hear ne? That wand is changing you into a man!"

"And you into a nonkey!" Oiene retorted, |laughing. She started up the path, striding
strongly. Her hips had narrowed and her feet grown, making her better at this. Apparently her
shoes did not bind.

Jolie stood for a nonent, appalled. Oriene refused to recogni ze how she was changi ng!

They were | ooking for Nox, Mstress of Night. This nust be a dream sequence, where the
nost outrageous situations were accepted as given. It was Olene's dream

Jolie was nmerely an observer. Thus it seened that only Jolie could see what was happeni ng.

Shoul d she urge a retreat fromthis mssion? That woul d probably be wasted effort; if
Oriene couldn't see the problem she wouldn't act to abate it.

Jolie hurried after, soon panting; she certainly wasn't changi ng! She | acked the nuscles
and inperative to stride boldly onward. But she was afraid of letting Oriene walk into Nox's den
al one.

Anot her nenace appeared. It |ooked like a nountain goat, but it had three horns -- and
three legs. Two in front, one in the rear, in each case. O hers of its breed foll owed,;

there was a flock of them There was no way to avoid themon this narrow ng nountain.

"I'"ve had just about enough of this crap!”™ Oiene snapped. She stepped off the path, took
hol d of a struggling sapling, and wenched it down. Its roots twi sted out of the ground, spraying
dirt. Oriene gave it another

40
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jerk and the renmining roots snapped. She had a serviceable staff.
She turned to face the tri-bucks. "Now charge ne, dogneat!" she cried. "You'll get roots

up your nose!"

Jolie, breathless fromrunning, was unable to speak. She was anazed at the strength Ol ene
had shown in ripping out the tree, and at the sheer aggression she was showi ng. But there were too
many of the odd creatures to fight!

The first creature charged. True to her word, Olene countered it with the rooty end of
her pole. The front pair of horns ramed into the roots and shoved the pole back. Olene, at the
other end, was pushed down the path, cursing. The creature tossed its head, throwi ng the staff
clear, and resuned its advance, the others cl ose behind.

"The wand!" Jolie gasped.

Oiene's lip curled into a snarl, echoed in her throat, but she did bring out the wand.
She evidently wanted to fight, but appreciated the odds against victory, so gave way grudgingly.
That was, of course, the man's way.

The cl oud appeared. In due course they were back inside the mountain, on the descending
sl ope.

Jolie didn't want to | ook, but had to. Her fear was confirmed: Ol ene was another stage
nmore mascul i ne than before, being larger, hairier, and now proportioned |ike a man. The exposed
bra hung pointlessly; there was nuscle rather than manmary fl esh there now. Was her genita
anat onmy changing simlarly? Jolie was sickly certain that it was.

"Well, come on, cutie, we're alnost there," Olene barked. She forged on down.

Cutie? Jolie liked this least of all. Wat was Nox trying to do here? Wat was the point
in turning a nice young woman into a brutish man? Was it a joke? It certainly wasn't funny!

Near the bottom of the pit they encountered another hazard. It was cold here, the heat of
the prior session gone as if it had never existed. Ice appeared -- but it did not stay

in place, it noved. d aciers were developing in the angles between facets, flowing as if
liquid, but they were solid. Ice was coni ng down behind them and wedgi ng toget her ahead of them
They tried to clinb over it, but it was slippery and numnbingly cold.

"Dam it!" Ol ene exclained, slanming a fist intoit. A slight patina of cracks appeared
at the point of contact, signaling the power of the blow, but that was all. "Wat is the point of
this interference?"

She perceived the external threats but not the internal one! "Nox is playing with us,"
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Jolie said. "Incarnations can be cruel."

"Well, | want to tackle her face to face!" Angrily, Ol ene invoked the wand.

When the cloud cleared, they were al nost at the peak. The bushes surrounded a small bare
regi on. That was all.

Ol ene was now conpletely nale; no vestige of fem -- ninity remained, except for the
tattered and i ncongruous clothing. She even had a |light beard. But she -- Jolie found that
desi gnati on anonal ous, but refused to concede the inner reality of the change -- still refused to
acknow edge her situation.

Olene tranmped on up to the top. "Well, at least there're no nonsters this tine," she
muttered with rough satisfac -- tion. "But where's Nox?"

Jolie followed. "She may not be here at all. This may nerely be her diversion for us, a
dream sequence that expends our energies but leads only to futility. The Incar -- nations can have
unusual ways to -- "

"Don't give me that noise! | cane here to see the bitch, and I'mgoing to see her! Were

is she?"

What an ass her conpani on had becone! But it was pointless, and quite possibly dangerous,
to dally here longer. They were in Nox's power, and if they affronted the |Incarnation, things
could get much worse

"Nox won't see us unless she chooses to," Jolie said carefully. "I think we should accept
the fact that she's not
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interested, and get off this nmountain before we annoy her." "Listen, doll, whose side are
you on?" Orlene de -- manded. "I didn't come here just to quit! Were the hell is

Nox?"

"This isn't wise!" Jolie said pleadingly. But Olene turned with nasculine arrogance and
ges -- tured at the sky with a fist. "A pox on Nox!" she bell owed. "Get your ass down here.

I ncarnation!"

Horrified, Jolie grabbed at Orlene's arm "You

mustn't!"

O'lene turned, trying to shake her off, but Jolie clung.

She had to get them away from here before sonething

terribl e happened!

Then Olene's eye fell directly on Jolie. Her nouth

pursed appraisingly. "Say, | never realized what a piece you are. Cnere, girl." Her
nmuscul ar arm canme around to

catch at Jolie's free arm

Suddenly Jolie was being hauled in and |ifted by a body

much stronger than hers. "Wat -- ?"

"G me a kiss!" And their faces were together

"Stop that!" Jolie cried, amazed and di smayed. She fought to get free, and managed to
twi st one arm away.

But Orlene didn't stop. She grabbed again, this time catching at Jolie's skirt. Jolie
tried to spin away, but the hold on the skirt inhibited her notion, and she fell.

Olene went down with her, pinning her to the ground. There was no | onger any question
about the hidden anatony;

it was mal e and functioning. Jolie realized that the situati on was al ready beyond protest;
she was unable to dissipate in ghostly fashion here, and she had either to fight free or fail to.
Why hadn't she taken warni ng when she saw t he

changes occurring in her conpani on?

She coul d, of course, revert back to her drop of blood. But would Ol ene cone with her --
and if so, would she revert back to her original formand nature? Jolie didn't dare risk it. She
fought, but knew she was | o0sing.

Then a cloud formed, not black but white, its vapors

swirling internally. "Wat is this?"
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"Nox!" Jolie cried, recognizing the strange, soundless way the |Incarnation spoke. She had
never seen Nox before, but Parry had described it.

O | ene paused, |ooking up. "The bitch is here?"
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"Cone to me, man-thing."

Ol ene got up. She stared at the Incarnation. The mists formed into a phenonenal woman-
shape, naked and beck -- oning, with withing tresses of vapor and two conpelling dark eyes.

Ol ene wal ked into the shape, enbracing it. Her loins thrust and thrust again, and the
formw apped itself about her. The face kissed her ardently. The nerged forns floated fromthe
ground, not noticing in their preoccupation

Jolie's amazenent was adm xed with disgust. Olene had tried to rape her, and now was
havi ng sex with Nox! How could she ever forgive either of themfor such a thing? She had only
tried to help a wonan find her |ost baby!

"There is much you do not understand® Nox said to her directly.

"There is nmuch | do not care to understand!" Jolie retorted, nade bold by her shock

"Here is part of it."

Then Ol ene energed fromthe white cloud, her female formrestored. She stood there, her
mout h opening in an 0 of wonder, horror and di smay.

Si mul t aneously, Jolie felt herself change. Suddenly she lusted after the wonan who stood
before her, her passion so conpelling that it admtted of no interference. She strode toward
O | ene.

Only to be intercepted by the cloud. "Love ne instead," Nox said. Her fenmle aspect was
the nost utterly arousing and inviting thing imginable, making any hunman body hopel essly crude
and cl unsy.

Jolie stepped into it, her menber stiffening. She plunged into Nox -- and found herself
floating, unable to achieve the culmnation. The frustrati on was maddeni ng.

Then the cloud dissipated, depositing her on the ground. "Renmenber!" Nox cauti oned.
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The two wonmen stood | ooking at each other. Both were fully femal e agai n, each appall ed.

"Ch, Jolie," Oriene said. "I don't know what -- | cannot ask you to forgive ne -- | amso
ashamed -- "

Under st andi ng was comi ng. "Nox made you into a nan
by mal e passion."

"But you were my conpanion, my friend! How could I --

Jolie woul d not have understood, except for the brief |esson Nox had given her. If Oiene,
unwar ned, had run ranpant, what of Jolie, who had seen it all -- and run ranpant herself the
nmonent the Incarnation afflicted her with the sane conpl aint? She was the one who truly knew
better, yet she had been hel pl ess before her abrupt desire.

Jolie said. "And you were overwhel nmed

"It seens that nen have passions that wonen do not," Jolie said. "I have indul ged those
passions in my own man without ever really understanding their nature -- until now "
"But nen do not -- " Oriene faltered, unable to say the word.

"They have | earned control. W did not have tine. Like a fire which bums out of contro
when unt ended -- "

"Renmenber," Nox repeated, her senbl ance returning.

"How can | endure this shame?" Oiene exclainmed -- and col | apsed.

Jolie ran to her, finding her unconscious. For the nonent, that was a relief. "Wy did you
play with us, Incarnation of N ght?" she asked, no |onger concerned about nanners.

"You have much to learn.” That, it seemed, was the extent of the answer they were to have.

"She cane to recover her baby, daw Two," Jolie said. "Please, Incarnation, return himto
her, now that you have huniliated us."

"I have her baby," Nox agreed. "I lent her his senblance as he will be when grown."
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Oriene, stirring, reacted as if struck. Jolie, appreciating her horror, interceded. "A nan
-- like his father."

"No!" Oriene cried in anguish. "Norton is not |ike that!"

"Li ke Gawai n!" Jolie exclainmed, catching on. "H s genetics were changed!"

"Li ke Gawain," Nox agreed. "As he will be, grown naturally."

"But he died of a genetic malady!" "Wich continues in his Afterlife."” Oiene was
horrified anew. "My baby -- still diseased! Qut of control!"”
"Leave himto ne," Nox offered. "I can control him" That was yet another horror. Oiene

fainted again. "Not that way!" Jolie protested, "G ve himback to her; we will cure himsonmehow "
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"Not readily. Hi s soul has been tarni shed; he can never exist free w thout extensive
revanmpi ng. "

"She'l | do whatever needs to be done!" Jolie cried. "Then you nust obtain itens from each
of the current najor Incarnations,” Nox said. "Fail in any, and it is lost." "She won't fail in
any!" Jolie promsed. "Here is the list. From Death, a blank soul, that the spoiled one nmay be
rei npl anted on a clean sheet, lacking the fatal flaw From Time, a grain of sand fromthe
Hourgl ass, that tinme may be reversed for the transfer. From Fate, a thread of life, to realign the
one spoiled. From War, a seed, to generate the violence inherent in nman as a heal thy conpetitive
spirit. FromNature, a tear, to restore aninmation in the newy inplanted soul. FromEvil, a curse
to put the fear of evil into the soul. From Good, a blessing, for this can be done only with that
bl essing. "

Jolie listened, aghast. That was an inpossible |ist! But she couldn't give up on Oiene!
"And when she gets these things, then you will restore her baby to her?" "Then will | restore
him" Nox pledged. "She'll do it!" But Jolie, experienced in the ways of
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I ncarnations, knew that it would be the nmracle of the mllenniumif she succeeded. No
wonder Nox had sought to discourage Orlene, by physical and enotional challenge; it would have
been better if she had given up on her quest.

Then Nox faded out, and after her the nountain, too, and great dark mists swirled up to
mask everything. Wien they cleared, the two were standing back at the fringe of Purgatory, just
before the path diverged fromdotho's path. In fact, the path they had foll owed no | onger
exi st ed.

3

VI TA

Jolie literally dragged Ol ene back to Purgatory proper, for the wonman had reverted to
i nchoate soul form intent only on drifting down to damation. Her bal ance had been good, and she
had fought to renmain as a ghost; now her bal ance had shifted bad, and she no | onger fought. But
Jolie refused to et her go -- not until she had consulted w th Gaea.

Once firmy in conventional Purgatory, Jolie was able to make the junp directly to the
Treehouse. She laid the linp soul on the bed -- but the noment she let go, it began to sink
through the bed, starting its journey toward Hell. She had to grab it again and maintain her hold.

How coul d this have happened? Souls weren't supposed to change their balance in the
Afterlife! Not suddenly, like this! They could have their evil ground out slowy in Hell, or
| eached out gently in Heaven, but that took centuries. It seenmed that Nox had done nore than
nmerely tease the wonan!

Soon Gaea returned. "You seemto have a problem" she remarked, noting the flaccid soul

"Nox teased us cruelly,” Jolie explained. "She caused ny conpanion to becone a nan, who
was then overcone
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by his passion, and he tried to ravish nme. For a nonment she changed nme, too, and | too was
overcome. | have been attacked before, and have sinned before; | was able to endure it. But ny
conpani on -- "

"It isn't like Nox to tease without reason," CGaea said. "She seldom concerns herself with
our activities, and seenms to have little interest in them There may be nore here than we
under stand. "

"She did agree to help the baby -- but gave an inpos -- sible list of requirements. W
woul d have to get sonething fromeach of the Incarnations.”

"It is also unlike Nox to bargain in such fashion. This is strange indeed."

"Now this soul is weighted down with evil, and | dare not let go. | feel responsible, for
I was with her, encouraging her to visit Nox, thus bringing this humliation upon us both. | don't
want to let her go to Hell on such basis, after she fought so hard to avoid Heaven so that she
could hel p her baby."

Gaea hesitated a nonent. If she did not know the identity of Jolie's friend, whomJolie
had carefully avoi ded nam ng, she surely suspected. She was being circunspect in her coments,
speaki ng generally rather than specifically. "Do you wish help in this matter?"

Here was the crux. Gaea could not help without discov -- ering for certain that it was her
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daughter at issue. How could Jolie confirmthat at this stage? Not only would it bring persona
grief to the Incarnation, it would represent a conflict of interest.

"Forgive ne, Gaea. | think |I do need help, but |I prefer not to ask for yours. You have
been generous in giving ne |l eeway here, and I do not want to inflict the consequences of mny error
on you." Which was true, as far as it went.

"Per haps anot her | ncarnation?"

"Have | the right to ask?" Wat she nmeant was that though Gaea woul d hel p because of
Jolie's closeness to her, other Incarnations mght be nmore cynical. Jolie knew them

all, except God, and they all accepted her, but this was a natter of courtesy rather than
respect. They were apt to consider her request seriously only if Gaea asked themto -- and Jolie
didn't want to ask for that, either. Wat a predicanent she had gotten into, unawares!

"My nortal cousin Luna is an understandi ng person,"” Gaea said. "She might be able to
advi se you."

Jolie hadn't thought of that. Luna was the one, of all nortals, nost in touch with the
affairs of the Incarnations. She was related to several of themin one way or another, and kept
conpany with Thanatos. She was a Senator in the nortal realm and so had consi derable power in
both the nortal and immortal spheres. She would be ideal for the kind of advice Jolie needed.

"Yes," Jolie said gratefully. "I will ask her."
Luna lived at an estate guarded by a fence of iron spikes and two hungry griffins. "Hello,
Giffith!" Jolie called to the red nale. "Hello, Gissel!" to the fenale. The two reared up on

their hind feet and struck at the air in salute;

they renmenbered her. Because she was a ghost, they could not have hurt her anyway, but she
never nmade a point of that.

She floated through the door, dragging Orlene's soul. "It's nme, Miir!" she called, for the
guardian within could touch her. Miir was a noon noth, a ferocious flying spirit Luna' s nmgician
father had tamed for her before his death. Like sone denons, he could nanifest physically when he
chose to, but he was mainly a protection agai nst supernat -- ural threats.

Muir recogni zed Jolie and folded his wings. They forned a bl ack cloak around his insectoid
torso, hiding his form dable talons. We betide the one he attacked! He renmi ned hovering in the
air despite closing his wi ngs, because he was not subject to nortal gravity any nore than Jolie
was.

"I's Luna avail abl e?" Jolie asked.
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Muir flickered. That nmeant he had darted to find Luna and returned here so swiftly that
the notion was barely evident. He nodded his head briefly forward, his antenna fl exing: she was
avai |l abl e.

Then Luna entered the room She was a beautiful woman of about forty, with brown hair.
Joli e had wondered before how the two al npost-sisters, Luna and Ob, could be so simlar in other
respects but differ in this one -- and suddenly, for the first tine, she realized that Luna had
dyed her hair, or nagically changed its color. Al the wonen of her family had honey hair of one
shade or another, simlar to Jolie's own, through three generations; Luna nust have, too, as a
child. Why had she changed it?

"Why Jolie,"” Luna said. "Wth a lost soul. You nmust have conme to see Zane.
private name she

cal | ed Thanat os.

That was the

"l have a problem" Jolie said. "I need advice, and
thi nk help."
"And not from Orb?" Luna inquired, lifting an eye -- brow. Her eyes were gray, |ike m st

over a placid | ake;

these at | east were natural

"May | speak in confidence?"

Now Luna realized that this was no casual matter. "You know | cannot commit to that in any
matter that affects nmy objective. Does this?"

Her objective was to thwart the efforts of Satan to take over either the nortal or
imortal realns, and it was generally known that there was a major crisis comng in perhaps four
years, where her action would be critical. Satan had been trying desperately to nullify that
situation before it occurred, and all the Incarnations had battled himto preserve it. Jolie, as
the consort of Satan, therefore had to be treated cautiously; she understood that. Her relations
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with Luna and the Incarnations were positive, but she was technically an agent of the eneny. Thus
it was necessary that Luna qualify any offer to help; she wouldn't help Satan w n agai nst CGod.
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"I don't think it does," Jolie said. "Not directly. But if nothing is done, it could bring
m schief to both sides."

"WI1l you trust ny discretion, if you tell ne without ny prior comitment to confidence?"

"Yes." For Luna cared about Gaea as much as any nortal coul d, having been raised with her
in lreland before the one becane the conpanion of an Incarnation and the ot her becane an
I ncarnation herself.

"Then tell nme as nuch as you need to, as quickly as you can." This was Luna's first
i ndi cation that she had pressing other business, but of course she did.

"I watched over Orb's daughter Oriene," Jolie said. "She was doing well, raised by an
adoptive nortal fanmily. She narried a ghost and had a child by her lover, in the ghost's nane;
this is a legitimte device among nortal s today, though technically sinful."

"Of course,"” Luna agreed. "I renenber that Ob had a child but could not nmarry the father
I amglad to leamthat that child did well."

"Not well enough,"” Jolie said, plunging on. "During ny inattention her baby was afflicted
with a fatal nalady. After he died, she suicided, determined to join him But she was good and
bound for Heaven, while he was in balance and went to Purgatory, where Nox took him | hel ped
Olene's spirit go to seek Nox, but Nox turned her into a man who tried to rape me and t hen had
relations with Nox herself. Now Oriene is burdened with evil and will not struggle to stay out of
Hell. 1 cannot tell Gaea, and dare not let the soul go lest it be lost. | amconvinced that Oiene
is not evil but was overwhel ned by the nmischief of the Incarnation of Night. | need sone way to
keep her here, as a ghost, until she realizes this and will resune her quest for her baby. Then
she may be all right, and | can tell Gaea wi thout bringing her nore grief than is warranted.'

Luna nodded. She possessed the | awraker's ability to grasp conplex matters quickly. "This
is not Satan's do -- ing?"
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"It is not his doing. It was his bidding that sent ne to Oiene when she was a child. He --
when he and | were married, as nortals, we had no child, and -- " Then Jolie was crying, caught
of f guard by the tragedy. Oiene had been much |ike a daughter to her, as she watched her in the
way that Gaea would not. She cursed herself again for relaxing at what turned out to be a critica
tinme.

"It occurs to nme that our interests may coincide,” Luna said gently. "I am organi zing for
the issue to cone, what may be the final showdown between Good and Evil of this sequence. | have
need of a soul to animate a nortal who is in a sinmlar state to Oriene's, for different but
sufficient reason. A soul that animtes a nortal host cannot descend to Hell until it |eaves that
host. Wuld Oriene be willing to animate that host until the host recovers?”

"No. It is ny will that holds her here, not hers.” "Then would you be willing to keep
Oriene in that host, and animate the host yourself, until you can persuade Oriene to do it? This

action would have a devious but significant effect in the war between Good and Evil, so you would
be serving CGood."
"But | am Satan's consort!" Jolie protested. "Even Satan knows the meani ng of honor -- and

so do you. Satan cannot openly support your action in preventing that soul from descending to him
but the forces of Good have no such conflict of interest. Can you serve Good to this extent, in
order to buy tine for Oriene to recover her

initiative?"

Jolie saw how cleverly this offer was designed. Satan

i ndeed did not want Oriene in Hell! He wanted her in as good a situation as possible
before Gaea learned of it. So, just as Gaea would not openly consunmate her marriage to Satan,
Sat an woul d not openly support Good. But his interest in this particular matter was the sanme as
Gaea's --

and Jolie's.

"Yes, | can do this,

Jolie agreed. "It will not be easy," Luna warned. "I think it best
not

to tell you the manner this relates to ny interest, but you will be charged with serving
that interest as it becones apparent to you, until you |leave that host."

"I agree to this," Jolie said.

"And | see no need to acquaint Gaea with what you have told ne, until there is a better

resolution,” Luna said. "Now | nust go, but Zane will be along presently, and he will take you to
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the girl."

“I"1l have to tell Gaea where |I'm going."

"No need; she knows." Luna left.

Jolie stood, benused. How could Gaea know? Then she realized that Gaea's suggestion had
not been of fhand, about seeing Luna. She nust have cleared it first, or at |east have known that
Luna had such a need. The Incarnations had | evels of communications that others hardly fathoned,
and Luna was in certain respects |like an Incarnation.

She renmenbered, too, the first time she had ani mated Gaea's physical body and gone to make
love to Satan. It had been nomnally Parry and Jolie, as it had been so long ago in life, and as
such, wonderful. But it was also the secret, forbidden consunmation of Satan and Gaea, the Incarna
-- tions of Evil and Nature. There had been only one direct evidence of that which an outsider
coul d have recogni zed

when Satan had asked Jolie to thank the one whose body she had borrowed, and Gaea had said
in her own voice, "She knows."

Luna had been sinmlarly certain. But she had al so agreed to keep Jolie's information
private, for now So Gaea knew that Jolie's business was serious and in good hands, and that was
enough.

She waited, hanging on to the Iinmp soul, and in an hour there was a sound outside. She
| ooked out, and there was Mrtis, the beautiful, pale death-horse, trotting down through the air
toward the yard. The two griffins set up a squawki ng of welcone. Mrtis | anded, the hooded figure
di smount ed, and the aninmals sniffed noses.

Thanat os strode to the house. Jolie stepped through the
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cl osed door to neet him She was, of course, used to his skull visage; he was actually a
living man, becone the Incarnation of Death when he killed his predecessor, and his appearance was
only his costunme. "Luna said -- " "Yes. Are you ready?"

"Yes." There was that hidden comunication again! "It is not far fromhere. Ride with nme."
Jolie followed as he returned to Mdrtis. The horse becanme a pale car, sonehow knowing his master's
desire unspoken. His master? Mrtis had outlasted several Ofice -- holders! Jolie tried to enter
the car but could not pass through the substance; Thanatos had to open the door for her, in
seem ng gal lantry which was not nock. The asso -- ciates of the Incarnations had special qualities
too; Jolie had not realized that Mrtis was ghost-proof, but it did not

surprise her.

"I understand Nox is involved," Thanatos renarked as the car noved snoothly out of the
grounds, self-guided.

"She nade this person into a nan and caused himto attenpt rape,” Jolie replied. "Now her
evil overbal ances her good and she is sinking, but I don't think it's fair."

"Her bal ance is positive, not negative," Thanatos said. "She sinks only because she

believes she is evil, but no guilt should attach for a burden inposed by another party. Is this
not the one for whom you interceded so recently?"

"Yes, she is. | learned that the Incarnation of N ght had the soul of her baby, so
gui ded her there -- and Nox played a cruel gane before agreeing to help. Even then, she set

horrendous conditions. ™"

"That is not |ike her. She has been indifferent to nortal and imortal affairs throughout
my tenure. What conditions

did she set?"

"An item from each of the active Incarnations, to facilitate correction of the nal ady of
the baby's soul ."

"What item from nme?"

"A bl ank soul ."

There was a pause. Then the skull turned toward her

“I'f that is typical, the chances of conpleting that list are mninmal."

"But better that Oiene try, than that she give up hope," Jolie said, hoping it was true

"Perhaps it is a deliberate diversion, intended to be an endl ess quest for her."

"But why woul d Nox do that? She could have denied the interview entirely if she didn't
want to give up the baby!"

"The Incarnation of N ght is excellent at keeping secrets.”
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He said no nore, and Jolie didn't dare pursue it. She had nentioned the itemlisted for
him and that was as far as she could go on her own; Oiene would have to pursue it herself, when
she was able. Jolie's task was to enable Oriene to resune her quest; then the decision would be
Ol ene's.

The vehicle halted. They were in a bad section of the city of Kilvarough, where rundown
tenements were sched -- uled for denolition in favor of nbdem nmegabuil di ngs. Thanatos |led her to a
griny chanber where a teenage girl lay spraw ed asleep on a flinsy cot. "This is Vita," he said.
"She is a harlot being addicted to Spelled H Her individual volition is al nost gone; she responds
nmerely to the voice of authority supported by force."

Jolie was aghast. "Luna has need of such a one?"

The grinning bare teeth seened to grin further. "There is a rationale. W did not fee
free to ask any other to undertake this task, for there is nmuch disconfort in it, and you may
avoid it also."

"No, | said | would do it, and | will," Jolie said. "But | can see that | won't enjoy it."
"True. | |eave you, then, to your devices." He turned and wal ked back the way they had
conme, in a nonent fading fromview Jolie knew that he had not truly disap -- peared; rather, he

was not visible or nmenorable to anyone who did not have reason to see him and her reason had
passed. As a ghost she could perceive himfar nore readily
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than living nortals could, but even so, it was only because

he permitted it.

She wal ked to the sleeping girl, dragging Oriene's soul. Prostitution and Spelled H-- a
conbi nation for disaster! She would have to do sonething about that inmediately!

"Very well, Olene," she said. "I will carry it at first, but it is for you | am doi ng
this." She enbraced the sou

and stepped into the body.

She felt the effect of the drug imediately. The girl was not in a natural sleep, but in a
stupor. Jolie was not conversant with the cycle of Spelled H, for the drug had appeared centuries
after her time, but she understood that its effects varied with the dosage and the tine follow ng
the dose. Once a person was habituated to it, she depended on it to be functional; there was a
certain euphoria foll owed by depression, which could be abated by another dose. Prop -- erly
managed, it could keep a person in the pleasant in-between state during the waki ng hours. Too much
made t he addi ct hyper; not enough brought an agony that was not nerely of the body. Gaea had cured
several rmusicians who had been addicts, but short of direct intercession by the Incarnation of
Nature, few broke free. This would require

iron willpower!

Olene settled into the host and found the nbod com-- patible: hellhound. Jolie, freed of
the need to hold on to Orlene constantly, got to work on Vita.

"Up, girl," Jolie said, using the host's sodden lips. "We're going to work off this high
or low, as the case may be." She forced the linbs to nove and the flaccid stomach

muscles to contract.

The host groaned and sat up. Jolie felt the spinning of the senses and the pounding at the
tenples. This was definitely a ow But she pressed on, naking the host rise unsteadily to her
feet and stagger to the grubby toilet nook. She ran water and splashed it on the face. Vita had
vomted recently, by the taste of it, and there were bruises on her body: sonmeone had been hitting
her .

Jolie decided to go the whole route. She stripped off the dirty clothing, then stepped
into the shower cubicle. Cold water blasted down, shocking her body. She gritted her teeth and
washed bot h body and hair as thoroughly as possible without heat. The disconfort was nore
i mportant than the cleanliness, at the nonent.

When she couldn't stand it anynore, she got out. The water cut off automatically.
Shivering, she went to stand before the pane of glass that served as a full-length nmirror.

This host was nubile, with hips and breasts that woul d have been on the way to provocative
full ness had bad eating and bad living not interfered. The hair, too, could have been | ustrous,
but seened to have been hacked off at shoul der | evel and otherw se m streated. Bruises showed on
the arns and shoul ders. By the feel of it, the nen this prostitute served had been urgent and
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rough and had not necessarily confined their ardors to the genital region. There were no scars or
punctures on arms or |egs, but of course that proved nothing; there were oral, nasal and optic
vari ants of the drug.

The | ethargy of incipient withdrawal remai ned. Jolie spread the bedsheet on the floor and
tried exercises: sit-ups, leg lifts, curls and stretches. The body protested, way out of shape for
this, but again, the point wasn't health but effort. Could exercise bumoff the traces of the
drug? She was going to try it.

Actual ly, this was hel ping Jolie, too, for she was not used to living flesh. She had been
sevent een when she died, and though that was considerably older then than it was today, she had
been I ong out of body. Gaea |lent her body for special occasions involving their conmon interest,
but the body of an Incarnation was in stasis and invulnerable, not truly nortal. Vita's body was
all too evidently nortal, with the disconforts and weaknesses of nortality. Jolie had to accustom
hersel f again to keeping the body bal anced when she stood, so that it would not fall over, and to
t he needs of ongoi ng processes.
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That thought clarified one problem She wal ked back to the toilet and used it. Chosts had
no natural functions, but nortals had to be constantly aware of input and outgo, or

their systens got into trouble.

Then she went to the food-storage section to find sonething to eat. That was a waste of
tinme; there was nothing. Evidently this girl ate outside.

Joli e checked next for noney. There was none of that, either. Then she tested the door
Sure enough, it was |ocked, and she had no key or adnmittance card. She was a

prisoner.
She wi shed she had paid nore attention to the nature of
nmortal life in the slumsections. As it was, she had little notion how to proceed. How had

this host conme to such an

i nvoluntary situation?

Jolie tried to contact Vita, but the girl's nmind was

satisfied to | et soneone else do it. The drug had dulled her awareness, but that was only
part of the story; Vita had little interest in facing reality. Perhaps that was just as well, for
now, because had she objected to Jolie's control, it would have done her no good. The soul in
charge of a host had command and could not be involuntarily displaced. Had Vita not been in a
stupor, Jolie could not have taken over

She checked next on Orlene. The case was sinilar there. Jolie remained on her own; if she
didn't do sonething,

neither of the others woul d.

Still, there m ght be something to be gained here. Olene, this is Vita. your host, she
said internally, hauling the spirit of the girl up. Vita, this is Olene, who will be ani mating
your body for a while. She |ost her baby son, and died of grief, and suffered again after death.
She can tel

you what it is like.

VWho cares? Vita demanded, retreating. Wiy don't you just let ne sink to Hell, where
bel ong?

O | ene asked.

What do you know about Hell? Vita retorted. It has no

fear for ne, after what |'ve seen on Earth.
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You haven't experienced what | have, O'lene said. Yeah? Well, | don't want to know about

That ended the dial ogue. Jolie shrugged her host's shoulders. At least it was a begi nning.

She had two ways to ascertain Vita's situation. One was to establish enough of a rapport
with the mind of the host to learn it fromher. The other was to pick it up from ongoi ng
experience. The latter seened to be the choice.

She returned to the main chanber and resunmed her exercising. This tine she ran in place,
using the large nmuscles of her legs to give her heart and respiration a workout. It m ght be
wi shful thinking, but she thought the body's tone was inmproving and the brain becom ng nore
functional
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There was a sound at the door. Then it burst open. A neatly dressed thug stood there,
staring at her with brute di sapproval. "Wat the hell you doing, running around baretit?" he
demanded.

Qops! Jolie had forgotten to don clothing after her shower, that being another detail that
ghosts did not have to worry about. As a ghost she could assune any form clothed or uncl ot hed,
that she desired, nmerely by concen -- trating on it. Once she had | earned how to do that, she had
done it so routinely that she was al ways garbed appropri -- ately. But the physical host needed
artificial garbing.

The man was staring at her exposed torso, which was an enbarrassnent. Hi s face showed
di sgust, which was a further enbarrassnment. Wio was he -- her captor?

Now t he nan strode forward, one hammy hand reaching out to grab her shoul der. "Answer ne,
brat! Wat you

think you're doing? | didn't tell you to dance, | told you to sleep it off."

"Sl eep what of f?" Jolie asked, twi sting away. |Imrediately the hand swng up and cli pped
her on the

side of the head, stingingly. "Don't sass ne, blackass!" Jolie was stunned both by the
bl ow and the words. What

had she done to deserve the first, even assuning this man
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had authority over her? Wat was the nmeaning of the nane

he had called her?

"Now get dressed good," the man said gruffly. "CGot a special John tonight, likes 'em young
and |l ean and hurting, so you can screamand cry all you want, but no claws and no ki cking. You get
a sniff of H before so you can act lively, and nore after if you nake hi mhappy. But first you
eat; got to get nore neat in your dugs so you can work up to the big tinme." He strode to the
shal | ow cl oset and checked the dresses there. "This one -- nake you | ook as young as you are. And
a ponytail, and not nmuch rmakeup. Look like sone jerk's niece. My niece, maybe. But don't never
forget you're just a whore. Come on, get it grinding.'' He shoved the dress at her

At last it was coming clear. This was what was called a pinp -- a nan who procured womren
for deviant custoners. Vita was young, and it seened there was an illicit market for sex with
underage girls. The pinp was serving in lieu of a parent -- a bad one, to be sure, but perhaps
doi ng better for uer than she would do al one on the street.

The first thing Jolie had to do was get Vita out of this trap. But she realized that this
woul d not necessarily be easy to do. Wth no information and no noney, and under constant | ock or
guard, her options were quite limted. So she would have to play along for the tine being,
wat chi ng her opportunity to make her break

She dressed. The nman actually did her hair, his fingers surprisingly skilled. He did know
hi s busi ness, however |ow that business mght be. He wanted her to | ook childlike and innocent for
this role, so that the client would be satisfied and pay well and return again on other days. It
was all quite close to the reality, except for the significant detai

of the sexual elenent.

She checked herself in the mirror. Now she realized that Vita was of m xed bl ood, her skin
light brown rather than white. That explained one renark. To have any evident black heritage was
to be defined as all-black, logic to the

"(. contrary notw thstanding. The Negroid el ement was slight

and showed not at all in the hair, which was brown and straight, or in the facia
features; makeup could have elinmnated it entirely. But to the pinp she was "blackass" -- as if it
were literally true, and as if there would have been any fault if so.

"Looki ng good," the pinp conceded grudgingly. "Now you get your sniff, and I'Il take you
to neet himat a classy joint. Eat what you can; you won't get nore till norning."

He brought out a small package of sonething. Jolie realized it was the Spelled H -- the

magi cal | y enhanced variant of an ancient addictive drug, far nore potent than the original. She
couldn't afford to take that

She sought to turn her face away as the pinp brought the package up, but suddenly Vita's
soul stepped in, seized control, and sniffed deeply. Jolie wested control back imredi ately, but
it was too late; the drug was in the host's system Already the exhilaration of it was spreading
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out from her nose, enconpassing her brain, and giving her entire body a tingle of joy.
This is disaster! Jolie thought at Vita. You can't afford this stuff! It will kill youl!
But the girl, having gotten her fix, was satisfied. She retreated into near oblivion
Jolie intended to be on guard in the future. The addiction was not yet conplete; she
should be able to fight it off despite this setback. If she got the girl out of this situation
there m ght be no further opportunity to take the drug. Perhaps this slip was just as well; it had
shown Jolie how canny the seeningly passive girl could be, pouncing during Jolie's nonmentary
i nattention. She would be on guard against that henceforth. Also, it would have nmade the pinp
suspicious if she had refused the fix.
“"Now we go," the pinp said. "Renenber, any trou -- ble, no nore H That goes double for
when you're alone with him"

r
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The system was cl ear enough. The drug kept the girls obedient, and the pinp supervised
every aspect of the business so that there were no errors. It was a living, of a sort.

They wal ked out of the room and down the narrow hall. Jolie could have run for it, but
several things restrained her. She did not know her way around this neighborhood, so would not be
abl e to hide quickly. The pinmp was robust, and could probably outrun her, and certainly could
subdue her when he caught her. Others here were nore likely to help himthan her. And if she did
win free, what woul d she do al one on the street? Until she | earned where Vita's honme was, and got
nmoney to travel there, she would be entirely on her own resources, and they were forbiddingly

meager. So she still had to play along; her tine was not yet.
There was a linmousine waiting. It seened the pinp lived in style, even if his girls
didn't. They got in and rode to what was indeed a "classy joint" -- a quality restaurant. They

were guided to a table already occupied by a fat, extrenely well-dressed man of m ddl e age.

"This is my niece. Vita," the pinp said, nudging Jolie, who snmiled obligingly. "You show
her the sights, call and I'Il pick her up, okay?"

The man nodded, his porcine eyes taking in the young body. This was what he had ordered,
certainly!

The pinp hel ped Jolie take the opposite seat. Helped? His grip on her el bow was wam ngly
firm She would behave, or suffer nore than H deprivation! Then he left the restaurant, but she
noticed that the lino didn't drive away. He was still watching, making sure that she was
committed. Later, when her addiction to H was conplete, he would be able to relax, but this was
still the training stage.

The neal was excellent, and she was fam shed. The sniff of H had restored her appetite and
evidently made her sparkle, physically. The client seened happy to have her eat her fill; it was
part of the avuncular role he relished. He talked to her, telling her how he had al ways wanted a
girl of

his own like her. Jolie realized with a shock that he wasn't actually a bad man, but
rather a man with an illicit hunger for young flesh that he could indulge only in this manner
Sone slight and perhaps reasonable |iberalization of the | aws would place himw thin the norma
spect rum

Ha! Vita thought fromthe depths. He's a closet ped -- erast, wants a boy but doesn't have
the nerve to go for it, so goes for young girls instead.

Jolie realized with another shock that Vita could be right. She would have to nake her
break before they got to the man's hotel

They conpleted the neal. Her belly was full; she had eaten too well, after too long a
hiatus. "I better go wee-wee," she said girlishly.

"In ny suite," the client said. "I'll watch."

Now Oriene took note. What is this? she asked, horrified out of her retreat.

They get a big thrill out of watching you do it. Vita replied. Sonetimes they take the
stuff and snear it on you. Anal fixation, it's called, or something. All | knowis, it stinks, but

the Hfixes it so you don't care

And | thought rape was perverted! Oiene thought with revul sion

Vita laughed. Man can't rape a girl, when she needs the noney. Better to get it done fast,
before he works up to weird ideas -- but not so fast he feels cheated.
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But that nmakes it seemas if nmen are nmere sex machi nes! Oiene protested.

So what else is new?

Jolie realized that this was working out well, inits strange way. Both Oriene and Vita
were benefiting fromtheir limted dial ogue, being drawn out of their private mseries. But there
was a long way to go before either would be ready to resunme normal functioning.

They left the restaurant. The client spoke to the door -- man, who whistled down a tax
car pet.

Jolie knew that once she got on that carpet there would
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be no escaping, for it would deliver themdirectly to the client's suite, which would be
forty or nore stories high in a negabuilding. She really did need to use the toilet, but not with
hi m wat chi ng or perhaps participating! So, bloated or not, she had to make her break now.

The taxi carpet sailed down and hovered at knee height. It was shaped:. the rear of it
curled up to forma backrest, while the front descended in an S curve to acconmpdate the |egs.
Magi ¢ would hold themfirmy in place while it was in notion, as required by safety regul ations.
There was no danger of falling off -- and no chance to junmp off, no matter how low it might fly.
The client sat on it, then heaved his legs around and up to the front. H s weight was such that
even the sturdy levitation spell gave way slightly and the carpet dropped closer to the curb.

The doorman put out a hand to help Jolie board. Instead she ducked under his arm and ran
down the sidewal k. She didn't care where she was going, as long as it was away.

"Hey!" the client cried. "Stop ny niece!"

The doorman, ever obliging, lurched after her. Jolie dodged around an approachi ng coupl e
and ran into the street. Tires squealed as a |inousine braked to avoid her.

No -- that was the pimp's linm! He had anticipated this effort and was intercepting her
She was in trouble now

/ could've told you that, ninny! Vita thought. You' ve got to go along to get along. They
know al |l the angl es.

Now she was effectively boxed, the Iino on one side, the doorman on the other, and the
carpet behind. If you're so snmart, how woul d you escape? Jolie denanded, not expecting an answer.

But the girl surprised her. Apparently the urge to show her superiority in this respect
overrode her desire not to aggravate the pinp, whose wath would surely be fearsone. / would foo
them by scranbling under the carpet, then run into the restaurant and out the back

Jolie couldn't inprove on that! She feinted to the front, and both |ino and door nman
lurched that way to cut her off,
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whil e the carpet advanced to close up the gap, hovering at waist height. She reversed
course and plunged toward the carpet. She dived down below it, scranbling on hands and knees in
the gutter. That was good for neither her pretty dress nor her knees, but excellent for surprise

She regai ned her feet beyond it and bolted for the restaurant door, which was now
unnmanned. She shoved in and charged along the carpeted entry hall. The naitre d' called to her
but she ran right on, seeking the back

She found the passage the waiters used, and | eaped through it. Then she found the door
that accessed the kitchen and shoved t hrough that. Now she was am dst the tables and ovens where
the food was bei ng prepared.

"CGet out of here, gamin!" a cook cried. "This is a restricted area!"

She saw a door |abeled EXIT and ran for that. She pushed through and found herself out in
the back alley, surrounded by ol d-fashi oned garbage cans and a Dunpster. Were next? she thought,
knowi ng that the pursuit would soon appear

Hi de, Vita advised. The Dunpster, maybe

But those get picked up regularly and taken to conpac -- tors and furnaces! Ol ene
pr ot est ed.

That's why nobody' Il think to | ook there, dunmy!

Jolie accepted the logic. She hadn't nuch choice. She was panting, and felt ready to
burst, and was afraid she could not run nuch farther and would soon be caught if she tried. At
| east she could rest in the Dunpster

She clinbed up its irregular exterior, heaved herself over the top and dropped inside. She
| anded on a pile of fresh garbage; the thing was half full. It seemed to be nostly large |lettuce
| eaves and fruit rinds, but there was a good deal of sem -liquid neal |eavings collected in the
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bot t om

But they might |ook. Vita warned. Better cover up.

Jolie gritted her teeth, knowing that this was nore good advice. She squatted in a | ow
spot and hauled in a pile of
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waternel on rinds to cover her. She hated to do it to her dress, but she was committed now.

She heard voices outside, nuffled by the walls of the Dunpster and the garbage around her.
That woul d be her pursuers, searching out her route. In a nonent someone poked his head over the
rimof the Dunpster. "Just garbage in here! What a snell!" he called, and noved away.

The sounds died. Don't get out yet! Vita warned. They'll hang around awhile, waiting to
see if we come out when we think they're gone.

You' re very canny, Jolie renarked.

/ learned a lot in a hurry, after | ran away from hore.

You ran away? Wiy? Here was key information

None of your business. Vita retreated.

So nuch for that. Jolie was animating the body, but it would take her a lot nore tine than
she could afford to access the nenories on her own. She depended on the host's cooperation, and
this had been invaluable as far as it went, but it was limted.

But now, waiting, she becanme aware again of her need to relieve herself, after the big
meal . She didn't see how she could remain quietly here for any length of tinme w thout taking care
of this detail.

Do it here, Oiene suggested. W can't get any dirtier

Apt notion! Jolie shifted that nini mum necessary to get her panties down, and proceeded to
add to the garbage. Certainly the smell would not betray her here!

VWhen about hal f an hour had passed wi thout further conmotion outside, she burrowed
cautiously out of her noxious cell and hoisted herself up to peek over the rim The alley seened
to be clear.

She clinbed out and tried to clean herself off, but it was hopeless; the fluids of the
gar bage had soaked through al nbst every part of her dress, and solids adhered here and there. She
woul d be an obvi ous figure wherever she went!

Maybe | should take off ny dress, she thought.

And becone a spectacle for every juvenile hood in the area. Vita retorted with a certain
grimrelish.

Yet again, the voice of street experience! But where can we go? Jolie asked.

Way didn't you think of that before you skipped out on that date? |I coul d' ve handl ed the
fat man.

"Listen!" Jolie said aloud. "That man wanted illicit sex with a child!"

VWat else! That's howl pay ny way. Maybe it's not the best life, but it's better than what
| had before.

"What did you have before?"

This tinme Vita answered. Only a little incest.

"Only alittle -- 1"

Before | bugged out.

"But surely your nother --

Didn't want to know.

And | thought rape was bad! Oiene echoed.

It was rape all right! Vita thought. 1 fought him but | couldn't stop himw thout naking
a conmotion Mom woul d hear, so in the end | had to grin and bear it. | had asked for it, after
all.

"I don't believe that!"

You don't? Genuine surprise. Want me to show you how it was?

They were standing outside the Dunpster, soaked in garbage. This was hardly the tine for a
prol onged internal dialogue! But Jolie realized that the girl was being nuch nore forthcom ng now,
and m ght not soon again be so. "Yes, show ne." She sat down by the Dunpster; this was as good a
pl ace as any, now that the chase was over

Vita opened up the nenory. Vita was propped on her bed in a pleasant room watching a holo
show. She was wearing a |loose light shift that fell somewhat provocatively across her torso. A man
entered: her stepfather. No -- ny natural/other. Vita corrected Jolie's assunption

Your genetic/other! Oiene thought, shocked again.

He just had a fight with Momand was nmad. Wsh |I'd
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known! He saw up ny nightie-~ never thought -- 1 mean, we used to sort of westle, and
sonmetimes his hands -- | thought it was just, you know, accidental/eels, but he was getting hot
for me and | shouldn't've Ied himon. So when it went too far --

Suddenly the man was on her, pinning her to the bed, one hand yanki ng open the top of her
shift so that it tore. H s other hand opened his own cl ot hing.

Amazed, she struggled. / thought it was sone kind of gane. | nean, we'd tussled before,
and he always let ne win, 'specially when he got his hand on nmy ass. But this tinme he really held
me down and --

There was no art, no nmercy. The man spread his body on hers, driving in between her
kicking legs. It was over in a noment, and he got off and |urched out, closing up his clothing.
There had been no speech at all

/ didn't know what he'd done, at first. Vita thought. It was so sudden, nostly | felt ny
breat h bei ng squeezed out, | thought it was just his weight, pinning me, and sonething acci denta
janming into ne, like an elbow, only it wasn't. Maybe | didn't want to know | could' ve screaned,
and | guess | did know, because | knew if | screamed, he'd be dunped in jail and Mm a never
forgive me. So | asked for it, really, by letting himfeel ne before, and see up ny -- by not
trying to scream-- Now the soul was crying.

"That was rape," Jolie said firmy. "Child sexual abuse and rape."

But | must've lured himon, spreading ny legs like that! | didn't knowthat it's like a
red flag to a bull, a man goes crazy, he can't help it --

It was rape! Orlene repeated. His guilt, not yours! Then, as an afterthought: Bulls are
col or- bl i nd.

"I agree!" Jolie said. "A man can be overcone by lust -- but not when he has had tine to
| eam control, not when he's your father! Wiy did he cone to your roomat all? He had it in mnd
bef ore he ever saw you."

Anyway, after that | packed up ny stuff and got out of

there. I knew I'd done wong. | alnpbst starved, before the pinp picked nme up, and since |
was al ready worthless, what did it matter, you know? So he took care of ne, and I did what he
said, and | guess | didn't want to |ive nmuch. But the H made ne feel better, and pretty soon the
rest didn't matter

"W'l | have to get you help,
the street, either."”

That's why | stayed where | was. Nowhere to go.

Jolie pondered alternatives. She could walk the girl to Luna's estate, which wasn't a
great distance away. But Luna had sent her here, which neant that Luna knew Vita's situation. She
could have fetched the girl herself, if that was the solution. Probably Luna had concl uded t hat
Vita needed to be treated fromthe inside, so that she could cone to ternms with her situation and
return home voluntarily.

Jolie said. "You can't just go honme. But you can't stay on

Hone -- to a father who had raped her? Definitely not that! So it was still Jolie's
problem hardly closer to solution than before. Homel ess, garbage-Iladen, w thout noney or ot her
resources -- what was she to do with this host now?

Well, there were honmes for runaways. One of them should do as a tenporary neasure. Al she

had to do was | ocate one, or find someone who knew t he address of the cl osest one.

She started wal king. But now the back alley was becom ng i nhabited, as the evening
approached. "Hey -- get a snmell of that!" a juvenile boy excl ai nmed.

In a moment there was a circle of boys: too young to work, old enough to have bad ideas.
They soon tired of exclaimng and maki ng gestures of nose-hol ding, and worked up to nore serious
notions. "QOpen a hydrant! Hose her off! Strip her naked! Then -- "

"Look, I"'mtrying to find a runaway house," Jolie said, and realized her m stake even as
she spoke.

"So nobody knows where she is!" a boy cried happily. "Haul her to the water, then into our
hi deout. We'll have a hot tinme tonight!"
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W're in for it now Vita remarked. You and your big reformideas. This is the real world!
Then, as an after -- thought: But nmaybe they' ve got a little H For that 1'll take

themall on!

You'll do nothing of the kind! Jolie thought. But she was very nuch afraid that the
alterrative would be gang rape, which did not seemlike nmuch of an inprovenent. This was

i ndeed the real world!

But as they closed on her, a police carpet floated down. |nmediately one boy | eaped for
her, a knife showing in his fist. "Say it's nothing!" he whispered, holding the knife in such a
way that the police could not see it, but ready for

st abbi ng.
Jolie thought fast. "I'll do better than that!" she said. She scraped sone garbage from
her dress and threw it upward toward the carpet. "Take that, flatfoot!" It had been decades since

police had sported flat feet, if ever, but

the nane cl ung.

What are you doi ng? Oriene asked, appall ed.

I"mgetting us arrested!

The garbage, inadequately thrown, m ssed, but the surroundi ng boys | aughed. Jolie realized
that she needed sonet hing nore solid. Quickly she reached under her dress and haul ed down her
sodden panties, while the boys gawked appreciatively. She wadded these into a ball and hurled it
at the carpet. "And that, jerks!"

But they'll lock us up! Vita protested. Streetw se, she knew better than to taunt police

Yes -- away fromyour father -- and your pinp!

This time her aimwas good. The ball smacked into the uniformof the |eading cop. The boys
al nost fell down

I aughi ng.

"That does it!" the cop said. "You' re comng with us, ganmin!" The carpet dropped all the
way to the pavenent, while the boys scattered.

But won't they send us back hone?

Not if we tell our story first.
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"Phew! " the cop exclainmed, junping off. "Wat you been in -- a garbage dump?"

"Right," Jolie said. This was exactly what she want ed:

to be arrested. When the police heard Vita's story, they would put her in a runaway house
or the equivalent. She had taken a roundabout route, but she had gotten Vita out of a bad
situation and into a better one, with the girl's consent.
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JUDGE

In the nmorning, clean and in clothing provided by the de -- tention center, they were
shown into a pleasant office. Vita, suffering Hw thdrawal, refused to participate, and Ol ene,
appal | ed at what she had |l earned, had retreated to passivity again. Thus it was up to Jolie to
handl e this interview.

A man of niddle age sat in an easy chair. He stood as they entered. "Please make yourself
confortable,"” he said, indicating another chair. "This is a prelinmnary interview, informal, and
if you wish, off the record. |I nmerely wish to | eam sonet hi ng about you."

Jolie found herself disarnmed by his manner; he hardly resenbled a call ous bureaucrat! She
sat, and the man sat again. He had a receding hairline which he did not bother to nask, and an
expandi ng wai stline, yet he seened healthy overall. H's eyes were gray-brown, as if the pignent
had sneared. There were smile lines fram ng both eyes and nouth, but also frown |ines.

"Now, when we ran the routine identification check on you, we discovered that you are a

| ocal resident -- but there is no | ost-person report on you. Indeed, there is a qualifier:
your identification renmains invalid unless you corroborate
72

it. W are legally bound not to report you, w thout your perm ssion. This is unusual, to
say the least."

It was also interesting! Certainly Luna knew where Vita was, for she had sent the two of
themto her. But what connection did Vita have to Luna, and why was it so inportant to get the
girl straightened out?

/ sure don't know! Vita thought irritably. And care less. Ask himif he's got any H

So the nystery renmained -- unless this was nerely a conveni ent case, to keep Jolie
occupied and Olene fromsinking to Hell. Well, it certainly was doing that!
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"I had a bad experience at hone," Jolie said, speaking for Vita. Internally, she asked:
May | tell hinP

Go ahead, | don't care. But | won't go hone.

"This is often the case,"” the man agreed. "In past tinmes runaway children were routinely
returned to their hones. Then it was discovered what they were running from and policy changed.
Abuse?"

"Perhaps," Jolie said cautiously.

"Woul d you like information on what constitutes abuse, legally? W want to understand your
situation, and to have you understand it yourself."

Jolie glanced at the matron who had brought her here, and who remai ned standing at the
door. That might be for her protection, or the man's. "Are you trying to get nme to incrininate
myself? I'mwilling to do that; | did throw garbage at the police carpet, so they would arrest
ne. "

"So that you could win clear of the youth gang that was closing in on you," he agreed. "I
understand -- and so did the arresting officers. But there are other aspects of this case that
cause us to be reluctant sinply to turn you | oose again."

"l don't want to be turned |oose!" Jolie said, alarned. She knew that this host woul d be
far better off in custody than on the street.

"W have little choice, as you have conmitted no significant crime and you can not be
cl assed as a runaway.
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But we are willing to help in whatever way seenms appro -- priate.”

"This doesn't sound like a police interrogation!" Jolie
excl ai med. "Who are you? What do you really want of

me?"

The nan smiled. "I apologize for neglecting to intro -- duce nyself. | am Judge Scott, and
this is a prelinmnary hearing before our formal meeting in court. | prefer to know sonet hi ng about
those who cone before nme, so that ny ignorance does not |ead to bad decisions."

Jolie was amazed. "I thought you were just a function -- ary! Someone to take evidence to

use agai nst ne."

He smled again. "That, too, perhaps. But the roots of ny involvenent are curiosity and a
desire to do what is right, which is not always nerely what is legal."

Jolie realized that her encounter with this man could be a stroke of luck -- or perhaps
had somehow been antici pated by Luna. She decided to put her cards -- not nerely Vita's -- on the
table.' '"May | speak privately with you. Judge Scott ?'

"The matron is here to ensure that | take no unseemly advantage of you," he remninded her.
"This is standard

policy with juvenile fenal es."

" 'l understand that. But what | have to say is private and

I think not at all what you expect."

"There is also a recording of this interview being made, for my protection as well as
yours, so | can not guarantee

you privacy."

"That recording can be sealed as proprietary material." The Judge raised an eyebrow. "You
sound uncomonly know edgeabl e for your years."

"I am Please let ne talk to you alone." He nodded to the matron, who quietly retired. "I
amnot nerely a runaway fifteen-year-old girl, H addict and prostitute,” Jolie said. "I ama nore
mat ure worman who i s animating her body as a tenporary host -- and a still nore mature wonan who is
operating during the incapacity of the other one. Can you grasp this?"

"Certainly this is possible, if the host consents. Wat would be the purpose in such a
groupi ng?"

"The host is inmportant to another person, who does not wish to interfere directly. The
ot her ghost is inportant to ne, so | brought her to this host in order to prevent her soul from
sinking to Hell, where it does not belong.”

The Judge gazed at a spot on the ceiling. "Allow ne to rem nd you that the charge agai nst
you is limted to abuse of an officer of the law, in the circunstances a m sdeneanor. You have not
been charged with substance abuse or with prostitution, and nay not wi sh to vol unteer such
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information to the court."

That's/or sure! Vita put in. It seemed she was nmoni -- toring this dial ogue.

"Ch, but I do," Jolie said. "In fact, | amprepared to turn state's evidence in exchange
for treatnent and w tness protection.”

You're crazy! Vita protested. The pinmp was bad, but not as bad as prison. You know what
happens to girl prisoners? | wear a null-preg, null-VD charmto keep nme clean, but in prison they
get nmean, and the charmwon't help

Startled, Jolie glanced at the girl's wist. There was the magi c band, matching her |ight
brown skin, which she hadn't noticed before.

"I amnot certain you understand what such action would entail," the Judge said. "You
woul d have to remain in protective custody, and with our present linited facilities, that neans an

adult prison. | believe | would prefer to return you to the street."

Jolie snmled." "My host would prefer to return to the street too. But | am proceedi ng on
the assunption that she would only becone fully addicted to Spelled H would be merci -- lessly
expl oi ted and abused by her pinp, and would cone to a sad end. | also believe that there was

reason that we were sent to her, and that she nust be restored to her famly."
No way! Vita snapped. My band's no good agai nst that either
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"To which she does not wish to be restored," the Judge said. "I would suspect that she has
been abused there, perhaps sexually nolested. But prison is not the answer."

"Neither is the street," Jolie pointed out.

Hi s eyes cane down to focus on her face. "Tell ne nore about yourself. Not the host;
mean you the ghost. Wien did you live, and why did you not go to Heaven?"

"I don't think that's relevant."

"It isif you are in control of the body. It is your responsibility that will detern ne
the host's overt actions, and this will help ne make a decision.”

Jolie nodded. "Stop ne when you've heard enough. My nane is Jolie. | was bomin southern
France in the year 1191 A.D. of common peasant stock. In 1205, when | was fourteen, | was sunmoned
to the house of the local sorcerer, a young man a year mny senior but of infinitely greater
experi ence and education and power. He fed ne and talked to me and said he wanted nmy love, and in
due course he had it, and | married him | was killed by a crusader in 1208, but there was enough

evil in my situation to put ny soul in balance, and | remained with ny husband as a ghost. He
becane a friar, but when he was of middle age, | animated a living woman and tenpted himinto sin,
and thereafter he was prey to a denoness sent by Lucifer, and I could not approach him"

"Luci fer?"

"Satan's predecessor. Wien ny husband di ed, he replaced Lucifer and becane Satan. Today |
keep conpany with Gaea instead of with Satan, but | still love himand visit himwhen | can. Now I
amtrying to help Gaea's daughter, and -- "

What ?

Jolie bit her lip. "Ch, | said too much! She didn't know, and it wasn't yet tinme to tel
her. | got carried away by what | was telling you -- "

"Sone m ght suppose a person who told such a story was either inventive or crazy," Judge
Scott renarked.

Jolie nodded. "So | might as well finish it while you're still listening. Gaea sent ne to
Luna, and Luna sent nme to help this host. | do not know what her interest in this host is, but I
do know the girl needs help, so | amtrying to help her. Mst imediately, | amtrying to get her

off the street and off H, and this is where | beseech your help."

The Judge seenmed undi sturbed. "Since you are a | ong-term ghost, you will have nmastered the
tricks of the trade, as it were. You will be able not only to animate a willing host, but to
mani fest directly to those who are interested enough to perceive you."

"Yes. Do you wi sh ne to?"

"Yes, please."

Jolie drew herself out of the host and floated in the air beside her. Then she intensified
her image until she mani -- fested in her natural living guise: a seventeen-year-old French
villain girl. Even so, few could have seen her

The Judge | ooked directly at her and nodded. "Can you speak al so?"
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"I'f you can hear ne."

"I can hear you. Wio remains in charge of the host?"

There was a pause. Then Oriene spoke. "l suppose that's me. | wanted to sink down to Hell
but now I amuncertain. This girl does need help, and it nmay be ny penance to bring her out of her
sl ough. "

"And you are?" the Judge inquired.

"Oriene. My baby died, and | committed suicide and amtrying to reach himin the
Afterlife. But the Incarnation of Night played a cruel trick on ne, and I can not forgive nyself
for what it brought ne to."

"WIl you, also, vacate the host?" the Judge asked.

"But she'll sink to Hell!" Jolie protested.
"Perhaps not, now," he replied. "She cannot be condemmed to Hell for evil inflicted on her
by another."

"But she doesn't believe that!"
"I amcoming to believe it," Oiene said. "Certainly |I understand now that others have
probl ens as bad as m ne
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and it behooves nme to do what | can to help them instead of nmerely giving up." She noved
out of the body and

f | oat ed.

"Who renmains in charge of the host?" the Judge asked

agai n.

Vita | ooked around craftily. "Look, Judge, this is all a

big mistake. If you'll just let ne go -- "

"You woul d be back on the street in a nonment, |ooking for H " the Judge concl uded.

"I didn't say that!" She glanced at himappraisingly. "I can pay, if you |like young

flesh." She shaped her hair with her hands and inhaled, trying to enhance her figure in the plain
prison dress. "Anything you want, just don't put ne in prison or ship nme hone."

The Judge nodded again. "Point made. Return to your host, ghosts, and we shall discuss
ways and neans."

"But they won't let nme have -- Vita protested. Then Ol ene approached her fromthe |eft
and Jolie fromthe right. She tried to bat them away, but her will was not in it;

she knew that only Jolie was conpetent to deal with the Judge at this stage. So after
t oken resistance, she allowed themto reenter her and resune control

The Judge considered for a nmonent. "I want your commitnent, Jolie, that you as the
dom nant personality will remain with this host until her situation has been

clarified.”

"Well, that depends on Orlene, and on Luna. |If Luna

asked me to | eave -- "

"You are referring to Senator Kaftan?" he asked

sharply.

"Luna Kaftan, yes. But | wouldn't want her name brought into this until | know nore about
her interest in this

person."

The Judge touched a panel on the armof his chair.

"' Senator Kaftan, please.'

In a moment the air between themflickered and a holo picture of a young nan appear ed.
"Senator Kaftan's
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office,"” he said. "Ch, hello. Judge Scott! She's in confer -- ence at the nmoment, but 1'1]
have her call you back."

“"No need, Joe," the Judge said. "Merely informher that | propose to assune jurisdiction
over one of her clients, with her permssion."

Joe's eyes noved around until they spied Vita. "No problem Judge; her permission is
noted."

"Thank you." The inage faded.

"What's going on?" Jolie asked, ammzed.

“"When you nentioned Luna Kaftan, | knew this was no ordinary case. So | verified that you
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are what you claimto be, and that this girl, your host, is indeed a concern of Luna's. She wants
the matter handl ed discreetly, so | am assum ng personal jurisdiction. But | am not about to take

an errant juvenile girl into nmy home unsupervised. | nust have your comritnent to remain with her
until this matter has been resolved."

"“Your home?" Jolie still was struggling over the Judge's evidently close acquai ntance with
Luna.

"There are no appropriate facilities for such a project. My housekeeper will see to your
confort. I will release you on your own recogni zance, and you will report to my residence
i mredi ately. There you will be able to tend to your host's needs w thout harassnent. WIIl you make
that commtment, Jolie?"

If Luna knew this man and trusted him Jolie realized she could do no less. "Yes."

“Very well. You will be conducted back to your cell. This afternoon you will appear before
me formally. There -- after you will go to this address.” He gave her a card. "I will provide a
carpet, as the girl's pinp may be on watch for her release. Avoid him"

"Thank you," Jolie said faintly. Wat was she caught up in here? The Judge seened so
direct and understanding -- but taking an underage prostitute into his hone? If it wasn't for
Luna's invol venent, she would distrust this overwhelm-- ingly; as it was, she distrusted it only
significantly.
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The matron returned. The interview was over -- and what an interview it had been

So he does want young flesh! Vita thought.

Jolie, you can't put her into his power! Oiene thought. You know the sexual inperative of
t he mal e!

Who cares? Vita retorted. He can't be as bad as the pinp was. If | do good, maybe he'l
I et me have some H

No sex! Oriene thought.

No H Jolie thought at the sane tine.

W'l |l see, the girl responded snugly.

I f your father nolested you, Oiene asked, why are you so eager for sex with strangers?

I'mnot eager, in fact | don't like it. But it's not incest, and if anyone finds out, it
won't put my father in prison and break up my fanmily and break nmy nother's heart. It's the only
currency |'ve got now, so | mght as well make it count. The H nmakes it okay, and it can really
meke a man junp. Sex is power.

They reached the cell. "Here is your headache pill,"’
capsul e.

"Headache?" Jolie asked, surprised. Then she realized that the Judge nust have ordered it,
so she accepted it.

"Thank you."

They were alone. Is that H? Vita asked eagerly. "I'mnear dying for a sniff."

"You aren't dying," Jolie said. "I can feel your body, now, renenber. It's only a noderate
wi t hdrawal discom-- fort; you really aren't addicted yet, and you aren't going to be. This pil
is to ease even that synptom" She put it in her nmouth, and it dissolved inmediately into sweet
juice, which

she swal | owed.

Maybe it's just a synptomto you, but it's one hell of a

craving for nme! Vita retorted. /// were en ny own now, |'d

be out hustling for it, you bet.

You will not have it while I'"'min charge, Jolie retorted. Vita subsided sullenly. It was
obvi ous that she was

bi ding her time and would go for the Hthe noment she had
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opportunity. Even though they shared the body, they did not share the craving.

Gaea is nmy nother? Oiene asked. "It is true," Jolie said, subvocalizing. "lI'msorry |
said it like that, but it is true. She birthed you when she was nortal and could not marry, so
gave you up to a Gypsy worman, who gave you to the fam |y who adopted you. When she assuned the
O fice of the Incarnation of Nature, she had the power to influence your life, but felt that would
be a conflict of interest, so she made no attenpt to locate you. Instead a friend asked ne to
wat ch over you, and that | did, visiting you in your dreans. Wen you died, | couldn't tell her
but | still tried to help you, so that you coul d achi eve sone satisfaction. | hoped that | would
be able to tell her that you died but were satisfied, but it got conplicated."

the matron said, proffering a
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It got conplicated, Oiene agreed. Jolie, how can you still try to help nme, after what |
di d?

What did you try to do that was so bad? Vita asked.

"It wasn't her fault," Jolie said.

/ tried to rape her.

Vita made a t hought-whistle. How could --

"She was turned magically into a man, whose passion then overwhel ned him" Jolie expl ai ned
before Oriene could get into nore guilt. "I amstill trying to help you, Oiene, because | know
you, and know that you woul d never have done such a thing in your normal state, either living or
dead. It was the cruel prank of the Incarnation of N ght, nmaking you pay for your audacity in
wanti ng your baby back."

Sone prank! Vita thought admiringly. But you know, nen do like to do it to wonen, and you
can't trust any man who denies it. That's why | know what to expect fromthe Judge.

| don't think so, Oiene thought. The Judge gl owed.

He had a gl ow on?

What ?
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"She nmeans was he intoxicated or under the influence of some drug," Jolie clarified.

Oh. No, | nean | can see when a person is right for another, and the Judge is right for
anyone. He's a good man, a very good nan.

Jolie had forgotten about Oriene's talent. Some people had individual magic, such as
Gaea's for enhanced nusic, and Oriene's magic was to be able to orient on any person or people and
tell by a gl ow she perceived whether they were suitable for each other. It was interesting that
she endorsed the Judge. He had struck Jolie as a good nan, but such inpressions could be m staken

Vell, we'll see how he is when he gets ne alone in his house. Vita concluded. You know, |
can see why you'd be sent to watch Ol ene, she being related to an Incarnation, but |I'msure not
related! What's so inmportant about a bl ack

teen whore?

"I wish | knew, " Jolie said.

They rel axed, feeling the lethargy of the pill. It did seemto be countering the drug
wi t hdrawal pangs for Vita.

In the afternoon they were conducted to the formal hearing. Judge Scott sat at his tal
desk, in the traditional robe of the office. The clerk read out the charge, and the Judge
dismissed it, with a warning to Vita not to repeat the offense. It was all done in a nminute, and
t he next defendant

was brought up.

They wal ked out of the courtroomand to the carpet access. Imrediately a carpet sailed up
recogni zing Vita. They boarded, and it took off.

Vita peered down. There's the pinp's lino! she thought. So he was waiting for nel!

"He was waiting for you," Jolie agreed. "Wth Spelled Hin one hand and a club in the
ot her."

CGod, | want to go to him | nean, for the H

You are off the H Jolie retorted.

You offered to testify, Olene thought. You could have gotten that beast |ocked away. Wy
didn't you?

"It's alnost inpossible to nake it stick," Jolie said. "And new pinps and drug runners
come in as fast as the old ones are taken out. It's hardly worth dealing with the mnor crimnals;
it's the big ones the | aw wants."

The carpet sailed up and over the city, followi ng the established carpet routes. Jolie
peered down, noting the activities on the tops of the negabuildings. Sone were set up as parks,
with shrubs and trees grow ng, and garden paths, and even fair-sized ponds. Gthers were set up for
sports, with tennis courts, running tracks, ganme fields and swi nm ng pools. Sone were residential
in the archaic sense: little country villages set am d w nding roads. The best way to get away
fromthe bustle of the big city was to live on top of it -- if you could afford the rentals. Jolie
al ways | ooked with |onging at such devel opnents, because they rem nded her of her origin in
medi eval times, when isolated villages were nost of what there was. Were she alive again..

You really axe. fromlong ago. Vita thought, picking up the thought.

"Yes, | really am" Jolie agreed wistfully. "I would have been | ong since dead and gone,
if | hadn't died." She smiled, realizing the incongruity of that statement. But it was true: but
for the crusade, she would have lived out her life with Parry, |earning magic and grow ng ol d,
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per haps having children and grandchildren. Yet she nmight also have died of one of the periodic
pl agues, or in childbirth, or sone accident. The average lifetinme had been short then. So there
were ways in which she was better off now, as a ghost.

And | thought ghosts were always npaning! Vita com-- nented. You two ghosts aren't spooky
at all!

Jolie laughed. "Not at the nmonent!"

The carpet approached an isol ated negabuil ding. This one was restricted, neaning that the
average person couldn't enter it w thout a special pass. People in sensitive positions normally
lived in such buildings: those subject to assassi -- nation or harassnent, such as governnent
officials, com-- pany presidents, proninent entertainers and, of course,
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judges. Luna -- Senator Kaftan -- was exceptional in her residence in the heart of the
city. But, of course, she had special magic protection.

Jolie hoped that the Judge would live on the roof, but was disappointed; his suite was
buri ed deep inside the building. The carpet accessed it by descending into a central court and
flying along a tube that curved like the inside of sone giant serpent. You' d think a judge could
do better than this. Vita remarked.

Not an honest one, O'lene replied.

That seened to be the key: Judge Scott was not rich. But this residence would be quite
secure fromcharacters like Vita's pinp. It was also not the kind of place fromwhich it would be
easy to run.

At |ast the carpet halted at a spherical chanber. There were several doors, one of which
listed the nane ROQUE SCOITT.

Roque! Vita thought, with a giggle in the background.

/ like it, Olene thought.

Ch, | like it too -- | just think it's funny!

They got off the carpet, and it flew away, follow -- ing whatever orders it had been
gi ven. They approached the door, and it opened. A grandnotherly woman stood there.

"You nust be Vita," she said. "I'ma V too: Vaasta. Your roonmis waiting."

She gl ows too, Olene thought.

Now, tuning in, Jolie began to see it: a gentle radiance that surrounded the worman. This
evidently neant that she was benign. That was conforting to know.

The suite was spaci ous enough, its aspect enhanced by strategically placed mrrors. It had
no wi ndows to the outside, but a magic picture showed a scene of thick foliage and a snall
puddling streamwith tiny fish. The | eaves of the trees noved with the breeze, and it was even
possible to reach into it and touch things, though not to renbve them Vita found it fascinating;
she had never had access to gentle magic like this. Olene was nostal gic; she had had pictures

like this during her life, and shared themwi th her |over Norton

Vaasta showed themthe room and found several dresses for them evidently she had been
sent word to order sone in the appropriate size range. Jolie |ooked at her host in the nirror and
approved; she now | ooked rmuch nore |Iike an innocent girl than a prostitute. As far as Jolie was
con -- cerned, that would be the reality henceforth.

In the evening the carpet brought the Judge home. Jolie presented herself, neatly dressed.
"We thank you for providing us this refuge. Judge Scott," she said.

"Roque," he replied. "Here I am Roque, and you are -- which one?"

"Jolie," Jolie said after a nonentary hesitation. She had no nortal identification, so
that was better.

"“You understand, this is an unofficial arrangenent,"” he said. "I freed you in court, and

you are not required to remain here. But | feel it is better for you to be here until your
i nternal questions are resolved."
So he has young sex on ice. Vita renarked.
"Thank you, Roque," Jolie said. "What nay | do to earn nmy keep?"
"Way, | really hadn't thought of that," he said.
Ha!
"I amsure that one of the three of us has sonme know edge or ability that you mght find

useful,” Jolie said.
He smiled. "Unless you can | ook at a suspect's face and accurately read his innocence or
guilt, |1 have no use for you at court, and Vaasta is quite adequate to mmintain the residence. So
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you shoul d consi der yourself -- yourselves -- guests, as my favor to Senator Kaftan, whose notives
and judgment | deeply respect.”
/ can do that, Olene thought. Al | would have to do is orient on a person's

suitability/or release into society, and the good ones woul d gl ow.
"As it happens, Olene has a magic talent, and could do what you descri be,
"W shoul d be happy to go to court with you."

Jolie said.
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"I was speaking facetiously,

"I wasn't."

He considered a nonment, in the way he had. "You really wish to do this?"

Certainly, Ol ene thought.

I'"d rather lie in bed and watch hol os. Vita thought.

"W have a difference of opinion," Jolie said. "But the vote is two to one in favor of
going to court with you."

"Then perhaps we should wait for a unani nous deci -- sion," the Judge said.

"No need. | govern the host, and | feel it is better to earn our keep."

Listen, it's nmy body! Vita protested.

Which will be out on the street and back with the pinp, without Jolie, Ol ene returned.
She agreed to renmain for the duration, which is why he's willing to have us in his hone. He knows
she's a responsi ble person, while you aren't.

"Justice is not always served by the governing party,

he said, surprised

" he said. "The host should not be
coer ced.

He's taking ny side? Vita asked, anmazed. He nmust want flesh real bad!

No, he's glowing, Olene reported. He is really trying to do what is proper

Ch, all right! But 1'll kick up a stormif it gels boring.

"“Make that unani nous now," Jolie said, snmiling wyly.

He snmiled again, this time with increased warnth which added to his presence. "As you
wi sh. Now |l et us see what Vaasta has for dinner."

Vaasta was good at her business, and it was an excellent neal. They had carrot casserol e
and pseudol obster sal ad, which caused Vita to tune out in disgust, but she returned for dessert:
rai nbow wafers. It was inexpensive fare, but nutritious. Then the Judge retired to his study to
revi ew upcomi ng cases, and Jolie settled down to watch the evening holo shows. To Vita's disgust,

she insisted on watching the news first. Then she tuned in to an entertain -- nment programfor
Vita's benefit. It was full of violence, |ust

and hunor, in that order, with virtually no social sig -- nificance, and Vita loved it.
Then to their chanber, where they slept undisturbed, to Vita's expressed surprise and unexpressed
annoyance.

It was a new experience for Ol ene, who had not occupied a living body this way since she
died, and for Jolie, who had not been away from Gaea this long since coming to her. But it was
pl easant enough for all three of them Their dreans were a nelange of all their minds and
experi ences.

In the norning they joined Roque on the carpet and flewinto the city. They entered the
rush of comruter carpets, so thick that at tinmes it was easy to lose track of the fact that they
were high in the air. It was nore |like being part of a river current, with other carpets above and
bel ow and on all sides.

"By the way," he murrmured, "in court | should be addressed as Judge Scott."

"Of course,” Jolie agreed. She was in a formal suit which was somewhat baggy on Vita's
slight frame but nade her look a trifle ol der

In the courtroom she was given a seat next to the steno, so that she seened to be an
apprentice or assistant, and no one questioned her presence. Ol ene watched each case, and Jolie
saw t he gl ow she saw. She whi spered to the steno, "Guilty...really guilty...innocent...doubtful, k"
and the steno signal ed the Judge by sone obscure neans.

Vita, far from being bored, was fascinated. / never saw such a line of creeps! she
thought. They all want the Judge to think they re good guys, but we're seeing right through them
There cane a recess, and the Judge summpned steno and assistant to his chanbers. "
happened to be versed in nost of the norning' s cases," he said. "Many are repeat -- ers, or have
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records el sewhere. You had no prior know edge of then®"
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"None," Jolie said. "W had never seen or heard of any of them before; we went only by the
gl ow. "

"You called themw th conplete accuracy. | am amazed."

"It is Oriene's magic; she had a lifetime to master its use. She can tell who is right for
whom and who is good or bad, or who is telling the truth or lying."

"I amoften required to nake judgnent calls, and when the evidence is inconclusive, | try
to err on the side of leniency. It bothers nme greatly to err too far, and to receive news of a
crinme that was enabled by nmy misjudgnment. | want you to sit in on a prelinnary interview and to

informnme of your inpression.”

"Wthout the steno? How should | do that?"

"Sit quietly with your hands in your |ap, noving nervously. Wen the indication is good or
true, let your right fingers be exterior; when it is bad or false, let your left fingers show |
will not remark on this; nerely keep them appropriately positioned throughout."

“"Yes," Jolie agreed. "Like this for good, and this for bad.'' She cupped her left hand
with her right, then reversed it.

"Precisely. You may be far nore valuable than | had anticipated."”

This is sure nore fun than turning tricks! Vita thought.

/ shoul d hope so, Olene responded dryly. This imrer -- sion in the ugly side of society
seened to be hel pi ng her;

Jolie wondered whether it was because it was now evident how few living folk were perfect
or even really good.

The in-chanbers case turned out to be a suave business -- man, a rather handsone
i ndi vidual with a commandi ng presence. There were dianond cuff links on his shirt, and his tie
clip was a sparkling opal

"So nice to see you. Judge Scott," he said genially, proffering his hand.

The Judge did not take it. "This is not a social neeting, M. Bronx."

"Call me Cheer," Bronx said. "I don't believe in standing on formality."

"I do," the Judge said coldly. "As you know, this is a private prelininary hearing to
deternm ne whet her formal charges of enbezzl ement shoul d be brought against you. Are there any
factors you wish to have placed in evidence?"

"You know. Judge Scott, | really adnire your unusual technique. They say you can tell nore
about a case in an informal hearing than a prosecutor can bring out in a week of w tnesses."
Despite the man's open attitude, his nature was thor -- oughly evil. The gl ow about him

seemed bl ack. Jolie's hands were set firmy in the negative position

"I's there any reason | should not remand you to a crimnal court specializing in
racket eeri ng?"

"Apart fromlack of evidence? You know | would not soil ny hands on that sort of crudity.
Judge Scott."

To Jolie's surprise, the glow changed. This man was i nnocent of that particular charge.
She changed her hands.

"Extortion?" the Judge asked.

"You know such charges are unfounded!"”

And it seened they were.

"But you do gain considerable illicit wealth by cheating on contracts with state
agenci es," the Judge said. "I believe the termfor this is 'skimming."'"
"How can you say such a thing! | ama regul ar businessnman!"

The hands reverted to the "guilty" position

"The evidence is inconclusive,” the Judge said. "But | believe it is best to determ ne the
accuracy of any charges nmade. | shall direct that a thorough investigation be nade into your
busi ness practices. You will present your books to this court next week, for review by a qualified
accountant.'

"But my books will show no w ongdoing!" Bronx protested.

"I was referring to your private set."

The gl ow around the man becane |ike a botton ess pit.
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Now Bronx knew that Judge Scott knew what to | ook for, and rage and fear surged in him
Yet his face renmained bland. "Of course.”

After the interview the Judge nodded to Jolie. "Your hands were inval uable."

"But you seened to know t he answers al ready!"

"l suspected; you confirned. Now | amable to elim -- nate the false |eads and
concentrate on the true one. Bronx will shortly be out of business in this city."

Cee, this is fun! Vita thought. He's really socking it to those toads!

So it went, and their day was a success. "Little did | know that you would prove to be so
useful ,” Roque said as they returned to his residence on the carpet in the evening. "For the first
time, | was assured of naking no errors.”

"W are glad to help," Jolie said.

He's just warming us up for the night. Vita thought, but she was |ess certain than she had

been.
"Do you care to tell ne nore of the background of the girl?" Roque asked.
Does he gl ow? Vita demanded

Yes, he neans well, Orlene replied. He is a good man.
| guess he is. Ckay, tell himabout ny father
' '"She was raped by her father,'' Jolie said. "Rather than nmake an issue that would

destroy her family, she ran away, and was taken in by a pinmp who dosed her on H and prostituted
her to wealthy clients with a taste for what she calls 'young flesh.' She felt that this was
better than what she faced at hone."

“I't is unfortunately routine. Is she willing nowto testify against her father?"

No!

"She is not."

"Wl she trust ny discretion if she gives ne the name?"

"But you al ready have the nane! You said there was a -- a note in her file."

"Yes. We know her identity unofficially, but it nmust be corroborated before we are all owed
to report it. Unfortu -- nately this restricts ny action, and | can not nmake a further

investigation into the matter w thout that corroboration.”

That's the way | want it! Vita thought.

"No. "

"Let me explain ny interest here. Vita is the daughter of Senator Kaftan's chi ef
researcher. Her absence has nmade her nother unable to function effectively, and it seens she is
the only one able to pursue a critical line of research that relates in essential business.
Senat or Kaftan nmust have that information."

But they'Il put nmy father in prison! Vita thought in anguish. That'll really break up Mmn

"I feel that a man guilty of a crine like that should receive the full inpact of the |aw "
Roque continued. "But circunstances are seldomclear-cut. Wuld it suffice if her father
voluntarily separated, and took up residence in another city, and was denied visitation rights?"

You nean |'d never see Dad again -- and no scandal ?

That is what it neans, Ol ene agreed.

And Mom -- she woul dn't know?

"Woul d her nother know?" Jolie asked.

"Not unl ess Senator Kaftan told her -- which the Senator m ght do, if asked.”

/ guess...Vita thought uncertainly. And ne -- would she know about nme? | nmean, the H and
all.

" '"Vita doesn't want her nother to know about her recent situation, either," Jolie said.

"She could call the Senator's office and | eave a nessage for her nother, stating only that
she is safe and will return later," he suggested. "I think that would be a great relief to her
nmot her . "

The Senator's office! Vita thought. / never thought of that! Her feeling of relief and
el ation flooded through them all
The carpet pulled into the negabuil ding. Wen they
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reached the apartnment, Roque placed the call. In a nonment he was tal king to Luna herself,
while Jolie watched fromjust outside pickup range. "Luna, the girl would like to | eave a nessage
for her nother, no return address, her father not to know. Can you go along with this?"
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"I can, Roque," the Senator said. "Put her on; her confidence will be protected."
Roque stepped away, and Jolie stepped into pickup range. She relinquished the body to the

girl.

"Uh, Mom it's ne. Vita," she said awkwardly. "I, uh, | got into sonme trouble and couldn't
conme hone. But |'mokay now, doing real well, in fact. |, uh, I've got a job, kinda, and it's rea
nice. I -- Ch, Mom | love you, and |'m conming home soon's | can!" She cut off the contact, unable
to continue, overwhel med by her tears.

Roque returned. "That will nean a lot to your nother, Vita," he said.

Vita turned and hugged himtightly, catching himoff guard. He stood there sonmewhat
hel pl essly, patting her shoulder. Then she retreated, and Jolie took over

She rel eased Roque. "Thank you; this is Jolie again," she said, stepping away. "It was
very kind of you to do this."

"Well, there is a practical aspect, of course," he said, enbarrassed. "Luna needs the
services of her nother, and this will facilitate the return of those services."

But he did it because he didn't like grief in either Vita or her nother, Ol ene thought.
He gl ows of goodwill, not practicality.

"Of course,"” Jolie said, agreeing with both Ol ene and the Judge.

They had supper and watched the evening holos. As they retired for the night, wearing a
sil ken nightie Vaasta had shopped for during the day. Vita had further conments.

/ hugged him and he never put a nove on ne!

He is a decent man, Ol ene agreed. As decent as | have encountered since dying.
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| thought sure he'd grab a feel, at least a little one, but he didn't.

He didn't, Ol ene agreed.

/ mean, he doesn't have a woman, so unless he's --

He isn't. He gl ows nornal.

I think I love him

"Now, wait!" Jolie nurmnured.

/ mean, every man | ever got close to, including especially my father, wanted to get into
ny pants.

"Well, your pinp didn"t."

You kidding? He had ne first thing! Said he never put flesh in the field 'l ess he knew it
was tight.

"There goes another bastion of norality!” Jolie said with irony. "If you can't trust your

pimp -- "
Oh, come off it! It was just business to him But he sure put me through the grinder! |
| earned nore in fifteen mnutes --

"We really don't need to reviewit," Jolie said, though she would have smiled had Ol ene
not been present. It was evident that the girl was resilient and would not suffer enotiona
crippling fromthat particular aspect of her experience. At the sane tinme, it wouldn't have
bothered Jolie to see the pinp roasting eternally on a spit over a fire in Hell. For every truly
decent nman, there seemed to be two truly unscrupul ous ones who woul d take advantage of any girl
they could catch, regardl ess of age.

But Roque's different. | nean first he gave us a nice place to stay, and then he hel ped ne
talk to Mom and he's not hot for ny flesh. What's nore to ask?

"Time. Experience. Maturity,"” Jolie said.

He's got themin spades!

"Not his. Yours."

Pooh! Maybe for you old wonen that's okay, but |I'myoung and alive. | want to |ovel

And sone day surely you will, Orlene put in. But not illicitly.

That's the only kind I know
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They slept -- and suffered through Vita's dreans of hugging a nan who didn't grab feels.
Her enotion, unwar -- ranted and unrealistic as it was, was neverthel ess over -- whel m ng. Perhaps
it was a | ong-danmed reaction to her need for respect for an ol der man, | ost when her father
betrayed her. The thing was, Roque really was a good man, one worth |oving. But there was no way
he woul d | ove an underage girl.

The next day sonething al arm ng happened in court. They were sitting as before, beside the
steno, when one of the cases turned out to be the pinp. He was there on an accurate charge:
soliciting for prostitution.

Oh, ny God -- if he sees ne...! Vita thought.
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Jolie agreed. She tried to cover her face with her hands, but couldn't do it effectively
wi t hout beconi ng obvi ous.

The pinp's ginmet gaze caught her and lingered for a nonent. There was no question: he
recogni zed her. Vita felt dooned, and Jolie couldn't argue. That pinp would bl ow the whistle on
the whole thing if he didn't get his way!

Then the judge's head turned, followi ng the pinp's gaze, and he realized what had
happened. Abruptly he called a recess. "You will consult in ny quarters,” he told

the pinp.
In a nonment, it seenmed, they were there: Judge, Jolie,
and pinp. "I gather you recognize this wonman," Judge

Scott said abruptly.

"I sure do. Your Honor! That's one of ny gals! Wat's she doing in your court?" He stared
penetratingly at Jolie.

The gall of the man! How could he think to get away with this? He was tal king hinself into
pri son!

No, he figures to blackmail the Judge, Vita thought. Figures the Judge won't want to be
exposed with a whore.

The Judge turned to Jolie. "Is this true?"

You're no whore! Orlene thought fiercely. \Watever you

were into before is past now.

And there was the key. "I amnot his creature,” Jolie
AND ETESI NI TY 95
sai d, speaking with her own voice. "I despise his breed."

The pinp's jaw dropped. He did not know that Jolie had taken over Vita's body, and her
words were not at all what he had expected froma cowed, H addicted girl.

"The | ady seens to disagree with you," the Judge renmarked. "Wat basis do you have for
your cl ai n?"

He called ne a lady! Vita thought, thrill ed.

The pinp realized that he was in trouble. If the girl had found courage, she could testify

against himand put himin a ot nore trouble than before. Still, he nade the attenpt. "You know
I've got what you want, girl."

"Are you by chance alluding to an illegal drug?" Jolie denmanded inperiously. "Certainly I
want none of that, and none of you, you despicable whorenmaster! | shall be happy to provide
information -- "

The pinp raised his hands in a surrender gesture. "Suppose | just get out of town in a

hurry. Your Honor?"

"I woul d have no objection to that," the Judge agreed.

That concl uded t he session. But how come the pinmp backed down so fast? Vita asked. He knew
I never could tell himno!

"He discovered that he wasn't dealing with you any -- nore,"” Jolie explained. "Had it been
just you, he would have taken you with him and the Judge woul d have | et you go rather than be
conprom sed and have his reputation sullied. O so he thought. But he found hinself up against a
fearl ess judge and a fearless wonan, and knew the odds had turned against him He did the nost
expedi ent thing:

vol untary bani shmrent. You'll never see himagain. The Judge let himgo because this is
nore effective than sentencing himon a m sdeneanor charge.”

Gee! And that about covered it.

-- 5

ROQU

On the weekend, Roque took themfor a walk in the park. Jolie had requested it, because
the host, as a mnor, was not granted free access; she had to be acconpani ed by a responsible
adult. Vaasta had no interest in parks, but the Judge liked to take weekly strolls. H's suite was
about hal fway high in the negabuilding, by no means a favored site, so he did feel squeezed at
times.

They took an el evator and zooned up sixty stories to the roof. They stepped out, and were
deep in a forest. |Indeed, when they turned, their elevator was gone; there was no sign of
civilization except the marked path, which curved out of sight both forward and back

But where did it go? Vita denmanded, anmzed.
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Magi c, Orlene replied, |aughing.

You're teasing ne! Let ne ask Roque.

Jolie turned to the Judge, who was inhaling the fragrant air with evident satisfaction. "I
am turning the body over to the host, who finds this a novel experience. Since there is no
expedi ent escape fromthis level, | believe she will behave."''

"As you wish." He evidently had a notion of Vita's question
you to renmain resident and to take over if she m sbehaves."

96
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Jolie nodded. She did not fully trust Vita, but believed that the girl's burgeoni ng crush
on the Judge woul d cause her to stay in |ine. She vacated.

"Now | know |'mjust a street-level city girl who's never been nowhere," Vita said. "But
we just cane out of an elevator and nowit's gone, and | know they don't waste magic on regul ar
fol k. What happened to it?"

Roque smiled in the way he had, and Vita felt a thrill of enotion that worried Jolie.
Crush? Jolie had forgotten how potent the passions of youth could be! The girl had said she | oved
him and indeed, in her way she did. But she had rather direct ways of expressing herself. That
woul d have to be watched, until it passed in favor of sone other interest.

"It is not nmagic," Roque said. "It is nerely canpbu -- flage. This is not a real tree; it
is the mask for the elevator.” He touched the bark of the huge tree trunk the path curved around,
and a panel slid aside to reveal the el evator chanmber within. In a noment the panel slid quietly
across again and the tree was whol e and seenmi ngly natural

"Ch!" Vita squeal ed, delighted. "It tricked ne!" "W nust |abor hard to maintain seem ng
nat ural ness," he renmarked, wal ki ng down the path. "These parks are restricted to responsible
adul t s because irresponsible fol k have no proper appreciation for them and may litter or damage
them It might be taken as an anal ogy of society:

only those who have achi eved a nmature vi ewpoi nt are capable of appreciating what it offers
Wi t hout abusing it."

' However, | shall expect

"You nake it so sensible!" Vita said, thrilling again. She had had little interest in
par ks before, and none in maintenance, but she was an instant convert.
"I should; | amone of those charged with the enforce -- nent of society's standards."

“Yeah, ny pinmp would just spit on this path." "Onh, perhaps he would not descend to such
depravity." She glanced sidelong at him trying to fathom whether this was hunor. He saw that, and
allowed his straight face to quirk. Then she felt free to |laugh. She was | earning socia
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nuance, too, in a hurry. Jolie was anmazed at the potency of this association. Roque had
treated Vita with courtesy, and she had responded in a manner Jolie hoped was not enbarrassing him
too nuch.

"Ch, look at that!" she exclainmed farther along, stooping to peer at a delicate flower.

"It looks just like a -- "

"Lady slipper," Roque supplied. "lIndeed, that is its nane. It is one of many ornanenta
plants cultivated here and in other roof parks."
"Cee, | wish | could be here forever!" she excl ai ned.

"I understand the feeling. When | am anidst a hard day at court and | feel ny tenper
fraying, the image that pacifies me is this one, especially the pond ahead."

"There's a pond?" Vita literally skipped ahead, casting off five years in her delight.

/ wal ked such paths with Norton, Olene thought wist -- fully. Her own nostal gia and
enotion were riding along with Vita's joy.

And 1 with Parry, Jolie agreed, sinilarly charned.

The pond was | ovely. It had nossy banks and clear water, and ducks glided on its surface
The mal es had heads with iridescent green. They turned and swam toward the visitors.

Roque touched another tree trunk. A panel opened to reveal a chanmber containing slices of
bread. He took out two, handing one to Vita. "You tear it into bits, like this, and toss it to the
ducks. Only one slice per person, per visit, so that the birds do not beconme obstreperous." He
ni pped a piece to the |eadi ng duck

A mot her duck with four little ones appeared. "Qooo!" Vita cried, tossing her fragnments to
them The ducks took them eagerly, but headed back into the water the nmonent they were gone. They
knew better than anyone that it was no use inportuning a visitor for seconds.

"They don't really like us, just our bread," Vita said, disappointed.

"This is another truismof life. |, as a judge, find few who |like nme personally, but many
who cater to nme because of ny position. You, in your past life, found nany who cared nothing for

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (44 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

your personality, only for the passing use of your body."

"Cee -- you nmean a judge is like a whore?"

"I would not have expressed it quite that way, but perhaps that is the essence.”

"And both are |ike ducks!" she concluded. "No, wait, that's backwards. The ducks are the
others, the ones who just want sonething, and you gotta be smart and catch on to them and not be
flattered, no nmatter who you are."

"Agreed." And with that sinple indication of approval of her rationale, he sent her
fl oating again.

They wal ked on. "There is sonething | have been neaning to nmention," Roque said.

"Me too!"

No! Jolie thought, alarnmed by the girl's swell of excitenent and | ove.

"Ch? You have a concern. Vita?"

But the girl, heeding Jolie's threat to take over, de -- nurred. Vita now respected
Jolie's judgnent and woul d give her the body on denand, rather than risk in sone way offending the
Judge. "You first, Roque." She liked the privilege of calling himby his first name.

"There has been a grace period, but nowit is necessary to arrange for your resunption of
schooling," he said. "By |law you nust renain in school until you are sixteen, and it would be
better if you continued until you are qualified for adult responsibilities. Your time as an outlaw
is past."

"Cee, was | an outlaw?" she asked, intrigued.

"You certainly were. Had you been arrested in the course of your business, | would have
had to fine you and remand you to the juvenile authorities.”

"My pinp would have |ied about nmy age and gotten ne off."

"True. But / shall not misrepresent your age, or allow
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you to be mistreated while you are in nmy charge. You nust undertake schooling."

"I can't go hone for that!"

"Not yet. But there is an adequate |local school in this building."

"You nean |'d have to quit going to court, and go sit in dunmb classes all day instead?"

"l am afraid so."

That prospect did not appeal to Jolie or Olene any nore than it did to Vita. This was a
tenporary situation for them which was extendi ng because of the difficulty about getting Vita
back hone, and they did not want to suffer through material with which they were | ong since
famliar.

"Say -- maybe Jolie could tutor ne!" Vita suggested. "She's lived forever and knows a |ot,
and so does Ol ene.”
"Tutoring -- by a pair of ghosts? That had not occurred to ne!"

"And they could do it all the tine! You could test ne, or sonething, to be sure | knew the
stuff! And I'mlearning a lot in court, really | am Maybe if you got themregistered as tutors --

"This is irregular, but you may have a point. Are they anenabl e?"

Yes! Jolie and Ol ene thought together

"They say yes. Should | put them on?"

"No, I will accept your word."

"But nmy word's no good! | lie all the tine, to get what | want. You can't trust ne!"
"Are you |lying now?"

“"No! | wouldn't lie to you, Roque!"

"Then perhaps your word to ne is good. You are devel oping a new standard, in keeping with
your present situation."

She was taken aback. "Yeah, | guess maybe so."
"l shall see what can be done."
"Cee, thanks, Roque! | love you!" As she spoke, Vita threw her arns around him haul ed

herself in and up, and planted a kiss on his startled face.
AND ETERNI TY 101
No! Jolie thought, way too |ate. She had been caught off guard.
But Vita, aware that she had transgressed, retreated, leaving Jolie in charge by default.
She qui ckly disengaged. "Jolie here," she said. "I nust apologize for allowing -- "
"Jolie, we nust talk," he said, frowming. He led the way to a park bench and sat.
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She joined him "I can assure you that this will not happen again."

"What is the girl's enotional state?"

"Roque, she's young, and she has not had experience with a truly decent man before. You
have treated her neither as a juvenile nor as a black prostitute, but as a legitimte person in
her own right. She is recovering fromH addiction, and | think has sublinmted that disconfort in
emotion. It is hardly surprising that -- "

"She was not speaking figuratively, then."

Jolie sighed. "She was not."

"This places ne in an awkward position. You know I cannot afford to have an anorous,
underaged girl in ny household."

Now, that's not fair! Ol ene objected. W agreed to remain in charge while she renmi ned
her e.

"You know that these things happen,” Jolie said carefully. "Schoolgirls get crushes on
their teachers, but the classes go on, and in due course they graduate to nore serious
i nvol venents. "

"I amnot a teacher in a classroomw th many students. | ama judge, and this child is
residing in nmy suite. Considering her history, it would be inappropriate for such an arrangenent
to continue."

No! Vita thought in anguish. / can't live w thout himn

Jolie considered the conplications of nmoving the host to sone other facility and of
dealing with the host's hurt. She wi shed she had intercepted Vita's rash action in time, so as to
have avoi ded this problem But now she had to tackle it directly.

Pi ers Ant hony
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"Roque, | deeply regret that this thing happened, but it is a reflection of the existing
state. | feel that it is best for all concerned that the arrangement we had just settled on be
allowed to stand. Olene and | will tutor Vita and see that she qualifies to the necessary
standards. We will remain in charge so that you are not enbarrassed by this sort of foolishness
again. You will not be left alone with the girl."

" "Still, it is essential for a judge to avoid the appearance of inpropriety, as well as
the reality."

"I think you are being as foolish as the girl," Jolie said tartly. "The appearance is in
the eye of the behol der. Your behavior has been inpeccable, and hers will be so in the future. The
inpropriety occurred, as it were, offstage -- and what was it? A girl inpulsively kissed her
guardi an, who in no way sought or encouraged such attention. Even a judge should see no
impropriety in that."

"What does she say about this?" he asked, wavering.

"l shall put her on again," Jolie said. Then, as she did so: Vita, just sit straight and

apol ogi ze for enbarrassing him and be in control. That will show himthat you have | earned your
| esson.

Jolie returned the body to the host. "Vita, here. |, uh, | wi sh to apol ogize, and -- oh
Roque, please, please don't send ne away! | love you, | want to be with you always, | want to have
sex with you, | want to be your mistress for ever and ever, but 1'll behave just perfectly, |'II
do anything you want, only | beg you, please just let ne stay!'' Her tears were flowing as if

turned on by a faucet.

Quch! Ol ene thought.

Vita tried to retreat again, but Jolie refused to take over. Get yourself out of it this
time! she snapped.

Roque was | ooking at her, his face neutral

“I''m uh, not adult,"” Vita continued with difficulty. "I know|'ve got a lot to leam |I'm
just a silly juvenile girl. | know ny enotions get out of control. But with Oriene's guidance, and
Jolie's, and yours, | hope to becone what | should be. | really respect you. So -- whatever you
deci de. "

“I'f I allowyou to renmain..."he said. She bowed her head, her shane at her outburst
bri ngi ng

her the control she had | acked before. "Whatever you

deci de," she repeated.

He nodded. "I think | perceive inprovenent already."”

He stood.

Don't question him Jolie shot. He's testing you. Vita, chastened, continued their walk
silent.
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The Judge let it pass. Jolie and Ol ene nuintained strict control, and there were no other
untoward incidents. Vita | abored assiduously, and did indeed nmake progress in her education; she
took standardi zed tests, and Jolie and Olene refused to help her at all, but she gained. She was
a bright enough girl, as should have been the case, considering her nother's proficiency as a
resear cher.

Ti me was passing pl easantly enough, but Jolie knew it could not last. Ol ene recovered her
equilibriumand re -- suned her interest in recovering her baby, but that had to wait until their
present nmission with Vita was resol ved.

Olene took it with surprising grace. / know ny baby is safe with Nox, and there is no

aging in the Afterlife, so it can wait. Wien we finish here, | will be better prepared to resune
t hat quest.

It was not that she had lost interest in her baby; Jolie could tell by the ghost's
thoughts that it remained strong. There was something else -- and one day that other thing

mani fested to Jolie's considerable di smay.

Judge Scott was due for his annual vacation. He planned to go to the northern nountains,
where a section of wilderness had been preserved as a giant park. "Have no concern; Vaasta wil |
see to your needs, as usual," he told them

/ want to go with him Vita thought urgently.

"I don't think that's wi se," Jolie murnured

/ wish to second the notion, Olene thought. / identify with the w | derness, because of
Norton. That's over, of

104
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course, but the delight remains. If we could acconpany him perhaps tending to the cooking
or other chores that Vaasta does here..

Roque gl anced at her. "Your browis furrowed, Jolie. |Is there a problen"

“I"'mafraid there is. The other two want to go with you."

"l doubt that would be appropriate.”

"I agree."

Now | ook, fair's fair! Vita thought. Isn't Orlene sup -- posed to be the one hel pi ng ne,
and you're just along to help her?

"True, but -- "

So Ol ene should have a vote, shouldn't she? | nean, she's adult, she knows what it's al
about .

Jolie | ooked up. "They wish to put it to a magjority vote -- and they are two to ny one."

H s nmouth quirked. "Perhaps | should talk to Orlene."

Jolie turned over the body, uncertain what would cone of this. "Orlene, here. No offense
to you, Roque, but Vita and | feel that you do us an injustice by |leaving us behind. W would be
prepared to handle routine chores and try to pay our way, for the pleasure of the experience and
your conpany. "

"But much of this will involve hiking and canping al one. There would be an inpropriety in
havi ng al ong a femal e bel ow t he age of consent."

"The host may be so, technically, but I was of age when | died; indeed, | was nmarried and
had borne and | ost a baby. | amadult, regardless of the body."

"But it would be inpossible to avoid the suspicion that we were in sone nanner involved
with each other!"

"l hope you do not take this amiss, Roque, but | would not be averse to that suspicion.”

VWhat are you saying! Jolie thought, aghast.

"I amnot certain | follow your inplication,” the Judge said carefully.

"Then | will clarify it. | have come to hold you in deep respect, and though it would be
i naccurate to say that | care for you in the fashion that Vita does, | would by no neans object to
getting to know you better. | hope this is not cause for alarmon your part."

It is cause for alarmon ny part! Jolie thought. How can you, responsible woman, make such
a proposition?

The Judge considered. "I fear | may regret this. But it is true that | amnot apt with the
details Vaasta nornally handl es. You nay acconpany ne if that is your sincere desire."

/"1l have no part of this! Jolie thought. Olene, at first bew |l dered by the circunstance
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of her death, and then by Nox's cruel trick, had now recovered astonishing poise and assertion
You are doing it for Vita's sake -- so that she can indul ge her passion for the Judge!

"Jolie does not approve,” Olene said.

"I would not wish either to interfere in your internal arrangenents or to cause any of you
three disconfort," Roque said. "Take tine to consider anmong yourselves, and | will accede to your
decision."

They did that. It was obvious that Olene did indeed intend to acconmobdate Roque in nore
than routine matters, in part at Vita' s behest, but also in part because of her own devel opi ng
interest. But what was worse was Roque's willingness to go along with it. Apparently there was a
majority of three for this excursion

/ will take a break, Jolie thought, her nose out of joint. You do as you deemfit, Olene.
I will return when your party does.

"We shall miss you," Olene said sincerely.

Jolie departed as the others did, but in a different direction. She returned to Gaea and
made her report on the weeks she had been gone: how Luna had sent her to Vita, who was now staying
with the Judge while her hone situation clarified.
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"And not only the girl, but the woman, too, attracted to

t he Judge?" Gaea inquired

"G rl and worman, each in her fashion," Jolie agreed.

"It is ny concern that they mean under this cover to let the

girl have at the Judge."

"Why do you feel that this is wong, considering our

own arrangenment with a man?"

"The girl is underage!"”

"Only by society's definition, which is seldomhonored in practice. She is evidently
cogni zant of her true interest, as is the wonan. | see no harmin it. Do you have another

reason?"

Jolie realized that she did. O course her concern about

Vita was spurious; the girl had had plenty of sexual experience already, so had no

illusion about that aspect, and the Judge was not a man to take unfair advantage. "I hadn't
realized, but | do. It relates to the man, but |I'mnot sure -- " "You have an interest in him
your sel f ?"

"Not a romantic one; there has only ever been one for

ne."

"Whom we shall see shortly; | confess to having been

out of sorts during your absence.”

"I want to see himtoo! But the Judge -- " Then Jolie paused, the realization comng. "I
see himas a candidate for an office!" she exclainmed. "He's such a good man, yet with considerable
experience with the human condition. | don't want to see himsullied or disqualified!"

"Romance should hardly do that!" "But with an underage girl, know ngly? That woul d

certainly be a sin."

"Not by my definition, if it is truly voluntary by both

parties.™

Jolie thought back to her own days of |ife, when she was

in love at age fourteen. She had waited until narriage before indulging in sexua
activity, but that had been nost unusual for that tinme. Certainly it seemed in retrospect that she
coul d have indul ged sooner, and now she wi shed she had. She had had so little time with Parry!

AND ETERNI TY 107

"But what about God's definition?"

"Interesting that you should raise that question at this tine. Are you aware of the nature
of Luna's research, with which you are indirectly hel pi ng?"

"What does that have to do with God? W were never told -- "

"It is time you knew, Jolie, but | amnot at liberty to tell you. Therefore | shal
comprom se: | shall tell you, then seal it off fromyour awareness until a nore appropriate tinme.
It is not ny purpose to tease you, but to prepare you subconsciously for what could be a
significant role you will play."

"What are you tal king about? | amjust a ghost!"
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"The final confrontation is conming upon us, and all the Incarnations including Satan are
girding for it. But it is not of precisely the nature even the Angel Gabriel anticipated."

"The confrontati on between Good and Evil? But | cannot be involved with that, because of
my conflict of interest!”

"No nore than nmine, ny friend!"

"No nore than yours," Jolie conceded. "W both |ove Satan; how can we be di scussing this?"

"We have concluded that the issue can not be settled with the present cast, because as far
as we can ascertain, God has not involved Hinmself with nortal or imortal affairs in severa
centuries. Therefore it behooves those who support Good to arrange for a change in the
O ficehol der. "

Jolie was aghast. "Replace the Incarnation of Good?"

Gaea nodded. "Install a new man -- one who will at |east pay attention to nortal matters."

"But is that possible? Surely if the present O ficehol der does not step down, no other
force can make Hm"

"No other could -- were he defending his turf. But in the absence of such defense, it
beconmes the prerogative of the other Incarnations to elect a replacenent, by unani nbus vote. The
| esser ones support the greater ones, and outside ones |ike Nox do not concern thenselves in this.
So we are planning to hold a conclave and el ect the replacenent.”
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"But Satan will oppose that!"

"Of course. Because it is to his interest to maintain an inactive Incarnation of Good. A
new one woul d be active, greatly conplicating Satan's drive for power."

"Unless it were Satan hinself. He really isn't evil."

Gaea smiled. "You and | mght vote for him but | doubt that a najority of the

I ncarnations would, |et alone make it unaninous. It will have to be sone other nman."
"Sone other man," Jolie agreed, still awed at the
pr ospect.

"So Satan's defenses will be two: first he will try to prevent the vote from being taken.
Since it requires the accordance of a clear majority of the nortals who believe in God, the first
battle will occur in the nortal realm It is in preparation for this that Luna is researching."”

"Her key vote!" Jolie exclainmed. "To bring her con -- stituency in line!"

"Even so. This is the help you have been rendering her. She requires precise information
as to the sources of nmortal opposition, so that she can neutralize as many as possible. Fate has
been able to read ahead this far: it will come down to one vote, and that vote will be hers, but
she nust do it with the support of her nortal constituency. Satan will do his best to deny that
support. This issue has been building since Luna entered politics, and perhaps longer. But it is
only the first; the second will be the decision on the man."

"And that nan nmay redefine the standards,"” Jolie said, seeing it. "So that there may not
be automatic sin for consenting love, or for voluntary death, or a hundred other

t hi ngs. "

"Yes. Those standards may once have been appropriate,

but their rel evance has eroded. W can not know how they will change, but we nust try to
select a man who will change them for the better.”

"So the candi dates | have been watching --

"May be for that Office.”

"And the Judge -- "
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"May be a candidate."
"But a unani mous choice -- Satan will veto any man the others agree on!"

"True. But once the conclave is assenbled, it will continue until the selection is nade.
Eventual |y there nust be a conpronise.”

"But that al nbst guarantees that the best man will not be chosen!" Jolie protested. "That
he'll be a conpromni se choice, with at |east sone evil -- how can that be?"
"It evidently was so the last tinme. The evil in that choice manifested as indifference or

vanity. Just as there is some good even in Satan, there is sone evil even in God. But that will be
better than nothing -- which is what we have now. "
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"What we have now," Jolie echoed. What a de -- vel opnent!

"So now you can appreciate the inportance of your observation. You nust understand the
Judge well enough to be able to recomend himfor such an Ofice -- or to elimnate himfrom
consi deration. W nust not have any m stakes in our noninations! You rmust retain awareness of the
critical nature of your mssion, but not of the missionitself. |I regret putting you in such a
position, but believe it nust be so, for the present."”

"I understand. | would not have believed it otherwi se." Gaea | ooked at her -- and abruptly

Jolie forgot what she had been told, retaining only the inperative to study Judge Scott with
excruciating care and objectivity.

"Now | et's go consort with the eneny," Gaea said. Jolie was relieved to shift fromthe
perplexity in which she found hersel f. She was aware of having di scussed sonet hi ng of transcendent
i mportance, but could not recol -- lect what it was. She floated into Gaea and ani mated her body,
conforming it to her own.

She rejoined Vita and Orlene as they returned fromthe Judge's vacation. Vita | ooked
tanned and fit and satisfied,
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t hough of course her tan was pernmanent. Roque seened pensive. Jolie dreaded to conjecture
what that neant, despite Gaea's assurance about the norality of the situation

We were naughty, Ol ene thought.

Jolie had washed her hands of the matter, but now she had to know exactly what had

happened on that trip north? The other two were glad to fill her in, running a chain of vivid
selected nenories. It was as if Jolie herself were
living it.

An airplane, for the scientific devices tended to be better

than the nagi cal ones for massive or long traveling. Arrival at the northern airport,
wher e negabuil di ngs were sparse. A carpet to the canpsite, with supplies for several days. A foot
hi ke to the local sights: huge old pine trees, jagged natural slopes, and a freezingly cold
untaned river

Eveni ng at an unheated cabin. They cooked their staples over an open fire of burni ng wood,
an amazing novelty, conplete with choking snmoke. Both Vita and Ol ene | oved

it.

Then the night in the cabin. They had separate sl eeping

bags, but Ol ene bal ked. "W are al one now, Roque, and there is no need for confusion. You
are a gentleman and will not force the issue, but we deemit our prerogative to do that. Unless
you protest, we shall nerge our bags and join

you for the night."

"I must object," Roque said. "You have reservations about the age or race of the

host ?"

"No, it is the age of the controlling person that counts,

and it never occurred to me that race should be a factor

But -- "

"You have difficulty relating to wonen?"

"No! But -- "

"Cbj ection noted. Overruled."

He had to snile. "I can not stop you, but it should also be noted that | did anticipate

sonmething like this, and amresolved to take no advantage of anyone. If you wish to talk,
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| shall be glad to do that, but that will be the extent of it."

Ol ene put the bags together and got in with him "I shall be happy to talk, Roque, if it
does not deprive you of sleep. OF what nature is your concern?"

"Merely the question of propriety, which you have now answered satisfactorily. But | have
the inpression that there is something I do not know of you and your notive, and | would like to
understand that. Vita has expressed interest in ne of a certain, shall we say, personal nature,
but you have not, so your interest in acconpanying ne here, and in establishing such propinquity,
i s obscure.”

She snuggled close to himin her nightie. "I want you to understand the manner in which
you have done ne some singular good. | was an adoptee, raised by good folk, but always with the
knowl edge that | had been born to other parents. Even though there was never any discrimnation of
any kind against nme, that awareness always set nme just a bit apart. Perhaps it was that which |ed
me to avoid true nmarriage and agree to a ghost marriage, wherein | married a ghost and agreed to
bear a child who would carry his inheritance. The ghost, Gawai n, was a dragon slayer who had in
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turn been slain by one of his quarry, technically an allosaur. | never knew himin life, and he
was unable to manifest to me in death, so there was no | ove between us. Indeed, | was satisfied
that it be so, for | think I felt unworthy of |ove, because of ny anonynous parentage. Gawai n
solicited nmen to cone to ne, but | had the right of veto, so that | would not have to endure sex
with an inappropriate male. | was not being coy; | have the talent of judging people by the glows
of their auras, as you know, and | judged each prospect by his glow as a father and |over. | was
actually relieved when the first ones had inadequate glows. If the truth be told -- and this is
the tine, | think, for telling it -- | really did not believe the ghost existed, and thought that
the nen who cane were nere opportunists. Only later did | cone to accept the validity of it and
that Gawain really was active on ny behal f.
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"Then Gawai n brought Norton, a wandering environ -- nmentalist, and the sight of his gl ow
overwhel med nme so that | could hardly speak. He and | faltered through an in -- troduction, but I
knew fromthe outset that he was the one. Indeed, he cane to live with me, and we were lovers, and
he fathered ny baby, and then -- " She found herself crying.

"I know the history," Roque said gently. "I regret that such tragedy cane to you."

"So now | am a ghost, having foll owed ny baby," she continued after a while. "But when
Jolie and | went to see the Incarnation of Night, and | becane a man and attenpted to rape her
that was such a blowto ny self-esteemthat | retreated entirely. I had seen nost nen, other than
Norton, as crude, |echerous aninals, but now | knew that | was no better, for | had been worse
than they, when given their inperative. | had never dreamed that sex could be so pow -- erful a
forcel It entirely overwhelned me, and all ethical scruples ceased to have neaning. | sinply
yielded to the inperative to do it, and danmed be all else. Only Nox's intercession, her offering
of herself to sate nmy intenperate lust, aborted ny effort. | wonged nmy friend Jolie, but that was
only the half of it, because ny confidence in nmy own quality of character was shaken. How coul d
condemm any man for yielding to his passion, after that? How could |I consider nyself in any way
superior, or even equal to others, in the noral sense? And so | gave up ny quest, finding nyself
unworthy of it, and let nyself sink toward Hell, where it seemed | belonged. Only Jolie saved ne,
by refusing to l et nme descend, though she was the one | had w onged.

"She brought ne to this host so that | would not sink the nmonent she let go of ny soul
Here | becanme immersed in the horrors of a girl of the street, and realized that it was not enough
merely to condem nyself for ny fall; | had to try to do sonething about the evil that was around
me and in ne. Then the host cane to you, and | cane to know you, Roque. | had forgotten that there
are differences in nen, as

there are in women. Forgotten that | had known and | oved a good man, Norton. |ndeed, now
saw that | had not |oved himenough. Wen ny baby died, all | could think of was the baby, and
went to join him Now | see how badly I wonged Norton, who loved ne. | could not save ny baby,
but | could have saved ny relationship with Norton. So |I was doing wong before I went to Nox.
had been intenperate in ny narrow vision, and cane to understand it and rue it too late.

"But now, for atine, | amalive again, borrowing the body of a girl. Tenporary though it
may be, | amresolved to acquit nyself better than | did in ny owmn life. My crine was to negl ect
the inmportance of the personal relationship, to underrate |ove. You have hel ped show ne that, by
bei ng what you are: a fair and generous man. Vita | oves you, Roque, and | amnot sure that this is
a fleeting fancy. It is nmy wish to intercede in what manner | may to facilitate the consunmmti on
of her love during the window that is available to it. Soon she will return hone and that w ndow
will be closed. | amaware that you do not wish to have an untoward relationship with a girl who
is below the | egal age of consent. But if you will have one with ne, in the know edge that she is
present -- "

"I will not," Roque said firmy. "I will deal with her directly, invoking no surrogate."

"And this is the other aspect of what you have done for ne," she continued, unperturbed.
"You have shown ne that it is possible for a man to withstand tenptation. | know the forces that
are in you, for | have experienced them nyself. But what overwhel med nme, you control so consis --
tently that never by word or glance or deed do you yield to it. | envy you that control, and
admire you for that and all that you are. You are another man | could | ove, Roque; | do not do so
because it is no longer ny prerogative. | cannot nake up in death what | squandered in life. But
now | have the assurance that to be male is not necessarily to be evil, and | thank you for

restoring that perspective to ne."
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"I thank you for your candor,"” Roque said. "I wi sh | had known you during your life.
Perhaps | wish that | could have been the man to approach you, in your ghost narriage, for there
is much that | |ike about your attitude. O course, | mght not have gl owed the way your |over did

"You do glow, brightly," she said. "You would certainly have qualified. In fact, you would
qualify for alnost any woman. How is it that you are not narried?"

"I really amnot apt with wonmen," Roque confessed. "Sonehow it seemed that each woman in
whom | m ght have taken an interest was taken by a nore aggressive or endowed nan. Justice was
al ways ny passion, and the girls had other interests. So | never married, to nmy regret.”

"Had any wonman cone to know you as we are coning to know you, things would have been
different."

“I't is kind of you to say so. In fact | very much

appreci ate the sentinment."

"Perhaps we should sleep now," she said, closing her eyes in the darkness, half expecting
himto make sonme sort of a nove, for she was very close to him

"OfF course."” He nade no nove, though his gl ow showed his desire.

Next day they took another hike, admiring the scenery both great and snall. Roque had an
interest in all things natural and was happy to discourse on it, and Olene and Vita were happy to
listen, for their separate reasons: Olene renenbered Norton's sinmilar interest, and Vita thought
that anything to do with Roque was fascinating.

At night Olene turned the body over to Vita. Vita approached Roque. "Vita, here. Tonight
is my turn. My |

be with you?"

Roque smiled. "I said | would deal with you directly, invoking no surrogate. | rather
suspected this confrontation

woul d cone. "

She put the bags together and linked them joining himin her nightie. "I promsed to
behave, and in these weeks
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with you, | have conme to understand what discipline can be. Olene and Jolie taught ne a
I ot, and not just about school subjects. You taught nme a lot, too, Roque, and not just in court.
So | think this time | can be near you wi thout going haywire, but if I lose nmy grip, Olene wll

take over so you won't be enbarrassed.”

"This is commrendabl e," Roque replied. "You know how | feel about you, and | know you have
no interest in juvenile girls, but would it be too far out of line if | asked you to sort of put
your armns around ne?"

"You are in error about one of your assunptions, Vita."

She froze. "lI'msorry, | guess | asked too nuch."”

"No, your request was reasonable in the circunstance." He put his arns around her”
bringing her close to him

She was al nost afraid to nove, |est he change his nmind. "Thank you, Roque. It neans so
much to ne. After the experience |'ve had, it's really been neat to be with a man who didn't want
to, you know. I"'mreally sorry | came on to you the way | did before. | guess control and
restraint are the biggest things |I've been learning. | just sonmehow thought that the only way to
pl ease a man was -- "

"Pl ease desist, before you enbarrass ne further."

"Sorry," she said, chagrined.

"There is something | must tell you," he said gravely. "Aspects of it may not please you,
and if that is the case, you have ny apology, and | will understand if you prefer to separate
yoursel f fromne."

"You're going to send me hone!"” she cried, stricken. "No. Were you |istening when | talked
with Olene |ast night?"

"Yes," she said faintly.

"Then you are aware that | have never narried and never was able to develop a close
association with a menber of the opposite sex. There is an aspect | did not discuss, however."

"No! You can't be gay!" she exclainmed in horror
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He | aughed. "No, that is not ny situation. But certainly I have had a secret vice. | am
despite your inpression, typical of nmen in ny desires. In ny private imagination for nany years
have pictured an event of a nature | have never cared to advertise. In this vision an attractive
young woran approaches ne and states that she has conceived an inordi -- nate passion for nme and
wi shes to indulge herself with ne in the wldest of sexual orgies. This is of course forbidden,
for she may not even be of legal age. Yet in ny vision | amsorely tenpted, assured that no other
party woul d know. "

Vita lifted her head. "You' re joking!"

"Far fromit. Wen you stated that you wished to be ny mstress, you fulfilled that secret
desire. | knew that | should send you imediately to sone other facility. | knew that | was wong
inny failure to do that. Even then, | knew that in tinme you and | would find ourselves as we are
now. | accepted the ruse of Orlene's control, knowi ng that she would free you for this encounter.
Therefore, | can not claimany surprise; | wanted to be alone with you. This is the manner you
have m sread ne; | amno better than any of the nmen who have used you in the past."”

Vita was stunned. "You -- You wanted nme all the

time?"

"I did. | fought against it, knowing how wong it was to inplenent any part of ny fel
vision, and lost. But | assure you that this is as far as it will go. | have no intention of
mol esting you, and if | have repul sed you by this confession

| certainly understand.”

"But last night Olene was willing, and you didn't

touch her."

"That was | ess nobility than expedience. My desire is not for Olene, though certainly I
woul d be interested if that were her wish. My desire is for you."

"But you knew | was watching! You could have done it with her, and | could' ve pretended it
was ne."

"She offered herself as a legitimzing personality, she being of age and experience to
know her mind. She did not

truly desire this kind of interaction with me, but felt that she owed it to you, for the

use you have allowed her of your body. | find that a fine gesture on her part, but it is not one
care to indulge. My vision is illicit; my desire is for the body and personality of youth."

"Young flesh!" she exclained. "All day you put away pinps and worren who do it, and you
crave it yourself!"™ "That is ny secret shame. | regret destroying your image of ne, but | felt you

shoul d know the truth."

“You don't really care for me, you just want young fl esh!" she charged.

"The irony is that | do care for you. | have been inpressed by the manner you settled down
and worked at |earning, and by your increasingly proper deportnent. | know that many tines at
meal s and during our walks in the roof park the others have relinquished your body to you, and
that after your first declaration, you have not shamed yourself in your actions or words. You have
been hel pful to Vaasta; indeed, she has spoken favorably of you. You are becom ng a fine young

worman, and it ill behooves nme to interfere with that. This is why ny illicit passion for your
flesh is such an evil; it spoils what would otherw se be an excellent relationship."

"But you know if you asked ne, |'d be glad to spread ny legs for you!"

"That is one reason | have not asked you. The willing -- ness of the girl does not excuse
sexual abuse."

"So you just figured to get ne here like this, and tell ne your desire, and that'll maybe
turn ne off, and it'll be over," Vita said. "You aren't one for force or rape or anything |like
that."

"I amafraid so."

"But you sort of hoped it wouldn't turn ne off, and 1'd dive right in with you anyway."
"It is the tine for candor."

Vita thought about it, not nmoving fromhis enbrace. "I guess | should ask Olene.”
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"She well m ght have sone sage advice for you at this
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stage. "

"But |'mnot going to. You know what | really wanted,

when | said | wanted to be your nistress?"

"Love, security, attention."

"That's right! And the best way | ever knewto get it was to please a nman, and the best
way to please a man was by having sex with him | didn't know any other way to win your interest,
and | wanted it real bad."

“I think | was aware of that too. Certainly you are not

obliged to prostitute yourself to ne for -- "

"Ch, shut up, Roque! / want your |ove! Now | know that it's not the sane as your sex. Can
you say you | ove

me?"

Roque hesitated. "I cannot say | do not." "Why not just lie to ne?" she flared. "Say the
magi ¢

word, and I'lIl do anything you want!"

"This is, of course, standard procedure with nmen," he
said. "To tell a wonman it is |ove, when the true object is

merely sex. | would not care to deceive you in that

manner . "

"Why not?" she dermanded

“I't would not be ethical. But apart fromthat, | amuncertain of ny feeling for you. It

woul d be foolish for a niddl e-aged man to love a child in that manner."
"Then tell me you don't |ove ne!"

"I cannot."” "If | can't have your love, I'lIl give it to you for honesty.
Nobody ever seened to care nuch before how | felt about it, and you do."
"True." "Oh Roque, could you maybe just kiss me and see how

it is?"

"I amnot certain that would be wise." "So call me out of order!" she said, and turned her
face

to find his in the dark. She kissed himenphatically. He remai ned passive for a nonent,
then his arns

ti ghtened around her. He kissed her back. It seened to go on forever, and her feeling

ignited, and she half clinbed on him trying to get closer than cl ose.

"Ch, Roque," she gasped. "If that isn't love, I'll settle for it!"
"It is passion,” he said. "Not to be trusted."
"Look, I know a girl's not supposed to get all hot and eager, especially when she's

underage, but |'ve just got to have you! Al those bad nmen |'ve had in ne, let ne get one good one
and erase all the rest!"”

"This isn't right -- " he began.

"You have your vision, | have mne too! | want you to want ne, to want ne so bad you just
can't help yourself," she said, claw ng out of her nightie. "Maybe the world will end tonorrow if
you do it, but you' re so hot you don't care, you just gotta have ne, and |I'myours, Roque, |I'm
yours." Free of her clothing, she started to work on his. "Your vision is ny vision, you crafted
it just for me -- that's what | want to believe!"

He could not withhold his nmounting passion. "Ask Orlene!" he cried. "Ask her if she can
tolerate this!"

You're doing great, girl! Olene thought, feeling hot herself. Maybe it is wong, but it's
got to be!

"She says to go for it!" Vita panted, getting his pajamas open

"We shall surely regret this in the norning," he said, his resistance crunbling.

Then they were kissing again, and merging, and Vita felt the thrust of his loin and the
jet of his culmnation, and she went into a feeling she had never had before in sex with a man
and clung to himand stretched to kiss himand touch his tongue with hers while the feeling spread
through the rest of her body. "Ch, Roque! Oh, Roque!" she breathed, over and over

"Ch, ny darling," he breathed back. "Though | go to Hell, it is worth it!"

“I"lIl go there with you, ny darling, ny love!" she
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babbl ed, clinging to him trying to keep the fading feeling, trying to hold himw thin
her. But it was useless; they had to separate, |ying beside each other

"W have been quite crazy," he remarked. "Yeah." Then she realized sonething. "Hey, you

never felt ne up!”

She felt the shake of his laughter. "I fear it is late for

that."

"No, it isn't! Here, do it now" She grabbed for his

hand and hauled it to her breast. "Squeeze!"

He squeezed, gently. "Do you know, it does give ne pleasure, even at this nonment when ny
sexual urgency has

been sated."

"So maybe you really do |ove ne."

"So maybe | do," he echoed.

She caught his hand again, guiding it to her other breast. "Every one of ny Johns, he was
hot to kiss nme and feel ne before, but once he got his neat in, that was all, he just wanted to be
outa there. How cone it's different now?"

"Because we did it for love."

"Ch, Roque, can you say it now?"

"I think perhaps | can, foolish though | knowit to be."

"Say it! Ch, say it!"

"I love you. Vita," he said.

"I love you, Roque." She had thrilled to his presence, and to their dialogue, and to their
cul mnation, but the thrill she felt now was deeper and finer than any of these. "Pronise ne you
won't change your mind in the norning!"

"You know I cannot promise that. Vita. In the norning the full realization of ny folly
will be upon ne."

"Well, it won't be on nme! | could stay here like this
forever!"
"So could I, Vita. But norning will cone despite us."

Morning did conme. Vita did not renenber sleeping, just lying there holding his hand to her
breasts, but now the light was filtering in past the cabin curtains. Roque was in his bathrobe,
cl ean-shaven, his hair conbed.

He saw her stirring. "Perhaps | should absent nyself while you clean up and dress," he
sai d.

She felt her hair plastered to her face in sodden hanks. They had sweated | ast night! "I
nmust be a sight!"

"You are beautiful." He wal ked toward the door

She scranbl ed up, heedl ess of her nakedness, and ran to him "Don't go, Roque! |'ve got
this notion that if you do, you'll never come back! You'll realize it was all a terrible mstake,
and you'll resolve to never let it happen again and I'Il |ose you forever!"

"well -- "

She caught him and tore open his robe, then plastered herself against him "Please,
pl ease, please, Roque, this is all the tine we have. | swear |'lIl behave when we're back in the
city, let me be your nynphet now "

"You are trying to seduce ne!" he exclainmed with nock outrage.

"Anyt hi ng you want, Roque! |'ve been waiting all ny life for right now, and I'l| never
have another time like this. |'ve got to make the nost of it! | love you, | |ove you!"
"And | love you -- even in the norning," he said, and she knew she had won.

"Don't forget to feel me," she remi nded him

"You are anmmzing," he said, running his hand over her buttocks.

Soon they were into sex again. She didn't think of it as nmaking | ove, because this entire
experience was an unre -- mtting nmaking of |love; the sex was only its npbst enphatic
mani f estati on.

Jolie woke fromthe vision of the nenory. "The whol e vacati on?" she asked, fl abbergasted.
"Solid sex? You were nore than naughty!"”

Solid love, Oriene corrected. / thought | was going to have a linmted affair with him for
the benefit of Vita, but she wound up doing it herself.

You liked it too! Vita put in.

/ liked it too, Oriene agreed. / stayed out of it, overtly,
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but really |I did participate. W were wanton! That poor man hardly got any rest at all
Now we | eave the pieces for you to pick up

Jolie tried to be angry, but this vision was too fresh and strong, too full of the delight
of abandon. She renenbered her seduction of Parry when he was a friar. How sweet it had been --
but with what a consequence!

Unfortunately this, too, would have a consequence. Now Jolie renenbered sonething she
seened to have forgotten. "I nust tell you something | |earned,” she subvocalized. "You nust not
repeat this to any nortal. W want .to consider Judge Scott as a candidate to becone an
Incarnation. This neans that | shall be observing himto decide to what degree he qualifies. But --

Oh, no! Olene thought. And we just caused himto sin!

"CGaea di sagrees. She feels that natural, consenting love is no sin, and if it is to be
consi dered such, then the definitions of sin need anending."

Yes! Orlene agreed. He is a good nman. he deserves an O ficel

But if he should becone an Incarnation, Vita asked, what woul d beconme of hin®

"He would step into an inmortal plane and | eave his ordinary nortal existence behind. He
woul d no | onger age, or be vulnerable to nortal nishap."

So then he wouldn't be interested in any nynphet.

Jolie saw her point. "You knew this could not be per -- manent, Vita. In fact, it could
not extend beyond your one wild fling. So that wouldn't make any difference to you."

Yes, it would! | want to be near him al ways!

"However, if there should be any longer-termrelation -- ship, it is not unknown for
Incarnations to retain them" Jolie continued. "I maintain a relationship with an Incar -- nation,

though I am a ghost, and Luna Kaftan maintains one with the Incarnation of Death."
Maybe there's a chance for ne. Vita thought, relieved. Wiich Incarnation is he being
consi dered for?

Here Jolie drew a blank. "I -- | think it could be any one of them But each is so
inmportant mat it is vital that no errors be nmade."
Vita was di smayed. W nade himsin -- and now he won't qualify? she asked.

He didn't sin! Olene denurred. Maybe we did, but he didn't. He tried to do the decent
thing all along, but in the end he was human, and | amglad of it.

"The question is, how does he feel about it?" Jolie asked. "If he feels it was a sin, then
there is evil on his soul, and it will hurt him"

Per haps you should ask him Ol ene suggested.

Jolie sighed, knowi ng she would have to do it.

She broached the matter as they rode the carpet to the city. "I understand the girls were
active during ny ab -- sence,"” she said.
"Exceedingly," he admitted. "I amsure you are aware that nmy interaction was with the

child, not the worman, despite expectations."

He woul d not bend a bit to protect hinmself! "Wat are your intentions?"

"I shall report nyself to the board of ethics, which | suspect will suspend ne pending
investigation and retire nme thereafter.”

She had been afraid of this. "Roque, | left because | felt that what was contenpl ated was
wrong. But now |l see it otherwi se. There was no force, no coercion, no prom ses founded or
unf ounded. There was only | ove between nman and wonan. A young wonan, granted, but ol d enough in

experience and in guidance to know her nmind. |I don't believe that should be the concern of the
board of ethics.”
"The law is clear, and | amcharged with the upholding of it. Wen | transgress, | mnust

pay the price."
"When the board investigates, they will question the girl. She will testify that nothing
unt owar d happened. What will then be the disposition of the case?"

124
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"The girl is young and has a checkered history. She knows what woul d happen to you and to
herself if she confirned any intinacy between the two of you. Do you think she will indict you?"

He stared at her. "This is blackmail!"

"This is reason. In your heart you know that no crine was commritted and that the | odging
of the report you contenplate would only hurt each of you. What is your ultimte definition of
justice?

"You speak like a creature fromHell!"

"I amthe consort of the Master of Hell."

He pondered. "The girl mnust |eave my house. Only then may we be assured that the event was
i solated."

No! Vita thought.

"She | oves you, Roque."

“"And | love her. But it nust be."

Jolie sighed. "You are a good man. Judge Scott. You hold to higher standards than we do.
We shall depart your residence at our earliest convenience."

No! | can't! I'"Il diel

Quiet, you silly child! Olene snapped. She has some -- thing in mnd

"Thank you, Jolie,"” the Judge said, |ooking mserable.

"You are not wel cone, Roque."

At that he had to snmile. "I think it best that you not relinquish control until the
departure is acconplished."”

Jolie nodded. He was indeed a good man.

6

DEATH

Jolie took themto Luna's office. She borrowed the Judge's personal carpet; it would
return to himon its own when she got off and disnissed it.

So what's your plan? Vita demanded. You know it's ny body; you can't keep ne away from him
forever!

"I can as long as | retain control,"” Jolie said. "But fear not, | amon the side of
romance, havi ng been the route nyself. The Judge had to do what he did; it was his conpronise
after | threatened himw th your noncoopera -- tion. If he couldn't pay the penalty for his deed,

he had to nake certain that no further abuse occurred. So he will not report the matter, and you
are gone from his household. But that does not nean gone fromhis Ilife. W shall be seeing him

agai n soon enough, |I'msure."
When? How?
"W are about to determine that. Meanwhile, Olene, | think it is tinme we resunmed your

quest for your baby. You have recovered your equilibrium and can now exi st as a ghost wi thout
sinking to Hell."

Oh, Jolie, of course | want to do that! But --

"But you are halfway in |ove with Roque yourself, and wish to | eave him hardly nore than
Vita does."

225
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It is true. | have not forgotten Norton, nor do | wish to encroach on Vita's interest, but

It's okay, Orlene! | feel so much better with you al ong. Wthout you I couldn't have been
wi th Rogue on that vacation, and even when you let nme do it with him you were there, hel ping ne
not to nmake too nuch of a fool of nyself. Wthout you I'd revert to H, | know you and Jolie are
hel ping nme get over the craving, and with three it's nuch easier than alone. | really need you! |

have no jeal ousy of you; you're part of what Roque sees in ne.

"So | believe that the three of us should remain together,'
acconpl i sh both your desires, and m ne too."

Yours too?

"I am highly inpressed with Roque Scott, and not just because of the way you girls fee
about him | think he just mght qualify to be an Incarnation, and | want to watch himcl osely
with that in nind, so that | can make a full report when the tinme conmes. So nmy job is conpatible
with yours;

we can watch him and sonmetines be with him and try to recover your baby, together. O
course we shall have to take

sonme turns."

Jolie said. "Wrking to
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Agreed, Orlene thought, relieved. / confess that when you said | could | eave this host,
was afraid; | prefer residence in the living state to being a ghost, and | very

much like Vita's conpany.

You do? | thought you regarded ne as an inpul sive

juvenile.

I do. You do things I would never unbend enough to do. The way you tore open Roque's robe -
- but I loved being along for the ride. You lend excitenent to ny life -- | nean,

ny deat h.

And you lend maturity to mne. Vita thought, pleased. Wen you two cane, | thought. Wat
the hell is this, spooks nessing up ny life even worse than it was, keeping me fromthe H But
you're better than H You got nme to Roque, and you're teaching me so nuch, | really think I can be

somnet hi ng when | grow up.
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"So | think we are agreed," Jolie said. "W shall work together, until it seens
appropriate to separate, and perhaps we shall in tine achieve all our desires." The truth was that
she, too, rather |iked experiencing the living state again. She had never had enough of it, the
first time, with Parry.

W are agreed, Olene thought.

Geat! Vita added.

The secretary in Luna's office | ooked up. "May | hel p you?"

"l need to see Senator Kaftan," Jolie said.

"The Senator is away fromthe city this week. Do you wi sh to make an appoi nt nent ?"

That woul dn't do; they needed a residence today. Jolie, in her concern with noving them
out of the Judge's residence, had not anticipated this.

Maybe Mom ..

Good notion! "lIs Vera here?" The folk at Luna's office were all first nanes, as was Luna
hersel f, nornmally.

"Why yes, you may see her if you w sh."

"I will have to put you back in charge," Jolie mur -- nured.

They were shown into a back office piled with books and papers and vi deo screens: the
research departnent. There was a wonan who | ooked a lot like Vita, thirty years ol der

" Nor "

The wonman | ooked up, startled, and burst into tears. Vita went over and hugged her, crying
hersel f.

Bef ore long they were conparing brief notes. It seenmed that Vera had gotten a notion of
the problemin the famly, but didn't want to speak of it openly. She did not inmportune Vita to
return hone. Vita was at pains to explain that though sonething had caused her to | eave, and that
she had had sone bad tines, she was now nuch better off and perhaps even had a better life than
she ni ght have had.

"“I've been staying with Judge Scott,
you know he can't

she concluded. "He has a housekeeper who's nice, but
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keep a juvenile girl in his house forever, it would | ook wong, so | have to nove out.
I"ve got a friend with me, a ghost, and when | need to do sonething adult, she takes over. W're
going to do sone traveling, and we're helping in your research, maybe."

Vera's | ook indicated that she had a gli mer of why her daughter had to depart the
presence of the Judge, but again she preferred to let it lie. It was obvious that Vita was
physically healthy and enotionally sound, and that was an i nmeasurabl e reassurance. "You know of
ny

research?"

"Sone, Mom The final confrontation between Good

and Evil, when -- "

"Enough! You are helping in this?" "In part. Looking for candidates for --
it! Satan's minions are everywhere." "Satan knows it's com ng, Mom Anyway, | sort of

"Don't say
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need a place to stay, for a while, until | travel. W thought

Luna ni ght know -- "

"Let me ask." She got up and hurried out. In a nonment she returned, the | ook of surprise
still on

her face. "Luna left word: you are to go to her house

i mediately. It seens that Judge Scott notified her." "The Judge is a great man. Mom " "I
amnot sure | grasp all of what is going on here." "I guess you know. Mom it was Luna who sent
t he

ghost to me, to get nme straightened out. She wanted you to

feel at ease. The Judge, when he | earned about her

i nvol verrent, decided to help." "She is a great woman." "l guess that's why she and the
Judge understand each

other so well."

"There seens to be a good deal of understanding,"

Vera remarked sonmewhat wryly.

A carpet took themto Luna's estate. The two griffins charged up as it came down. Jolie

took over. "Giffith! Gissel!" she called. "Smell my soul!"
They recogni zed an approved visitor and rel axed. They stopped at the front door
cautiously. "Miir!" she called to the nmoon noth within. "It's ne, Jolie, in human host."

Muir, too, recognized her, and she entered wi thout challenge. Cee, Vita renarked,
i mpressed.

They wal ked through the house, adnmiring the aura paintings on the walls. Luna could see
auras, Jolie explained to the others, and so could judge people in nuch the manner Ol ene coul d.
Per haps that was not surprising, for Orlene was very like a niece to her

There was a note on the kitchen counter. WELCOVE,

TRIO FOOD IS AVAI LABLE. USE THE EAST ROOM DRESS | N SOVETHI NG NI CE.

"Dress in sonething nice?" Jolie asked, perplexed. "To stay alone until she returns?"

They checked the East Room It was a beautiful suite, conplete with a closet stocked with
several lovely dresses of the appropriate size. There were slipper-shoes which fit Vita' s feet
perfectly. There would be no probl em dressing nicely!

They nade a project of it, taking a good bath, washing the hair and putting a slow curve
init by using a spellstone designed for that purpose, and donning a dress that was first cousin
to an evening gown. Vita had filled out during her tine with the Judge and now | ooked i npressive
in the | ow decol letage. / think I've been turned into a princess for a night! she thought
adm ringly.

There was the sound of a chinme. They tripped down to the front door, uncertain who could
be calling, but certain that Miuir would allow no intruder

Roque Scott stood there. He gazed at them astonished. "Here?" he asked.

Jolie turned the body over to Vita. "Ch, Roque!" she breathed. "Don't go away!"

He stepped up and swept her into his arns. "This is not my house," he said. "I am not
obliged to enforce standards here."
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"Shut up and get on to the endearnents," she said,

lifting her face for a kiss.

"You are delightfully forward, my juvenile delight.'
How cone you're

her e?"

"I received a nessage fromLuna's office, asking me to

check on an item of some value at her house. Naturally |I cane here after work, know ng
that she woul d not ask such

a favor capriciously."

"W didn't see anything," Vita said. "OfF course you didn't, mnmy darling innocent." He

stroked her hair.

She tittered, catching on. "Cee, it's fun to be inno -- cent!"

Maybe we shoul d depart for a few hours, Jolie thought.

"No!" Vita said. Roque's hand, having proceeded beyond the | ength of

her tresses and on down her back toward her rear, froze.

" No?"

"I"'mtoo young to know any better
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She laughed. "I didn't nmean you, Roque! | want you to

feel me. | was talking to Jolie. She wants to go away."

"She did before,” he pointed out.

"Wth Olene this time. So | can be all the way alone with you. But I'mafraid |I'd screw

it up."

"well. .. "

' '"Oh, you know what | mean! | want to be good for you, Roque, and on nmy own | keep
getting too wild. 1'd get the shakes, for sure, and turn you off, and |I sure don't want to

do that! So |I don't want themto go."

" '"In that case, | amcertainly anenable to their continued presence. | nust confess that

I do feel easier knowing that a woman of adult experience is nonitoring the proceedi ngs, because
it allays ny concern about taking advantage of one

who is young."

But |I'm another man's wife! Jolie protested. "Maybe you better talk to Jolie," Vita said.
"G ve ne

one good feel before I put her on."
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Hi s hand resuned its nmotion dowward -- at which point Vita gave the body to Jolie. He
squeezed her buttock. Jolie clanped her teeth, trying to | ook neutral

"The gami n!" he exclainmed, realizing. He was now able to recogni ze them separately, by
their manners.

Jolie disengaged. "As we know, she is young," she said. "And full of mschief.'' She
wal ked to a couch and sat down, crossing her |egs denmurely at the ankl es.

He took a seat across the room "Perhaps your reasons for bringing Vita to me were nixed.
As you know, | succunbed, and you and | agreed to do the appropriate thing. | think you were aware
that | did not truly wish to separate fromher, and | think you are not averse to our neeting in a
situation like this. Your absence is thus a nmere formality or courtesy which need not be invoked
at this stage."

"I amthe wife or consort of Satan, Jolie replied." 'l do not care to be present in the
body of a woman who is nmeking love to another man. Orlene may certainly remain, but | prefer to
absent nyself."

"I am minded to debate the issue," he said, "if you are willing. If you do not approve ny
liaison with Vita, you can not excuse yourself merely by being absent in a manner you know wi ||
facilitate it."

"That isn't what | said!'" Jolie said, stung. "I did have doubts, but subsequent thought
has eased them and | now feel that the two of you should be allowed your |ove. My presence or
absence shouldn't affect that. But ny own -- "

"Yes. You do not wish to engage in the appearance of inpropriety. | understand this
consideration rather well. But this, too, |I question. If | understand it correctly, your narriage
to the man who is now the hol der of the Ofice of the Incarnation of Evil dissolved when you di ed.
He subsequently renmarried, and you now join his present wife in anorous engagenents. Thus the
experience of joint involvenment is not foreign to you."

He had it exactly! A thought had been grow ng beneath
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Jolie's level of consciousness, and now it surfaced. If she was to study this man as a
potential candidate for the O fice of an Incarnation, she could hardly do so by deliberately not
observing himin monments of his passion. She had to understand himfully. She al so needed to know
how he approached matters of ethics and questions of propriety. Al so, how he related to the

underlyi ng questions of Good and Evil. That meant she shoul d renain

Still, she had a problem "It is nore than the appear -- ance, Roque. | do not |ove you
and do not wish to be enbraced by you, even in surrogate. | would feel extrenely awkward about
returning to ny husband -- or, if you will,

consort -- after -- ''

"There is also this to consider: Satan surely has been ultimate with a great many womnen
over the course of his tenure, yet you still love himand wish to join himat every opportunity.
Do you hold to a standard you do not expect of

hi nP"
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Quch! The days of Jolie's sexual innocence had been | eft behind centuries ago. She no
| onger believed in a double standard. She knew Parry had had | ong and extreme affairs with the
i kes of the denbness Lilah and the damed soul Nefertiti, yet had returned gladly to her when she
remani fested. What counted, in the end, was not his dalliances during her absence, but the way he
felt about her, and she about him He had never |oved the denoness or the dammed soul; he had

| oved Jolie. Now he loved Gaea -- and still loved Jolie. Was she so nuch |l ess certain of her |ove
for hinf
"I think you have made your case, Roque," she said.
"I will remain."
He smiled briefly. "As you wish." "But one nore thing, before | submerge. How do you

feel about Satan?"

"l suppose that is a fair question, fromone who |loves him | amadamantly in the opposite
canp, and wish to support the forces of Good in every respect. Yet | see the
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need for a repository of damed souls, until they can be redeened, and therefore | concede

the need for a supervisor of that repository. As | understand it, Satan is not actually evil, just
as Thanatos is not actually dead; he is nerely a hunan person handling an unusual and often
unrewarding job. | think you would not |ove himwere that not the case, just as Luna woul d not
| ove Thanatos."

A fair answer indeed! "Suppose you ever found yourself in a position to -- to negotiate
with Satan on sone matter. Would you do it?"

"Of course. | feel that | am already, whenever | decide whether a given person should be
puni shed or rehabilitated or go free. Satan is attenpting to evoke the Evil; | amattenpting to

evoke the Good. It is, in a fashion, a continuing exercise in classification and treatnent."
This man was certainly, to Jolie's way of thinking, a prime prospect! "So you, know ng
that one who is close
to Satan is with the woman you | ove, do not feel threat -- ened."
"Sat an never threatened any person whose convictions and practices were good.'
"I think Luna might disagree." "Luna is perhaps an exception,"” he adnitted. "She is
pivotal. But | think it is not her soul he threatens, only her political power."
“You inpress ne, Roque."

"Jolie, you inpress nme also. | thought | was dealing with a wayward girl, and then you
mani f ested, and the case becane inordinately nore interesting. I had no intent to take Vita into
my residence, until | becane aware that you were in control. Then | realized that rehabilitation

of the girl was not only possible, it was already in progress, and | did ny best to facilitate
your effort. Certainly you have been in no sense a nalign influence. My subsequent relation with
Vita, though unintended, was thus a direct result of your involvenment. For that | mnust thank you
However wong it nay be technically, | now believe it is
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right ethically. You have brought light into nmy Iife, and

shal | al ways be grateful .’

"I, too, amglad it happened," Jolie said. And she

wondered: could Luna have known this too? That Judge Scott was a worthy prospect to be an
I ncarnation, and that Jolie would discover this by the tinme she shepherded Vita through her
problen? It seened |ikely, now.

She returned the body to Vita, who pronptly junped up and flung herself across to Roque.
"What were you trying to do, pinching Jolie like that?" she denanded, pl unping

into his |ap.

"By your mschief,” he said. "What is this delight you

have in being inpertinently handl ed?"

"I hated it when ny Johns did it," she confessed. "I hated everything about them But I
did catch on to what nen like. Now l've got a man / like, | want to be sure I'mgiving hima good
time." She drew up her knees so that her dress fell away, and guided his hand to her inner

t hi gh.

"I trust you realize that this is shanmel ess exploitation."
But his hand did slide along her skin caressingly.

"You can do better than that," she said. "Cone on

what are panties for, anyway?"
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"For dirty old men's delight," he said. "Still, | would

not want to spoil your pretty outfit."'

"I"l'l take it off!" she said eagerly, and began scram-- bling to do just that.

Al that effort we nade, dressing her -- gone! Oiene

thought with resignation.

"But this sheer enthusiasmon your part continues to

amaze me. How did you cone by it?"

"I guess | just so much wanted to be wanted," she said. "Not just used and thrown away,
but | oved and needed forever. Maybe when | get older I'll really like just to talk with you, the
way Jolie and Oriene do, but right now | just want you so hot for me you can't think of anything
el se." She was bare, now, in record tine.
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"Perhaps we should retire to a nore appropriate place,"” he suggested.

"Like a bed. This way!" She bounded of f again and haul ed himal ong after her.

Soon he joined her there, unclothed. He kissed her and held her and squeezed her in
intimte places, exactly as she demanded. / wish | had thought of this sort of thing when alive,
Oi ene thought.

Jolie had to agree. Vita's passion was not feigned; her body was huming with desire, and
it affected all of them She recalled the saying that a man gave | ove for sex, while a worman gave
sex for love. This was certainly true here, but each aspect was so intense and pervasive that the
dividing Iine ceased to have neaning. The two were giving passion for passion, reveling init,
delighting in its grandeur and its naughtiness.

So it was that Jolie was along for the ride, as Oriene had been before, and the revel s of
the coupl e becanme her own. She knew that next time she nmerged with Gaea and went to see their nan,
she was going to give hima show and an experience he hadn't had in years. There was nmuch to be
sai d for exuberance.

The next norning Thanatos appeared. "I understand you are ready to resune your quest," he

sai d.

Vita screeched in terror and | eaped out of bed. She was, as was her wont after sex, naked;
Jolie had left her alone.

That's Thanatos, Jolie explained. He brought us to you. W have nothing to fear from him

"Ch." Vita hastily turned the body over to Oriene, who as hastily wapped a sheet about
hersel f. They had been lying abed |l ate, after the strenuous activity of the early part of the
eveni ng, and he bad cone upon them unawares. That, of course, was often the way of Death.

"I, yes," Oriene said. "Thanks in part to you, | amno |onger in danger of descending to
Hell. But when Jolie talked with you before, you told her it was inpossible, or nearly.'

136
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"The quest must continue, regardl ess. Fromne you need a bl ank soul ?"

"So | understand. To transfer -- "

"Come with me."

Ol ene hesitated, renmenbering how Thanat os had cone for her when she died and she had fl ed
him Have no fear, Jolie thought. He is a good man, as well as a good | ncarnation

"May | dress first?"

"Dress," he agreed.

She paused, but he did not retreat or disappear. Just go ahead and do it, Jolie urged. He
doesn't even realize there could be a problem after all the naked souls he's seen.

O'lene went to the closet, snatched down a decent dress, and grabbed for the rest of what
she needed. She carried theminto the bathroomand got herself in order as quickly as she coul d.
Thanat os waited inpassively, seemng not to

nove at all.

"I'"mready," she said, energing. But he was already on his way, and she had to run to
catch up. She didn't dare ask where they were going.

In the yard the death-steed Mortis was grazing. Oh, look at that! Vita thought. As with
many girls of her age, she was thrilled by the notion of a horse, any horse.

Thanat os gl anced at his deathwatch. He turned and put his hands at Oriene's sides. He
lifted, and the horse cane up and stood before them so that Thanatos could set her on. Then
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Thanat os nount ed behind her, putting one arm around her in an inpersonal way to keep her secure.

The horse took off. There was no wind, no tilt, but suddenly they were riding upward
through the sky, leaving the city bel ow. Qoooo! Vita squealed in awed delight.

"Mortis likes you too," Thanatos renarked.

You can hear ne?

"l hear your soul. Vita."

/[ like this too, Jolie thought.

"Worren do, " he agreed.

They peered down to see fluffy cotton-ball clouds below Mortis was galloping on air,
nmovi ng far faster than any nortal animal could. On occasion his hooves kicked up divots of cloud
dust, which dissolved behind them The scene was beautiful, with the norning beans of the sun
spearing out fromthe east, lighting the near sides of the clouds.

/ begin to get a notion what Luna sees in Death, if he takes her on rides like this! Vita
t hought .

"On occasion,” Thanatos agreed.

Then the steed was noving down to another city. They had no idea where it was; the speed
and nagi ¢ had been such that it could be anywhere. They had departed at dawn, local tinme; here it
was afternoon.

They landed on a city street anmidst traffic. Orlene flinched as a car charged toward them -
- but it passed right through themas if they were ghosts. Yet of course they were not ghosts,
exactly; Vita's body was alive and solid, so that neant that Thanatos and Mrtis had to be solid,
too, to lift and carry her as they had.

Magi ¢, Jolie rem nded her

"True," Thanatos agreed. "Mrtals can neither per -- ceive nor affect us unless we w sh
it."

The horse wal ked across the street and into a solid wall. They passed through the wall and
into a lighted factory region at the base of a megabuilding. "This man is about to die of a rare
internal electrical inbalance,” Thanatos said, disnmounting and approachi ng one of the workers.
Sure enough, the man paused before his equi pnent, and fell back, |ooking startl ed.

Thanat os stepped in and reached out to the man -- but not to help support him Hi s hand
passed into the nan's body w thout resistance and out again, holding the man's soul. The soul cane
out in a translucent skein, nottled by black patches and white, distorting out of shape. The body
sank to the floor, its eyes staring as if still startled.

"But you never gave hima chance!" Ol ene protested.

r
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"He mi ght have recovered had you not swept out his soul!’

"He woul d have endured until | took his soul, but not for recovery. | acted pronptly so as
to spare himunnec -- essary pain. Wien a soul is in balance, a person can not die until it is
renoved, no matter how hopel ess the physical case." As he spoke he was folding the soul like so
much gossaner, until it was wadded into a ball, which he placed

inalittle bag.

He returned to Mrtis and nmounted. The horse wal ked

back through the wall, then galloped into the air again. "How can you just take lives, al
day?" Orlene asked. "It is a necessary part of human exi stence,"” he replied seriously. "Wthout
death there could soon be no new life. The old nust be cleared away for the new Even as it is, we

are threatened with overpopul ation."

Olene was silent. She hadn't thought of it that way. Soon they came down in another city,
somewhere in the

world. Mortis halted at a Dunpster simlar to the one they

had hidden in when fleeing Vita's pinp, so |long ago.

“Your turn, Orlene," he said abruptly.

"What ?" "W thin that Dunpster is a newbominfant who will die

within hours if unattended. No nortal knows of his presence except his nother, who is
beyond conpassion in this respect, having such serious difficulties of her own as to be unable to
return. My attention is not necessary, as the baby is unsullied and will go to Heaven, but to
avoi d subjecting himto avoi dabl e agony as the next |oad of garbage is dunped, crushing him | am
interceding. You are looking for a blank soul; this one is close enough. dinmb in and take
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it."

"But | can't do that!" Orlene protested. "You are with nme, sharing nmy power for this event
by

ny extension. Do with himas you saw ne do with the | ast

case, and the soul will cone out for you." Olene waited a nonent, flustered. "But -- " "I
under st ood that you w shed above all else to recover
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and cure your own baby," Thanatos said enotionlessly. "This is the way to obtain one of
the seven el enents required. How serious is your quest?"

Tight-1ipped, Olene got down and approached the Dunpster. Now they heard it: a faint
mew i ng fromw thin. They clinbed up and peered in.

The baby was there, half swathed in dirty rags, grease and bl ood spl otched over his body,
short dark hair matted to the tiny skull. "Ch, nmy God!" Ol ene breathed nunbly.

So little! Vita thought. / never realized how snall they were. His ankle is no bigger
around than ny thunb!

Ol ene reached forth with a shaking hand to take the soul. Her teeth were cl enched.

No! Vita thought. Don't Kkill him

She has to, Jolie thought. It would be cruel to let himsuffocate in garbage, or to die
sl ow y of exposure.

Thanatos is right: it is an act of mercy to take this innocent soul now.

But he's just an eensy baby! He never did anything to anyone! He shouldn't be killed, he
shoul d be held and cuddl ed and nursed and everyt hi ng!

Those are not his options, Jolie returned, realizing that they were in effect Orlene's
i nner voices, her conscience debating while she hesitated. // is wong, we know, but the world is
not governed by right, it is governed by circum-- stances, and all we can do is alleviate the
nost egregi ous cases. Sonetinmes the choice is between evils.

You nust be good at that! Vita shot back

"That's not fair!" Olene protested. "She's not evil, she's -- "
Ch, dam, |I'msorry! Vita thought with genuine con -- trition. / didn't nean that, Jolie
It's just that | never was into killing, and this poor baby --

I know, don't | know Jolie replied. / died before | had
a baby of ny own, and then when | came to watch Orlene, it was |like --
| guess we better stop; | don't think we're hel ping.
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Jolie had to agree. This was Ol ene's decision, hard as it was. Thanatos had given her a
cruel lesson in death and soul s!

Oriene reached again for the baby. He took a ragged breath and cried a little |ouder, as
if aware that death was upon him

"I can't!" Oriene cried. "Ch, | just can't!" She put both hands down and picked up the
baby and hel d hi m cl ose.

Jolie and Vita nmmintai ned thought silence, not knowi ng what woul d cone of this. Probably
she had forfeited the soul she so needed; Thanatos would take it hinmself and put the dead baby
back. But how el se coul d she have reacted -- this wonan who had al ready | ost her own baby and died
hersel f because of it? What Thanatos had inflicted on her had been nore than cruel, it had been
diabolic. Jolie knew it was not her place to judge him but she could not accept this thing he had
done.

Oriene clinmbed out of the Dunpster, managing to bring the baby al ong. She came to stand
bef ore Thanatos as he sat on Mrtis. She held the baby protectively. "Maybe | have no right to ask
this, but if there is any way to save this baby, |I've got to do it," she said, the tears com ng
"I"'ma nmother, not a killer."

"That is not your baby," Thanatos said. "You can gain nothing by interceding."

"I know. | expect nothing. Please."
"But you can sal vage the soul, for your purpose.”
"I cannot, though I |lose nmy own baby. Please."

"I ask you again to consider just how serious you are about your quest for your own baby.
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If you will not do what is necessary -- "

"Ch, Thanatos, | would give ny own soul to save ny baby, if it were only clean enough
i nstead of hopel essly soiled! But | cannot sacrifice this innocent one to nmy purpose! This baby
shoul d have his chance to live and to nmake his own decisions about good and evil as he grows. |

amgrief-stricken over the loss of ny owmn, but | cannot help nmine by denying this one his
chance. | beg you, | beg you -- spare him if you possibly can!"

The death's head nodded. "I can, to a degree. Mount." He extended a bone hand.

Oiene grasped it, holding the baby close with her other arm Her weight dimnished and
she was noved effortlessly to the front of the great horse.

A short gallop through the air and buildings brought themto a hospital. "Take himthere,"

Thanatos said, lifting her down.

Oriene wal ked into the hospital. She approached the front desk. "I found this newbom baby
in a garbage dunp,"” she said. "Please take care of himand arrange for his adoption." She held out
t he baby.

A nurse appeared and took the baby. "You will have to

make a statenent," she said. "Were he was found, what tinme --
"I can't do that," Oiene said, turning away.

"But you must! It is acrime to -- "

Mortis wal ked through the wall. Thanatos reached down. Oiene caught his hand and was set
back on the horse.
The nurse stared, holding the baby. ' 'She disappeared!'' she exclained. "She just

di sappeared! "

"Sonetines they cone like that," the girl at the desk said. "So there is no | egal claimon
the baby. We'll take care of him"

"Yes, we'll take good care of him" the nurse said. Mirtis |eaped, passing through the
ceiling, through the various chanbers of the hospital, and on out the roof. Oiene, her effort
done, sank into renewed grief. Jolie understood the tenptation that had been on her: to try to
keep the baby herself. She had resisted that, but it hurt. You did right! she thought.

You did right. Vita echoed. "Yes, you did right," Thanatos said. "I will save an
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ot herwi se |l ost soul for you, froma baby whose situation is not subject to sal vage, and
deliver it to you when you have obtained the artifacts you require fromthe other Incarna --
tions. You are worthy, in ny estimation."”

You nmean this thing was a test? Vita thought, outraged.

"Asoul is infinitely precious," Thanatos replied, un -- perturbed. "I would not yield one
to a person who failed to appreciate its value, not merely as a conveni ence for a purpose, but as
an entity in itself. This was a necessary deternmination. Olene refused to do what she believed
was wrong, even to achieve the thing she nost desired.”

But did you have to nake her hurt so? Jolie demanded. Knowi ng that she had | ost her own
baby?

" '"The ultimate proof of character is not lightly achieved. A | esser proof would have been
val uel ess. Incarnations do

not deal in valueless matters."

The understatenent of the century! Jolie realized that Thanatos had been correct in his
action, however cruel it had seened. Ol ene had won her soul not by taking what was proffered
wi t hout consci ence, but by nmaintaining her standards of decency and conpassion despite the seem ng

cost .

/ think maybe | |earned something. Vita thought. /

couldn't've done it nyself.

Jolie wasn't sure she could have, either. W thank you

Thanatos, for this hard | esson, she thought. "You are welcone, Jolie," he replied. Mrtis
| anded back in Luna's yard. Olene got down. "I, too, thank you, Thanatos," she said. "I wll try
to get

the other things | need."”

"We are not yet finished,"” Thanatos said, dismunting.

He acconpani ed her into the house.

"I don't think |I understand," Ol ene said. Thanatos took a seat on the sane couch that
Judge Scott had used the night before. Jolie was glad that they had thought to return to pick up
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Vita's scattered clothing before sleeping! "The shifting of the course of a |ife cannot be
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acconplished by a single Incarnation unilaterally,” he said. "Alife is too inportant for
that. In ny early days in Ofice | sonmetinmes declined to take the souls that were due. | once
saved a drowning man, for exanple, instead of allowing himto die. | learned later that both

Chronos and Fate had had to nmake adjustnents to acconmpdate ny action. They had not spoken of it
to ne, meking allowance for ny inexperience in Office. Now |l amnore careful, just as other

I ncarnations are careful of ny prerogatives. Orlene, you will have to present your case for the
baby you saved to Fate, so that she can decide whether to alter his thread of life."

"But Fate is -- "

“Your natural grandnother," he said.

"My what f"

Thanat os paused. "I apol ogize. | see you did not know. "

/ did not tell her, Jolie thought. / thought it best to let her follow her quest without
the conplication of that know edge.

"My natural grandnother!" Olene repeated, dazed. "That may conplicate the picture,"”
Thanat os said. "Nevertheless, it was at your instigation that that baby's thread of life was
rerouted, and it is your responsibility to obtain the authorization for it. Jolie will be able to
gui de you to the Incarnation of Fate, of course.”

"I will doit,” Olene agreed. "I agree it is ny responsibility.’
by the revel ati on of her ancestry.

"You shoul d al so check with Chronos."

"The Incarnation of Tinme? Wy?"

“In order to fit this special session into ny schedule, | borrowed tinme. This has actually
been a rerun of time | amspending in ny normal duties, so that | have not sacrificed them or been
rushed. Chronos is tolerant of such occasional borrowings on nmy part, but it would be better if
you approached hi m and expl ained directly."”

But she remmi ned shaken
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"I need to see himanyway, to get a grain of sand," Oiene agreed. "I shall do that
forthwith."

"However, in fairness, | nust advise you that your interview with Chronos will not be
easy."

Jolie renmenbered the key thing about the Incarna -- tion of Tine: he lived backwards. That
conplicated things for every person who interacted with him nortal or imortal!

"I will do what | nust,"” Oiene said.

"I think you do not yet grasp the nature of the problem Not only does tine reverse in his
resi dence, he is a nan you knewin life."

"I knew hin? But how could that be? |'ve only been dead for a few nonths! How | ong has he
had the Ofice?"

"That depends on perspective. By my reckoning, it has been perhaps twenty-five years; |
had not thought to verify the precise length of his tenure. By his reckoning, it mght be as
little as two years."

"Ei ther way, then, | cannot have known him"

"I believe his given nanme was Norton."

Oiene stiffened. "Ch, no!"

Thanatos stood. "It is not my concern how you nay handl e your interview wi th another
Incarnation. Certainly I do not wish to interfere in their activities that do not relate to ny
proper business. But you seemto be uniquely related to or involved with nore than one
I ncarnation, in which nunber I amincluded because of ny interest in your aunt Luna, so | have
brought this matter up to you. | bid you good prospects.”

"My aunt...?"

"I think | have nade another error," he said.

That, too, is true, Jolie thought. Maybe |I should have told you all of it at the outset,

but --
"But I was in no condition,"” Oiene said.
Yes. Then the business with Nox --
Ori ene, shaken again, walked to him "I appreciate your information, Thanatos." Then she
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lifted her face and
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ki ssed himon his Iipless nmouth. The expressionless skull face managed to | ook startl ed.

Two days later Luna returned. "I trust you were not bored, being here al one?"

Jolie was back in charge. "By no nmeans, thank you. W have been tutoring Vita, and getting
to know Muir and Griffith and Gissel, and | ooking at your wonderful pictures, and we had visits
by Judge Scott and Thanatos."

"The nmoon noth and griffins sel dom have conpany they appreciate; |'msure they have been
nost pleased. | amglad you like ny paintings; | really have little time to paint now, but on
occasion | still doit, torelax. As for Roque, he is a good man," Luna said, with an oblique

smle that suggested that she well understood that situation. "Thana -- tos is a good
Incarnation."” Jolie wasn't certain how she nmeant that, knowi ng that Luna had been Thanatos' norta
lover for well over a decade.

"We are grateful for your generosity in allowing us to stay here during your absence,"
Jolie said. "Now | think we should find sone other |odging, so that -- "

Luna | ooked seriously at her. "I would not think of it. You, Jolie, are a good friend and
incidental liaison with the eneny. Oriene is famly. Vita is the daughter of ny enpl oyee and
friend Vera, whose situation is still clarifying. It behooves nme to facilitate your various
interests. | under -- stand that you, Jolie, are now al so doing an observation of the Judge as a

prospect for an Incarnation."”

She was really current! "Yes. But it would help if I know which Incarnation was the nost
likely prospect. The Ofices are so different -- "

"W do not feel free to advertise that at this stage. But we do need candi dates who m ght
be acceptable to all of the Incarnations."

"But Satan will not agree to any conpletely good nan!"

"And the others will not agree to any conpletely bad
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man," Luna agreed. "Therefore our nost |ikely prospects will be conpronises -- people with
both good and evil. In truth, the current |Incarnations are sinilar conprom ses, brought about by
chance and circunstance, doing the best they can. But we distrust chance, and wi sh to upgrade
prospects, with no affront intended toward any current

parties."

In other words, she wasn't letting any secrets slip. Jolie

was increasingly curious about this matter. She tried once nore. "Wen we were with
Thanat os, we thought he was acting cruelly, but it turned out that he was nmerely clarifying the
gravity of the matter of taking a soul for any purpose other than its own. W conclude that he is
doing a good job. Yet he nust have had a ot of evil on his soul, to encounter his predecessor
because Thanatos normally goes after only those souls that are in bal ance between good and evil."

"True. He was in balance, with as much evil as good. So was |, when we net; we conpared
notes. He has been doing a good job, and surely changing his balance slowy positive, and | hope
my own is simlarly changing. Certainly it is possible for such folk to performwell. But if there
were a better system of selection, we might guarantee that future Incarnations will be better

prepared for their Ofices.”

It did make sense, though Jolie had |little confidence that a real upgrading of
I ncarnations would conme of it, because unanimty anong the Incarnations was virtually inpossible.

"We shall be glad to stay here, if it is really all right with you," she said, returning
to the earlier subject. "But Ol ene does wish to resune her quest, and we have deci ded that the
three of us will remain together to see that through. That neans that we hope to go physically to
see the remaining Incarnations. So if we have to travel -- "

Luna | aughed. "You will not have to travel! Al the Incarnations have residences in
Purgatory."

"But in nortal formwe can't get there,
go, and indeed have al ready been. But Vita -- "
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"Ch, you need to | eave her unchaperoned for a time! Certainly she may remain here; Miir
will watch her and prevent her fromleaving, and the griffins will be happy for conpany.”

You know, that might not be so bad. Vita thought. But Jolie could feel her disappointnent;
she did |like the aninmals and the house, but she very nmuch wanted to participate in the |arger

Jolie pointed out. "As ghosts, Olene and | can
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adventure. Al so, she was aware that Roque nmight not visit her alone, and feared that if he did,
she woul d make some romantic blunder that would turn himoff. She wanted to remain with Jolie and
Orlene, but was afraid she couldn't. She was trying to be nice about it. That, for her, was
significant progress; she was |l earning self-sacrifice, perhaps inspired by Olene's exanple.

"W intend to do it together," Jolie said firmy, and felt the thrill of Vita's joy. "W
two ghosts |ike the experience of being alive again, and Vita |ikes our conpany. W have a viable
conbination, and will keep it as long as all of us agree."

Luna nodded, unsurprised. "It is possible for nortals to visit Purgatory; indeed, the
Incarnations are nortal in certain respects, such as their nornal solidity. But you will need the
i ntercession of an Incarnation to get there."

"As it happens, | amon good terns with an Incarnation or two," Jolie said. "I happen to
know t hat Satan doesn't use his residence in Purgatory, so it would be available for a tenporary
stay. Buli if we were to ask his aid..."

Again there was a knowing nod. "I would not forbid you this earthly residence,, in that

case. Though it is true that | oppose Satan, and expect to be instrunmental in defeating his mjor
pl oy not far hence, it is also true that we nmust have his cooperation for what we intend in the

I onger run. In earlier days | believed that the conflict between Good and Evil was absol ute, but
with time and experience | have learned that it is relative. It is as if we are playing an

i mportant ganme, with each side wanting very nuch to win but both sides agreeing that wthout
adherence to certain
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ground rules, there will be no gane to win. Even enemes need to cooperate in certain
respects and to honor each

other's prerogatives."

"Thank you," Jolie said. "W shall renain here,

except when visiting Purgatory. May the gane continue. "My the gane continue,’
agreed, smling.

7 --

TI VE

Luna gave themfare for a commercial rocket flight to another city. Wiile they waited for
the taxi carpet to arrive. Vita went out to give each griffin a farewell hug, then cane inside to
do the sane for Miir, who put up with this in gentlemanly fashion though it evidently wasn't his
i dea of fun. Olene then enbraced Aunt Luna. In her |ife she had known none of her blood ancestry;
now it was sustaining her in death.

The carpet arrived, and Jolie took over, because she knew where they were going.
"Rocketport," she an -- nounced, and it sailed up, carrying themaway. Jolie |ooked back and waved
to Luna, feeling sentinment herself. She had known Luna for nmany years, and |iked her, but this was
the first tinme in nortal guise, and it had a special inpact. The considerations of food and
| odgi ng and physical protection |ooned far nore inportant in the living state. Living was so
physical'. In a few days she had cone to a nuch nore acute appreciation of the woman's qualities.
Luna was very |ike Gaea, who had been her sister-cousin Ob, but significantly different too. She
seenmed ol der, because she had aged normally while Gaea hadn't, but that wasn't it. She was in many
respects what Gaea woul d have been had she re -- mamined nortal, and that was a precious insight.
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She was also like Orlene in her forner life: quite attractive, and sensitive to the
feelings of others. Jolie knew that she had seen Orlene in her worst stage, that of enaciation
deat h, horror and despair. But she renenbered how petite and | ovely she had been in her life and
happi ness, and how nice. Now those qualities were return -- ing, though she was in a different
body; Vita was beconing pretty in the ways that Ol ene had been. Luna showed how Orl ene woul d be
inlater life, and that was attractive too.

/ really regret having died, Olene thought. / acted hastily and thoughtlessly. Only now
that it is too late do | appreciate what continuing life had to offer

"Perhaps | should have told you your heritage,” Jolie said. "I tried to avoid interfering
in your life, other than watching you and being your dreamfriend, and now | regret that."

Had | known, | might have acted quite differently, Olene agreed. But | cannot blane you
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for leaving me ny freedomto find ny own way.

Vita did not chip in. She was dreani ng of Roque.

The carpet arrived at the rocketport. They entered at ground | evel and rode the carpeted
belts to the interior ticket counter. Then they took the ol d-fashi oned escalator to the | aunching
area at the roof.

The rocket was sitting there in its harness. Jets of steam hissed fromnozzles, naking it
seemlike a nonstrous hot dragon. Aranp led up to a tiny mouth in its base.

Vita took an interest. Science is so scary! she com-- nented.

Jolie could not argue. Back in her days of life, science had been relatively backward,
while magic, for sonme few practitioners, had been advanced. But she had to admit that science had
its place; it nicely conplinented magic as a way of getting things done. Both had their
liabilities, of course, but that was a concomitant of power.

They rode the ranp up to the nmouth and into the maw of the nonster. Inside it was like a
smal |, cranped buil di ng,

much hi gher than wide. A noving | adder hauled themup to their berth, about nidway al ong
the I ength of the rocket.

A harness awaited themthere. Just like the big one! Vita thought.

"For different reason," Jolie explained. "The big harness holds the ship vertical and
above the building, so that no actual landing field is necessary and there is roomfor the rocket
jets to flow Qur small harness is to hold us in place for the pressures of the takeoff and
I anding. Springs allowit to give way, cushioning the worst of the accelera -- tion. This will be
a short, violent hop."

That's ny kind of trip, the girl agreed.

They got into the harness and clanped it on around arns, |egs and torso. There was a brace
for the neck, and a helnet to hold the head secure.

In due course there was a shrill warning beep. Then the rocket took off. First they felt
the rising power of its jet, causing the entire vessel to shudder. Then the noti on commenced, sl ow
at first, but rapidly accelerating.

Hooo! Vita thought, feeling their jaw, breasts, and stonach sag with the abrupt increase
in weight.

A vision screen canme on, showing a fisheye-lens view of the outside. They were rising, the
buil ding and surround -- ing city of Kilvarough dropping down. In nonents they had a panoranic
vi ew of the region

/ like Mortis better. Vita announced.

Neither Orlene nor Jolie cared to argue with that.

The rocket blast cut off. Their harness bounced up, its springs recovering their
conpact ness. They were in free -- fall

Wheee! Vita thought.

But in a nmonent the rocket spun about, its business end pointing forward. Then the bl ast
resuned, just as if they were still rising. But now they were slow ng and descend -- ing, as the
screen showed. The rocket was efficient, which meant the ride was short.

"l would have preferred a modem saucer," Jolie said.
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"They are as fast, but they use antigravity instead of jet propulsion, so are a | ot easier
to ride, | understand. O course, as a ghost | never had occasion to ride one."

Maybe on the way back! Vita thought eagerly. She |oved experience of any kind.

The ship backed down to its rocketport and dropped into its harness. The safe-to-debark
gong sounded. They got out of their harness and waited for a vacant slot on the noving | adder
Naturally, all the other passengers were trying to |leave at once, so they had to wait sone tine.

A sl ot appeared. Jolie grabbed a rung and swng her feet across. She glanced up and found
herself peering up the skirt of another woman. It was foolish to wear such clothing to travel

Then she | ooked down and spied the man bel ow | ooki ng up her skirt. Quch

They shoul d nake nmen wear skirts. Vita thought.

Oriene, silent so far, caught that and went into a nental giggle. Jolie tried to contain
it, but a peep | eaked out. "Maybe we can get Luna to pass a |law," she murnured between suppressed
heaves. "But who would want to | ook at that?"
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That, of course, was the problem turnabout was not fair play, because wonmen had little
interest in |looking at men the way nen | ooked at wonen. Life was inherently unfair

No it isn't. Vita thought. It gives us power, because we've got what they want.

At the bottomthey let go and rode the ranp out and down. At the roof of the rocketport
they transferred to the express escal ator, which took themdown at a slant to the main door. They
had no baggage, so beat npbst of the crowd

out.

The taxi carpets were lined up. Jolie took the first one. "Mdck Hell," she said

Soon they were there: at the negabuil ding devoted to the follies of damation. Satan had
set it up decades ago as an exhibit, in an attenpt to show nortals that Hell was

really a fun place. This had been successful, and it had becone a nmjor tourist
attraction. People of all ages nocked to sanple evils that were not encouraged el sewhere.

Jolie wal ked through the ganmbling den, where the custoner always won. Piles of silver and
gol d coi ns abounded. Sure |ooks like fun! Vita thought.

"Wait till you see the next level!"” Jolie replied. She was, of course, long famliar with
this setup; it was an excellent initial sorting place for potential evil. Satan got early warning
here of forthcoming clients.

The next |evel was devoted to gluttony: clients were stuffing thenselves with all manner

of pastries and confec -- tions and tasty beverages. Ooooo! Vita thought.

Joli e approached one of the chefs. "May | borrow your glasses a nonment ?"

"W don't let clients -- " he began

"Pierre, don't you know me?" she asked, extending her ghost face in front of the host
face.

He did a double-take. "OF course. Mstress of Satan!" he agreed hastily, extending his
gl asses.

Jolie put themon. They were not prescription | enses, but magic spectacles, and what they
showed was a spectacle indeed: the reality behind the fostered illusion. The clients were eating
garbage, literally, and drinking reeking sewer dip. For this privilege they were paying not with

nmoney, but with percentages of their souls. They were commtting thenselves to Hell by stages, for
pl easures which were no nore genui ne than those of sin itself.

Ugh! Vita thought, her gorge rising.

Jolie quickly removed the gl asses, as it was she who would vomit if this went too far
"The wages of sin are garbage,” she said, returning the glasses. "Thank yea, Pierre; this client
is not going to Hell anyway."

"I don't know why Satan keeps conpany with the likes of you!" Pierre said, smling.

"There's an ineradicable bit of good in the worst of us," she responded. "H s bit of good
relates to me. But
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don't worry; | happen to know that he's having an affair with an Incarnation."
"But that's even nore extrene!" Pieire protested. "She's bound to be good!"
"But think of how far he can drag her toward evil!"

He nodded, seeing the point. Jolie wal ked on

Is Satan really -- ? Vita asked, her interest quickening.

"He really is,"” Jolie said. "It's a terrific scandal."

Cee, she thought, awed. Wwo -- ?

"Ch, | wouldn't blab her nanme to just anyone."

You' re teasing ne!

Jolie laughed. "I am dear! But see, we're here." For they had come to the Inferna

El evat or, which served as a conveni ent conduit between Purgatory, the nortal realm and Hell. This
was what she had been headed for all al ong.

She touched the entry panel, again extending her ghostly identity. The panel recognized
it, for she had free access to all Satan's works, in any form if she could handle them It slid
asi de and the steany interior of the Hellevator showed.

She stepped in. "Purgatory," she said.

The panel slid across again. Flanmes erupted fromthe edges of the floor. The el evator
moved up in a cloud of snmoke which sonehow didn't choke. It was nostly illusion, to provide the
proper flavor for an artifact of the nether region

This is nore like it! Vita thought enthusiastically. Were el se does this crate go?

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (70 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:04 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

"It connects everything except Heaven," Jolie said. "For sone reason, Satan couldn't get
God's permission to put a stop there.”

Fancy that, Ol ene thought dryly.

"Sonet hing you should keep in mnd about the super -- natural realns. Vita," Jolie said.
"They are not quite like the nortal one. They are not actually physical, they are two di nensi onal
and cannot normally be detected or interacted with by living nortals. But to those in them they
seemthree or four dinensional, and therefore solid. The folk

there will seemalive, but they are not; all are spirits except the |Incarnations, who are
of neither the natural or super -- natural realns. The folk of Purgatory don't need to eat or
sl eep, and anything we eat there will not sustain us. Only by special dispensation can nortals
enter any of the supernat -- ural realns.”

How come this elevator is taking us there, then? "It is really a nechanismfor

translation," Jolie ex -- plained. "The Incarnations don't need translation, but your body does.
W seemto be rising, but we are instead changi ng, becom ng two di mensional. Such a process
represents a strain on the system so is seldom authorized. But because | amclose to an

Incarnation, | amallowed to do this, and I amtaking your physical body to Purgatory. Wile there
I will never depart from your body, for that would | eave you there w thout authority, which would
be extrenely awkward. | will turn the body over to Orlene for the duration, for this is her quest.
You may observe and comment, but you will not be put in charge."

Yeah, | can see why. | won't pester you for anything. "And Orlene -- are you going to be

able to handl e an encounter with your lover, in his newrole?" / have no choice, Olene replied
grimMy. The Hellevator flanmed up again and stopped. The panel slid aside. They were at the fringe
of Purgatory, its seemngly natural |andscape opening out before them

Jolie stepped out. Behind her the device disappeared in another dranmatic gout of flanme and
snmoke, leaving only a brooding fumarole. Ahead was a path | eading windingly toward a nansion in
the distance. "That is Chronos' residence," Jolie said. "It will take us at |east an hour to reach
it, and we won't hurry; in fact we may be best advised to take a nap before we start."

No, | amready to tackle this now, Ol ene thought. "You m sunderstand. It is not your
courage in question, but the nature of the structure. Tinme runs backwards within it. You will thus
emerge before you enter. Rather than neet
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yourself and get fouled up, it is better to allow sufficient time around the edges, before
and after, so that you are not put in difficulty. W can proceed with a series of schedul ed
pauses, during which we sleep or at |east pay no attention to what is around us, so that whoever
may pass before us knows what tines and places to avoid."

This is crazy! Vita thought.

/ don't care about any of that, Olene thought. / just want to get there and expl ai n about
the tine Thanatos used on ny behal f, and beg for a grain of sand.

"But this nman was your |over!"

Her what? Vita asked. Did | niss sonething juicy when

| wasn't paying attention?

I will apologize to himfor leaving himas | did. | see no reason to delay; it will only
erode ny nerve.

"As you wish,"” Jolie said, realizing that one way m ght be as good as another, and if not,
that the woman sinply had to go her own route. She rel eased the host body to her

Ol ene took over and began wal king briskly toward the castle. Jolie realized, belatedly,
that the last tinme they had been to Purgatory, on their way to see an Incarnation, Olene had
become a man and horribly enbarrassed hersel f;

she coul d be nervous about such experience and want to get

through as qui ckly as possible.

Because this was Purgatory, the body did not tire. Olene, discovering this, picked up her
pace, and soon she was al nost running. Thus it was that she reached the castle in half the tine
Jolie had estinmated. Flushed with nervous -- ness rather than exertion, she lifted the ornate door
knocker

and let it fall.

In a nonment a butler opened the door. "And who may

I announce to Chronos?" he inquired.

"Just a supplicant for a favor."
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"Pl ease wait in the foyer."

She entered and waited, while the butler departed for the interior. There was a scenic
mural on the wall that |ooked al nost real enough for her to walk into. The furniture was
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confortable, and the fl oor was polished hardwood. You're right. Vita thought. This seens
awfully real and solid!

Don't be deceived; its reality is on a different plane fromthat of the living host.

The butler returned. "Chronos will see you now. "

She followed the nan to the main chanber. Her breath caught in her throat. There stood
Norton, exactly as she had known himin lifel

He turned and | ooked at her. "May | ask who you are?"

He did not recogni ze her -- because she wore Vita's body! Her appearance was that of a
pretty teenage black girl. "I will tell you -- but first let me plead nmy case. Thanatos took ne to
see how he drew out souls, and he had to borrowtinme fromyou to do it. | hope you will approve
this, for I did |earn sonething significant."

"Thanatos was kind to nme before | assuned this office," Chronos said. "I have no quarre
with his use of time, and will not question it."

" "And -- And | amtold I need fromyou one grain of sand from-- "

"What ?" he asked, astonished and di smayed.

"I -- 1 knowit is very valuable, but | really need it. You see, | lost my baby, and the

Incarnation of Night told me that | could only cure his malady by getting sonething from each
I ncarnation, and -- "

“I'f I knew a way to cure a baby's malady, | would have cured that of nmy own baby before he
di ed, and so saved his nother, whom| |oved. Certainly one grain of sand will not -- "

This was getting awkward! She should have told himher identity at the outset. "I know It
was a terrible mstake, and | made it worse. | see you still wear Shing."

He gl anced at the ring he wore, which was in the formof a tiny snake curled around the
finger. "How could you know about that?" he asked, surprised. "The only one who knows is dead. Not
only that -- "

"Dead," she agreed. "And trying to save her baby."
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He was not a stupid or unperceptive man. "Can it be you, Olene?" he asked, amazed. "In
other forn? I mstook you for a nortal!"
"Ch, Norton," she said, her tears starting. "I did not nean to deceive you! | just forgot

that you would not know ny nortal host, and then | thought | shouldn't try to influence you by --
oh, how | wonged you when | died! | didn't think of you at all, just the baby, and if it were

possi ble to undo that evil, believe me | would, but | can't! | loved you, Norton, and |ove you
still, but was blinded by ny folly! | can't ask your forgiveness, | can only proffer ny apol ogy
for what cannot be undone. | shouldn't have come herel!™

He canme to her as she spoke and took her in his arns. "Have you cone to stay with ne,
Olene, this tine?"

She was taken aback. "Stay -- here? Ch, Norton, | cannot! This host is a living girl who
must return to the nortal realm | amhere with her, and with Jolie, who is'" -- "
"Ah, Jolie, Satan's consort. | have nmy differences with Satan, but she is a nice woman."

"Yes. So |'mnot here alone, and can't remain."

"But you are a spirit. The nortal girl could return, and Jolie is already a ghost, and you
could renmmin, assunming your natural |ikeness here. If you do not |eave this nmansion, the probl em
of time will not exist, and we can be together for decades, never aging."

Olene was wildly tenpted. This possibility had never occurred to her. To be back with
Norton, in seening life and confort, indefinitely!

Then she remenbered Gaw Two. "My baby -- could he be here too?"

"No. A person can exist here only during the span of his natural life. In thirty-seven
years | will fade out and have to pass the Hourglass on to ny successor, in nortal terns ny
predecessor, for | will then be passing beyond the tinme of nmy birth. Gaw Two woul d cone up agai nst
his limt in nmere days."

"And then have to exist forward," she concluded. "Ch, Norton, | cannot give himup! | do
| ove you, but | love him too, and his need is greater. | must rid himof that terrible nmal ady of
the soul and see himsafely on the way to Heaven before |I can rest."” She felt terribly guilty
saying this, but it was the truth.

"But if you could save him and be with ne?"

"Then | woul d be at peace, and nothing else would matter."
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He nodded. "I learned from Sning -- the denon ring you gave ne -- that you were yourself
given up for adoption as a baby. | can see that it would be very inmportant for you not to do that
to your own baby."

"Yes. | knew | was adopted, but |I didn't know ny true parentage until after | died. |
think it does affect nmy attitude. | always wanted to be the very best nother | coul d possibly be,
and | still want to, even though nmy son and | be ghosts. | want ny baby to know ne, even after
deat h. "

Chronos paused, thinking, then came to a decision. "Orlene, | can take you to see your
adoption, if you wish. | never went back that far in your life nmyself, as ny concern was to forget
you, not enhance ny awareness of you, but now !l think it would be appropriate. You are younger
than |; your adoption will be within ny tenure of office. Wuld you like to see it?"

Ol ene was anazed. "I can go see that? But wouldn't there be paradox or somnething?"

"My activities are normally immune from paradox, a necessary conconitant of the Ofice.
But in this case there will be an extra precaution: we will not be visible or audible to the fol k
of that time, or able to affect themin any way. W will nerely watch."

"Ch, yes, then!" Olene exclainmed. "I would |l ove to go back to that scene! Even earlier --
I would like to see nmy nother give ne away. Can we do that?"

Chronos gl anced at his ring, which had been hers, and she knew he was asking Sning and
bei ng answered by
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yes-no squeezes. "Yes, Sning can direct us there; he was present throughout. | will follow
hi s gui dance and show you your life fromthe outset. Take my hand."

She took his hand, feeling strange. They had been | overs, and now she was dead and he was
an inmmortal of a sort, but still there was that | ove between them What nmenories lay in that
sinpl e contact of hands!

He lifted his great Hourglass. The fine flowing sand within it changed col or, becom ng an
intense blue. Then he tilted it slightly -- and the nmansion nisted out. There was a flickering,
al rost too rapid to detect, which she realized was the cycle of days and ni ghts, goi ng backwards,
hun -- dreds of them thousands of them

Then they were floating across an unfamiliar |andscape. Chronos questioned Sning, using a

"twenty questions" technique he had evidently refined with practice. "India," he announced. "A
traveling circus, or sonething simlar."
"Acircus in India?" Olene asked. "I originated there?"

"So it seens."

Now t hey cane to a caravan of wagons drawn by dragons. Indeed, it was a traveling show
One wagon held a mermaid in a tank, and another a giant serpent, and there were assorted ot her
ani mal s and freaks and perforners.

They entered one of the better wagons, which was closed in |ike a house. There a man and
wonan | ay together, evidently |overs.

"War! Nature!" Chronos excl ai ned, astonished.

"What ?"
"I recognize these two! He is the Incarnation of War, called Ares or Mars. She is the
I ncarnation of Nature, called Gaea, when she assumes her natural |ikeness."

He's right, of course, Jolie thought. They are your natural parents, Ol ene.

Olene stared at the two figures, her enotions churning. These shocks of discovery were
coming at her with cruel suddenness! But in a noment she rallied, showing nore

courage and control than Jolie had seen in her before. She was definitely learning to
cope.

"Yes, | learned of this after ny death,” Olene said, onmtting the crucial detail of the
timng of her learning. "But this nust be before they becane |ncarnations.”

"I think so, for certainly they are not together now."

"Ch, why did they separate and give nme away?" Olene cried, feeling the pain of it in a
way she had not before.

There was a sound of horses, and a conmotion outside. The to-be Incarnation of War got up
to see what it was -- and was nmet outside by an elaborately garbed officer. "Prince, we have cone
for you!" the officer called. "The Prince, your brother, is dead."

"He was a prince?" Olene asked, anmmzed.

Indeed it turned out to be so. Not only that, he stuttered, avoiding it only by going into
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a singsong node of expres -- sion. The officer had come to fetch himback, and woul d not be

deni ed, though the Prince even threatened to behead him They gave the to-be |Incarnation of Nature
a bag of precious genms and told her never to seek the Prince again, for the Prince would nmarry a
Princess of his father's choosing.

But before he left, the Prince gave her the ring: Sning. Then he departed -- and she
fainted

They carried her into her wagon, and a snake charner tended to her. Wen she woke, the
snake charnmer said, "My dear, you are with child."

"She hadn't known!" Orlene exclainmed. "None of them knew "

"None of them knew, " Chronos agreed, verifying it with the ring. "That child was you."

Gui ded by Sning, they skipped ahead. The wonman, then known as Orb, left the traveling show
and went to France, where she settled and hired the service of a blind, nainmed, yet beautiful
Gypsy girl as a naid. The girl was Tinka, and Orb had known her before; indeed, she had taught Ob
t he
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Gypsy | anguage of Calo, and Orb had helped the girl to find a husband, so they were fast
friends. They sang together, for Tinka had simlar magic, naking the nusic wonderful, and
practiced the wi cked Gypsy dance the tanana.

WIll you look at that! Vita thought. / thought |I'd seen sone sexy dancing, but that is the

granddaddy of sex! God, | wi sh Roque was here!
Even Jolie herself was inpressed. / knew that Satan hel ped save the Gypsies; now nmaybe
know why! | never saw a nore expressively erotic dance!

The two wonen visited Tinka's father, the old Gypsy Nicolai, a man of distinction in the
town. It seened that Ob had done his daughter a favor by teaching her how to use her power of
musi ¢ and by maki ng her beautiful despite her truncated fingers and club feet. N colai did not
forget favors, and now Ob was treated with respect by the villagers. No word of her pregnancy
escaped; the Gypsies protected their own from scandal

Ni col ai danced the tanana with his blind daughter, and the inpact of the dance was
doubl ed. He was a master, and it showed in his every glance and gesture. |1'd give anything to
| earn that dance! Vita thought. Wat a man

Jolie had to agree. There could be an to eroticism and the tanana was that art, and
Ni col ai was the master of the dance. He | ooked to be about sixty years old, but it didn't matter
he was agel ess when he danced. He al so played the fiddle, beautifully; Ob brought out her little
harp and they played together, and it was awe-inspiring.

Chronos ski pped ahead again, and the baby was born. Ob was unable to use nedication to
all eviate the pain, because she had a protective amulet that fought the medi -- cine, but a Gypsy
m dwi fe hel ped her instead with a Spell of Anal ogy. She gave birth and naned the baby as a vari ant
of herself: not Ob, but Olene.

Soon, advised by the ring. Ob had to | eave. Her father was dying, and she had little tine
to see him She left the baby with Tinka, with instructions to give her for adoption to a well-to-
do tourist fanily. She removed Sning. "Wen

you find the right famly, put this ring on Orlene's finger." She al so gave the Gypsy girl
a great ruby, fromthe bag the Prince's people had given her, so that she woul d never be poor
again. Then she left, tearfully.

Ti nka took perfect care of the baby. She was narried, but her husband spent nuch tine
away, so she rejoined her father. Nicolai, evidently renmenbering Tinka's babyhood, was good with
O'lene; he held her and talked with her and sang to her and danced with her, holding her aloft
while his feet noved cleverly. The baby loved it; she seldomcried when Nicolai was near.

"This child has magic," he said. "A rare and good talent, fit for a Romani soul! She can
see and judge auras.'

"He knew! " Chronos excl ai ned, astonished. "The gl ow you can see -- he knew, even then!"
Ol ene, grown now, watched, the tears streaning down her face. "I always |iked dance and
musi c," she said. "Now | know why. | al nost renenber -- that marvel ous man -- that wonderful

blind Gypsy girl! Surely |I saw them glow ng brightly and was reassured."

Then the ring guided Tinka to intercept a passing tourist couple. She was blind, but she
could get around, especially with Sning' s hel p. She spoke only Calo, while the tourists spoke
English, but it didn't matter. She showed themthe baby, and they were snitten, and it was done.
She put Sning on the baby's finger, where it fit nagically well, and departed, trying to hide her
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tears.
"Ch, Tinka, | didn't know" Ol ene said, watching. "You wanted to keep ne and could not!"
Ob returned, as Gaea, and cured her blindness, Jolie thought. And nade it possible for
her to bear children

"I"'mglad! My life was good; ny adoptive parents treated ne very well, and | was never in
want. But this discovery of the people in ny past -- howit joys and hurts!"
"I wish | had known this about you," Chronos said. "You were so nuch nore than | guessed.

But | | oved you regardl ess, and had | known what was to happen --
"I acted foolishly," she said. "Ob could not keep ne,
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so she did what she had to and went on. Tinka could not keep ne, so she, too, did what was
right. But | -- when |I could not keep ny own baby -- oh, |I failed you, and nyself, and all of
t hose who sacrificed so nuch to give ne ny good life! | am ashaned!"

"Oriene, you nmay |lack the power to undo the past, but this is a power | now possess. Cone
with ne." He put out his el bow

Bewi | dered, excited, she took his arm Wth his free hand he lifted the great Hourgl ass
that suddenly appeared. The flowing sand in it turned bright red as he tilted it.

Then they slid through the wall of the roomand out of the village, nuch the way Mrtis
noved through substance. The flickering canme again.

They approached a negabuil ding Oriene recognized: it was the one containing Gawai n's
apartment -- the one she had occupied in life, as the wife of the ghost. It had not been long in
objective tine since she had left it, by dying, but it had been an eternity subjectively.

They cane to rest inmmediately “outside her door. "W are in that period when you were
gravid," Norton said. "But before Gawai n obtained Gaea's gift. You nust approach your prior self
and warn her of the danger. She will then warn ny prior self, who will warn the ghost. That shoul d
doit."

"And the mal aise will never conme upon Gaw Two!" she excl ai med, suddenly seeing it. "He

will not sicken and die, and I will not suicide, and we will be together in lifel"

He nerely waited.

"Yet | hesitate," she said. "I nmade such a bad m stake before, | don't want to make
another. | nust not be hasty. If | do this, and Gaw-Two i s saved, and we are happy -- what happens
to Jolie?"

"Jolie? She nerely returns to Satan; she has no problem here."

True, Jolie thought. / would nmuch prefer to see you alive and happy, Oriene! It would
relieve me of enornous

guilt, and I would not have to tell Gaea how her daughter was | ost.

"And Vita -- that's the nortal girl, ny host -- what of her?"

"Why she would return to whatever her life was before you joined her. Probably the two of
you woul d never interact, since you encountered her after you died."

"But Vita was on the street! A -- She was subject to the sexual appetites of strange nen,
and getting hooked on a bad drug. She would npst |ikely have proceeded in a descending spiral to
depravity and death if Jolie and | hadn't conme to pull her out of it!"

"I amafraid that would be the case."

Roque! Vita thought. You nean | woul dn't neet Roque?

“Ch, Norton, | don't think I can do this!" Oriene said. "I couldn't |let that other baby
di e, when Thanatos took nme there, and | can't do this to Vita, who is ny friend. There has to be
sonme ot her way!"

"If you live, what you did in death will not occur,’
nmust live or die, not both."

But you coul d | eave yourself a message! Jolie thought. Vita's address, so you could go
and...But she lost it, the ranifications and conplications becom ng an inpenetrable thicket. How
could a white stranger with a baby go and rescue a black prostitute in a stupor from H? How could
Vita be introduced to Judge Scott and go to live with hin? What had been feasible fromw thin
hardly seemed so from w t hout!

"And if | live, then what of you?" Oiene continued. "WII| you go on to becone the
I ncarnation of Tine?"

he said. "That cannot be altered. You
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"And there you have it, Oriene: paradox. | cannot do a thing that changes ny own past, in
that fashion, for if | did, | would not obtain the Ofice and therefore could not do that thing.
In all other matters | amimmune from paradox, but in this one | amnot."

"So it is inpossible, after all!"
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"It is inpossible. But | wanted you to understand in your own fashion, so you would not
think I was being argunentative or callous. Qur relationship is finished, because you nust go
forward, even as a ghost, and | nust |ive backwards as an Incarnation. Now | et nme judge your plea
onits nerits." He lifted the Hourglass again, angling it as the sand turned pink

They sailed up through the building, ghostlike, and into the sky. Chronos needed no magic
el evator for his conver -- sions! Soon they were back in his nansion.

"How di d you cone to assune this Ofice?" Oiene asked, partly fromcuriosity, partly
because she wasn't quite ready to discuss the nerits of her case.

"After you died, Gawain felt guilty, and he tried to find sone better setup for nme. He
remarried and invited me to inpregnate his new wife, but | thought of you and would not. Later he

| earned of the coming vacancy of this Ofice and persuaded me to assune it. | admit | was noved by
the notion that this mght provide nme the power to do what we have seen | could not do: change
your past and mine so that you would survive. | discovered better, but by that tine | was
comitted. And | admit this is no ill existence. And, lest you feel guilt for depriving me of |ove
life, | am accomvpdated there too."

"You have a lover?" Oriene asked, relieved but not conpletely pleased. "Then why did you
suggest that | remain here with you?"

"I would prefer your conpany. | don't |love the other wonan. She nerely acconmpbdates a
particul ar need."

Oiene renmenbered her experience with the urgency of the need of the nale, and coul d not
conderm him ' 'Wo is she?"

"Anot her Incarnation. Only Incarnations understand.”

"An | ncarnation? Wich one?"

"Fate."

"But Fate's ny grandnother!"

"What ?"

He doesn't know your ancestry, Jolie rem nded her. He just |earned of your imediate
parentage, as you did, and has not yet nmade the connection to Lachesis.

"I"'mthe daughter of Nature and the granddaughter of Fate," Oiene continued. "That's why

they sent Jolie to watch nme. | didn't know while | lived, but now | do."

Di sgruntled, he gazed at her. "Wich Aspect?" he asked after a nonent.

"Aspect ?"

"Fate has three Aspects: Cotho, Lachesis and Atropos, of ascending generations. | believe
each originates with a different nortal wonan. They share the body, but they are three distinct
personalities. Which one is your grandnother -- Atropos?

Lachesi s, Jolie pronpted.
"Lachesis,” Oriene said nunbly. She hadn't realized that Fate was so conpli cat ed!

"I indulge with Cotho, the youngest," he said, re -- lieved. "Vol uptuous, bouncy,
m dni ght-bl ack hair -- of course, she can change her form they all can, but | think that's her
rest state.”

"What does Lachesis | ook |ike?"

"Somewhat |ike an ol der edition of Gaea, actually, with light hair -- sonetimes she buns it
up and nmakes it brown, but, well, it's not far fromthe shade of yours, really."”

"That would be ny grandnother,” Oriene said, relax -- ing. She understood how three
separate wonen could share a single body, even when one indulged in sexual relations with a nan
not of the others' choosing. "It really isn't ny business."

He seenmed gl ad enough to |l et the subject change. "Now, how did you cone to encounter Nox?"

"She has Gaw Two. She took hi mwhen he came to Purgatory, and says she will give himto me
if | can obtain the itenms | need to cure his nal aise, which remains with himin death because it
is of the soul, not the body. From Chronos, one grain of sand, apparently because one sou
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cannot be transcribed to another without a hitch in tine, or sonething -- | don't quite
understand it, but amsure that it is so."

"It is so," he agreed. "But you would not be able to use such a grain that way. Tine is a
tool that only the Incarnation of tine can wield. Wat the sand would actually do is sunmmon ne to
itself -- that is, to its possessor, you -- at need, and | would then manage the hitch in tinme and
take back the grain. But this, too, has a conplication, At what tine do you anticipate this
operation?"

Years! Jolie thought, knowing that it well night not be done at all

"Years hence, | fear."

"Then likely before nmy tenure. That would explain why the sand is necessary, because
cannot go tangi bly beyond ny own termof O fice. | can go intangibly, and observe certain aspects
of reality, but | cannot affect them If, however, you carry such a grain with you to that tine, |
will be able to go to it and act in the linited way that relates to its purpose."” He paced the
floor, considering. "Since | may not conmit mny predecessor -- you would think of himas ny
successor -- to such an action, | think | rmust give you the grain of sand. | think I would have
agreed to do this were you not ny lover in life, and the baby not mne, so | can justify it now "

"Thank you, Norton," she said. Again she renenbered her brief, horrible experience as a
mal e. Did he expect her to...surely she did owe himthat, considering. "Do you wish -- "

"Here is the grain," he said abruptly, cutting her off. He touched the Hourglass and the
grain appeared on his finger. "Do not lose it. | regret that | have other business now and mnust
ask you to | eave.™

She took the grain, holding it tightly between thunb and forefinger. It tingled.
"I...thank you, Norton."

"Wel come. " He ushered her out.

Monments | ater she stood at the front door, alone,

benused by the suddenness of the conclusion. There is a generous man, Jolie thought.

Yeah, he was really hot for you, but he wouldn't let on, Vita agreed. He just hustled you
out before he could give into it.

"But | would have -- if he had let me ask -- | owed himso nuch --

He didn't want you to buy that grain of sand, or pay for it, Jolie thought. He wanted to
give it to you. He did.

"After what | did to him" she said. "I had no business dying like that! | should have
stayed with himand had anot her baby, but | just -- " She choked herself off.

Let's get out of here before we neet you coming in, Jolie thought. She was inpressed by
Chronos' behavior, but now was not the tinme to dawdl e.

"You do it," Oriene said. "I'mhurting again."

I ndeed she was. Jolie resuned control of the body and wal ked briskly away fromthe nansion
in the direction opposite to the one fromwhich they had approached.

"Tonorrow we can tackle Fate," she said. "But today we had better get established in
Satan's residence, so that we have a suitable base for operations.”

It was a fair walk, and in this nortal body she was unable to turn a page in the fashion
of Gaea to reach her destination instantly, or to fly ghost fashion, so it was afternoon by the
time they reached it. Actually, Purgatory did not have days or seasons; time was neani ngl ess here.
But they were on Vita's living internal clock, and didn't fight it, thinking of time as they did
in the nortal realm

Satan's domcile, as perceived through their nortal eyes, was inpressive, even awesone.

Fromoutside it resenbled the nost forbidding of castles, with huge stone blocks fornmng a
wall rising to an alarmng height, enclosing a cylindrical central turret ex -- tending even
hi gher. Fromthe apex extended a pole which branched into a three-tined fork, fromwhich flew a
flag
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with the shape and color of a flame. Qutside was a noat on whose surface fire danced,
formng fleeting figures of denons who alternately beckoned and nmade obscene ges -- tures.

Horrible! Orlene thought, though not really shocked.

Great! Vita thought, delighting in naughtiness

"Isn't it a marvel ?" Jolie inquired, pleased. "For centuries Satan's Purgatory residence
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was unnai ntai ned, and Lucifer's before that, because he had no interest in this region and no
undammed soul s had interest in contacting him But when | returned to aninmation as Gaea's conmpan --

ion, | did not deny ny connection to Satan. | couldn't go to Hell on ny own, only in her conpany,
because I am not dammed, but | wanted to maintain sone liaison. So with the perm ssion of the

I ncarnations of Nature and of Evil, | nade a project of renovating the Purgatory Presence in ny
off noments. | nade it a point to include all the classical synbols of the Ofice. Wien Satan saw

it, he laughed so hard he sank through the ground and di sappeared."

They wal ked the path to the noat. Now the flane figures becane quite clear, putting on a
show for the visitor. Male flames pursued fermal e flanmes, caught them and indul ged in vigorous
acts of fornication.

Appal i ng!

I wi sh Roque were herel!

The nain entry resenbled the nouth of a dragon, gaping wide, as if in expectation of
excellent prey. Small flanmes flickered within its dark maw. "Fresh neat!" Jolie call ed.

The dragon's nouth opened w der. Snoke billowed out. Then a huge red tongue rolled down to
extend across the noat, its tip landing at the brink of the path. The flane figures retreated in
al arm except for one couple still engaged in anmour. "Drawbridge," Jolie explained. "I gave it the
password. "

They crossed the drawbridge and approached the giant, ugly portcullis. It resenbled
enornmous teeth projecting
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down, syrupy saliva dripping fromtheir polished tips. As they passed under it, the teeth
started down -- and stopped, well above head height, after giving Olene and Vita a scare. "Just a
little extra fun,” Jolie explained. "The nouth can't close wi thout reprogranmng, but it can give
entrants a bit of ajolt."

Inside, two little denons appeared. One was nale, wearing little trousers with a hole in
back for his tail to emerge, the other fenale, with a skirt and a flaneli ke bow in her hair.
"These are Dee and Dee," Jolie said. "Qur poster nodels, for the lascivious recruitnment canpaign.
They're not really denmons, nerely borderline dammed souls who elected to work here. They were
experienced; they'd been in Gam ng before they died."

Ch, |I've seen them Vita thought. / renenber the bill -- board wi th himpeeking under the
skirt of a luscious woman, and the | egend "You Wn't Find THAT in Heaven!"

"Yes, that has been one of our nost popul ar nunbers, dating frombefore nmy restored tine,"
Jolie agreed. "And quite true too; Cod doesn't believe in fornication, once a soul has been Saved,
so those who are interested in that sort of thing have to see to it as nmortals, or in Hell."

I"'mnot sure | want to go to Heaven, Vita thought. / nean, bad sex is awful, sure enough
but good sex is great, with the right nman. | know Roque's going to Heaven, and if | can't join him
there and give himah even better tine than as a nortal, what's the point?

"That's not for the Bride of Satan to say," Jolie said, smling.

They foll owed Dee and Dee through the castle, getting the introductory tour. There was a
central court with a garden of bl oodsucking flowers and a pit of fire, with erotic statuary
strategically placed. There was an excellent kitchen in which all manner of delicious foods were
bei ng prepared. There was a chanber for the storage of wealth, with gold and silver coins piled
hi gh, and buckets of gens: faceted di anonds, rubies, eneralds, and sapphires of nany colors
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nested in beds of garnets. Pearl necklaces hung on racks, and iridescent opals sat on
shel ves. "Synbolic of the vices of man," Jolie said. "G uttony, and greed for noney."

But like the stuff in Mdck Hell! Vita thought.

"No, actually these jewels are real. But their threat to nan's virtue is the sane. Walth
i s perhaps Satan's nost potent tool for the evocation of the evil that lies in nortals. But they
cannot take it with themto the Afterlife, while the evil on their souls does indeed go with them
That is the disastrous nature of the choice they make."

You nean the food here isn't garbage?

“I't isn't garbage -- but it won't sustain your body, either. However, your body can exi st
for an indefinite tine here in Purgatory, in nuch the way the souls here do; we

don't need to eat."

/ don't get it. \What happens if we do eat here? ' "The danger, if we were goi ng back and
forth between Purgatory and the nortal realm and only ate here, would be in thinking that it was
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pointless to eat there when all this excellent free food is avail able here. The body m ght fee
satisfied, but it would be illusion; it would be running out of sustenance while in the norta
realm So it is better to eschew the food here and eat only when in the nortal realm

that way natural hunger is a good guide." Too bad. Vita thought sadly.

They settled in the famly room "You should find Purgatory video interesting," Jolie
remar ked as the screen cane on. "But it can be disquieting too."

A neutral announcer appeared. "Two ghosts and a nortal worman have taken up tenporary
residence in Hell's Acres,” he said. "One ghost is Jolie, the former wife of the man who | ater
assuned the Ofice of the Incarnation of Evil

she is unable to visit himin Hell, though it is runored that she has found a way to get
around that restriction. The other is Oiene, who conmitted the sin of suicide after |osing her
baby. Her history is beconming nore interesting. She seens to be seeking out each Incarnation in
turn, beginning with
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t he nebul ous Nox, who nay have played an unki nd prank on her."

What is this? Oiene demanded.

"The Purgatory News Service is always current and personal," Jolie explained. "It relates
to whoever is watch -- ing it. So when Thanatos rel axes, he gets news of his doings, and when Gaea
wat ches, she receives news others. | have never quite understood its node of operation, but its

targeting is always perfect."

But it didn't nmention ne. Vita fussed. "As for the nortal, she is Vita," the announcer
said imediately. "She is the fifteen-year-old daughter of Vera, a |eading researcher for Luna,
the central figure in the approaching confrontation between Good and Evil. Raped by her father
she fled honme and was driven to prostitution. Her nother was too upset by her unexpl ai ned absence
to concentrate, so Luna arranged to have the visiting ghosts animate Vita's body and extricate her
froma devel oping drug habit and life of sin. This was only partially successful

she instead became the m stress of a |eading |ocal judge, encouraging himto walk in the
path of the unrighteous.” That's a lie! Vita thought, furious. Roque's a good man! "The threat of
scandal caused the judge to expel her fromhis residence,"” the announcer continued, unper --
turbed. "But her hold on himwas too great, and the affair continued. It is difficult to tell at
this stage how much harmwi ||l be done to the judge's reputation, |let alone the balance of evil on
his soul ."

Dam! Damm! Vita thought, rage and pain mixing. / wouldn't hurt Roque for anything! They
make it seemso -- so sordid!

"Of course, the encouragenent of such behavior m ght have been expected fromthe Bride of
"' the announcer said snmugly. "But it is a nystery why Oriene, a relatively chaste wonan at

Sat an
the time of her death, should --
Turn it off! Oiene thought.
"You nmustn't take it too seriously,” Jolie said as the
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screen went blank. "It speaks froma very noralistic view, because Purgatory is the place
of nmoralism where border -- line souls are sorted for destination. Sone of us disagree with this

attitude, but it is best to be aware of it."

You're right, Olene thought after a nonent. W shoul d

hear it through.

Yeah, Vita thought. W shouldn't let it get to us. It's just

tw sting things.

Jolie turned the screen on again. "...support such nischief,"” the announcer conti nued,
pi cking up precisely where cut off. "Now the three of them have taken the extrenely unusual step
of coming physically to Purgatory and staying at Hell's Acres. It will be interesting to see what
activity they indulge in on the norrow "

Yeah? Well, you'll just have to wait, gossip nonger!

Vita thought fiercely.

"But we can tune it in to anyone we w sh," Jolie said.
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"Ozymandi as, for instance."

The dour face of the erstwhile King of Kings appeared. "A greeting, Jolie,
recogni zi ng her despite her current host. "Satan is out at the nonent. May | take a

message?"

"W are borrowing Hell's Acres while interview ng

I ncarnations,” Jolie said. "Qur next intervieww ||l be with Fate, and it coul d be awkward,
because one of her Aspects is Olene's grandmother. |Is there anyone there who could

gi ve us good advi ce?"

He frowned. "This really is not the |ocale for good advice. However, evil advice is
avail able. Here is the

Magi ci an. "

A new face appeared on the screen: that of an aging,

worn man, the set of whose jaw suggested a determination that nmere death had not eclipsed.
"Hello, Jolie; do you

know ne?"

"You're Luna's father!" Jolie exclained. "You spent a |lifetine opposing Satan, only to
finish in Hell! What an irony!"

"I did what | had to do," the Magician said. "Black magic is less linited than white
magi ¢, and the task was great, so | knowingly garnered evil on ny soul in order to serve the
greater good. | succeeded in guaranteeing the continued life of my daughter, so that she will be
able to balk Satan's final ploy of this sequence, and | amsatisfied to pay the price."

"But all that you did was for the cause of Good! To have you confined to Hell for that --

he said,

"The end does not justify the nmeans. | used unautho -- rized nmeans. | do not protest ny
fate."

“I think I'd better put Olene on," Jolie said. "She was left as a baby, to be adopted by
others, and only after her death did she | eam of her natural ancestry."” She turned the body over
to Ol ene.

"So you were left as a baby," he renarked, interested. "So was |I. It nust run in the
famly."

“Magician, if you are Luna's father, what are you to nme?" Ol ene asked, flustered.

“I amin a manner your uncle," he replied. "And Luna is in a manner your cousin, despite
the differential in your ages. You see, your nother Orb and | had the sane nother N obe, who is
now Lachesis, the central Aspect of Fate. Ob and Luna thought of each other as sisters or
cousins, but they were of different generations. Ob's parents were Luna's grandparents: Ni obe and
Pacian. Certainly we are close kin."

“"Uncle," Orlene said, fastening on that. "Then you will give nme apt advice, though you are
dammed?"

"I will. What is it you intend to ask of Fate?"

"I need a thread of life, so that ny baby's Afterlife can be changed and he will no | onger
have his mal ai se. "

"You ask for a lot!" the Magician said. "She may be your grandnother, but she will not
give you that without excellent reason. You will have to persuade her that it is somehow in e
interest of the larger framework to do it."

"But it is only in nmy personal interest!”

176 Piers Anthony

He frowned, thinking. "You ask for this, for your baby? |I think she will understand that,
havi ng had to | eave her own baby and then having seen her daughter |eave her baby. You represent
the third generation in the famly with problenms with babies. Perhaps she will be noved." But he
did not | ook confident.

"Thank you. Magician," Ol ene said.

"I amglad to have seen you, Olene, however l|ate."

He clicked off.

The announcer reappeared. "There is an interesting

devel opnent in the case of Olene, who it seenms is unashaned to contact Hell itself to --

The screen went blank as Jolie took over the body. "Wiy don't we retire now? W don't need
to sleep here, but we can if we choose, and | think it would help. W nay have a bi g day
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tonorrow. "

The ot her two agreed.

FATE

They did sl eep, unnecessary as it mght be here, and were refreshed in the norning,
poi ntl ess as that designation mght be, here. Then they set out on foot for Fate's Abode.

Jolie was famliar with it, of course, but it was newto the others. It was in the form of
a huge spider web, with the residence fashioned |ike a cocoon of webbing.

"Fate is a triple entity," Jolie reminded them "I believe that Lachesis would not try to
interfere with any person's thread of life for purely personal reasons, and probably neither told
the other Aspects which thread yours was nor paid any special attention to it herself. So the
chances are that she won't recognize either Orlene or Vita.'

So do we make our identities clear at the outset, or wait? Ol ene asked.

"I'd better identify nyself first, and explain why I'min a living host,"'
"Then I'Il introduce the two of you and turn the body over to Olene."

They approached the structure, treading carefully on the huge web. Vita had nervous
t hought s about big spiders, but Jolie reassured her: any spiders here were sure to be
mani festati ons of Fate.

177

Jolie said.
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Jolie knocked on the web door. The surface yielded and sprang back as her knuckl e touched
it, but there was a sound, and in a nonent the door was opened fromi nside.

A vol uptuous bl ack-haired girl stood there, her lustrous hair literally sparkling. "On,
you're not an Incarnation!” she exclained, surprised.

"No, I'mJolie," Jolie said. "In a nortal host. Hello, Clotho! Do you have tinme to --

"Ch, Jolie! | didn't recognize you, but now |l do! No, actually this isn't a good tinme; we
have an energency and are just about to go to the nortal realm"

Jolie hadn't anticipated this. OF course, she couldn't interfere with the busi ness of an
Incarnation. Yet it was in her mnd, and the m nds of her conpanions, that after this interview
they should return to the nortal realm to eat and to assim|late what they had | earned. It would
be awkward to cone here a second tine. "Maybe if | state ny business quickly?"

The wonman blinked into mddle age. "Jolie, we really are too pressed for courtesy at the

monent. | amsorry."
"l bring your granddaughter, Lachesis."
The Incarnation did a double-take. "Ch, ny! Very well, come inside while we prepare. W

can talk while | orient on the appropriate threads."
Jolie entered. The Abode inside was fashioned of web also, with floor, walls, ceiling and
even furniture all of the grayish material. She turned the body over to Oiene.

"Hello, I am Oiene," Oiene said awkwardly. "I |lost ny baby, and died, and now -- "

Lachesi s spun on her. "You what?"

"You didn't know?" Oiene asked, taken aback. "I assunmed | was only rem nding you."

"My dear, | know nothing of your activities. This is deliberate, so that I will not play
favorites with nortal threads. | did know that Jolie was keeping track of you, and though she

associ ates with Satan, she al so associates with your nother, who |ikew se does not follow your
activities. W have been satisfied that Jolie would notify us if
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sonmet hing inportant came up in your case, and | assunmed that this visit represented such a
notification. But -- you diedr’

"Yes. Wien ny baby died, | -- | comitted suicide. | realize | shouldn't have, but -- "

Lachesis plunped into a chair, appalled. "I hoped | had misheard or m sunderstood. Were
was Jolie while this was going on?"

' 'She was observing a candidate for a future Incarnation, and I was doing well -- there

was no indication, because it happened fairly quickly, and --
"So now she brought you here, in an effort to nake up for the oversight that allowed you
to die?"
“I don't blame her!" Oiene exclaimed. "I was respon -- sible for what | did. Now she is
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hel pi ng ne seek ny baby, and |I thank her for that."

Lachesis paused, as if listening to an inner voice. Then she stood. "I can see this is
going to be conplicated, but we really are busy, and can't take the time to investigate your
thread. W shall sinmply have to take you along with us and di scuss your situation as we go." She
made a curious notion with her hand, and a length of thread flung out, lassoing Oriene. "This wll
keep you cl ose; don't be concerned if strange things happen."

"Ch, | have already seen sone pretty strange -- " Oriene started. But she broke off as
Lachesi s becane a huge spi der

The spider junped through the wall of the Abode -- and Oriene followed, drawn by the
thread. There was no jerk or vertigo, just an abrupt change of setting, as they passed through the
wal | without resistance and hovered over a giant tapestry in another chanber. The tapestry was
fashi oned of many thousands of brightly colored threads, and each of these followed its own course
without regard to the pattern -- ing of the tapestry as a whole. Yet, overall, it was a

mar vel ously unified construction, and beautiful in its variety and depth.

"This is the Tapestry of Life," Lachesis explai ned.
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"W are about to search out several particular threads, each of which represents the life
of one nortal person." They floated down -- and instead of |anding on the Tapestry, they
approached it as if froman enornous distance, and it seened to grow | arger with changi ng
perspecti ve.

Awed by this vision, Olene for the nonment forgot her own quest. "If | may inquire -- what
is the emergency you are in? | thought Fate controlled the destiny of all things, so would be the
| ast to suffer a problem"™

"True and false. W& handle the lives of nortals, but we operate within a framework of
rules that greatly Iimts our | eeway. W nust also be careful of the interactions within the
Tapestry; if, for exanple, we carelessly renove one thread, that may affect others, which in turn
af fect others, in the end damaging the |larger pattern and requiring spot correction. W al so may

be subject to the interference of Satan. W al so on occasion do nmake errors -- of which you may be
an exanple. But this particular energency relates to none of these. Atropos is retiring."
“Your -- One of your three conponents?" Ol ene asked, surprised.

"Qur el dest Aspect, yes. She who cuts the threads of life." Lachesis was abruptly replaced
by Atropos, a large grandnotherly black woman. "As Fate, we don't play favorites," Atropos said.
"But we do watch. Lachesis refused to watch you, but | see it differently, and | watched ny
friends. Suddenly one is in trouble, because of a distant thread | had to cut, and | fee

responsible. | can't ethically help her as Fate, but | can step down and then help her all | want
as a nortal, and that's what | have to do. So there has to be a replacenent for nme. This business
came up so quickly, | hadn't lined up a successor -- but if | don't step down before today is out,

it will be too late for ny friend. So we're in a real hurry."

Ol ene was coning to appreciate the fact that not even the powerful Incarnations had easy
exi stences. Their re -- sponsibilities expanded with their powers, and the conplex -- ities of
their Ofices could lead to hectic noments.
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The Tapestry of Life was |oom ng closer. Now the individual strands |ooked |ike cables,
stretching fromhori -- zon to horizon (though there wasn't any horizon here), sonetines brushing
by ot hers, sonetinmes spanning regions al one. The network had | ooked flat froma di stance, but now
was clearly three dinensional, with nmany |ayers of threads, and the weave was increasingly
intricate.

"Jolie m ght have a candi date,
I ncarnations."

"Any smart grandnothers who want to | eave the nortal real n?" Atropos asked.

No, Jolie thought. Mne are all younger.

"No," Ol ene echoed.

"Well, we do have a couple of prospects,”" Atropos said. "There's a woman who has had an
i mense anmount of |ife experience and we think could do an excellent job, if she wants to. W're
going to ask her now. "

They had reached the Tapestry of Life and were flying between the huge cabl es. They

Ol ene suggested. "She has been observing prospects for

oriented on one that ex -- tended a long way back. It had been twi ned closely with several others,
but those had term nated, and now it continued in isolation
They flewright up to it -- but as they cane within touching range it changed, and becane

a wonan, in a dusky room sitting alone, crocheting.
Atropos cane to stand before her. "May 1 talk to you, Ms. Forester?" she inquired
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politely.

"Why not?" the worman replied. "I can't see you well, but | can hear you. You're
supernatural, aren't you?"

"Yes. How did you know?"

"Because you never cane in the door. | never heard it open, or the floors creak. You
conming to take ne out of Mrtality?"

"Maybe. M's. Forester, | aman Aspect of Fate. | cut the threads of life. | need to step
down, and | would like you to take nmy place. | have observed you, and believe you are qualified to

handle this O fice."

"You are the one who ends |ives?"
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"Who sets their limts, yes. It is, of course, not a casual decision; |I spend as nuch time
as | need to determne the appropriate point for each."

"I can't see well enough to read, which is why I'm not | ooking at a book now or watching a
hol o. How do you think | could see a life well enough to judge when it should be stopped?”

“"You will assunme a new body," Atropos said. "Then you will be able to see perfectly. You
will also be in perfect health and invulnerable to physical injury. You will be immrtal, as |ong
as you want to be. But you will be one of three, never alone, never conpletely in charge."

Ms. Forester sat for a while and thought about it. Finally she | ooked up. "I don't want
it."

"Do you know that you do not have long to live, as you are? This would effectively extend
your thread of life indefinitely."

"I knowit. But it's ny turn to go, and |'mready for it. You have cut the lives of ny
husband and ny children and nmy friends, so that now | amalone. Al of them should have had nore
time to live. Maybe you had reason -- but | know | don't want to do that to anyone else. 1'd
rather just finish ny termand rejoin nmy folks in Heaven. I will not serve as judge on any other
person's life."

Atropos nodded. "Ms. Forester, | thought you would feel that way. | am stepping down
because | amneeded in the nortal realm and will not interfere with the lives of those who don't
deserve it, for my own personal reasons. | will not live long after | step down, but | will do
what has to be done. | cane to offer you this position because | knew you were conpetent and not
power hungry. But it is true that Fate nakes decisions on the lives and deaths of nortals, and you
can not avoid these decisions if you assune the Ofice. | thank you for your tinme, and | respect
your decision."

Ms. Forester picked up her crocheting. "Cone and see ne, when your business is done and
you are nortal ."

"I will try to." Atropos faded out.

Away fromthe thread, Atropos vented her spleen. "Danm it! Some of these white wonmen have
too much pride! It's hard to get the best, because they aren't noved by the idea of power or
inmortality.'

They were noving through the cables, toward another prospect. Lachesis renanifested. "Wy
did you conme to me now, Ol ene?"

"When | met Thanatos, | prevailed on himto spare the life of a newbom baby. We took it to
a hospital instead. Thanatos said you would have to adjust its thread. | -- "

"I have already reneasured it," Lachesis said. "Tha -- natos has conpassion, and | would
not second-guess it. | handled that the nonent it occurred, wi thout investigating the case,
because | knew he woul d have reason."

"Thank you," Olene said, relieved. "The other thing -- | went to Nox to recover ny own

baby, but she said | had to have an item from each Incarnation. Fromyou, a newthread, to --
Lachesis was replaced by Cotho, the |ovely, youngest Aspect. "That is ny departnent; |
spin the threads of life. But this is no mnor thing you ask! For one thing, what is the point, if
your baby is already dead?"
"My baby died because he had come upon an incurable malaise of the soul. That mal ai se

continues after his death and will prevent himfromever being a truly good spirit. | toust free
himfromthat."

C otho | ooked at her. "I synpathize with your need, but each thread | spin represents a
potential life. | cannot sacrifice any one of themw thout excellent reason. | know you are the
granddaughter of Niobe -- | nmean, Lachesis -- but we cannot do favors nerely because of such a
relation -- ship."
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"If there is any way | can earn it," Olene said. "Any thing | can do --
"We really do not stand in need of anything a nortal night offer, and even |ess of
anyt hi ng a ghost coul d do.
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Certainly we can consider the matter, and if anything

occurs -- " She shrugged.

Olene felt the weight of defeat. She knew she had nothing to offer but her plea. Cotho
was treating her fairly;

she coul d not clai motherw se.

They reached the next thread. This one was amni dst several others; it was evident that no
cl ose associates of this

person had died recently.

They approached -- and were in the presence of an old wonan on a convoluted carpet. "M ss
Enber, " Atropos

sai d, reappearing.

The woman junped! "Ch, | didn't see you con ng

VWhat can | do for you? | have sone nice knickknacks for
sale -- "

"I am Atropos, an Aspect of Fate. | have watched you

and know that you are a good worman. | want you to take ny

Ofice and cut the threads of life."
"I's this a joke? | may be old and crippled, but my mind is sound. What are you trying to

pul I ?"
"I can prove ny identity, if you wish. This is not a
j oke. "
“"Very well: prove it."

Atropos flung a line of web. It settled around the wonan. Then Atropos flung another |ine,
up through the roof of the house. She becane a giant spider. She hooked onto the |line that secured
Mazi e Enber's carpet with one leg, and used the others to clinb the other line.

The clinb was rapid. In a nonent they were passing through the roof and rising up into the
sky. Atropos/spider hauled the cargo up to a local cloud. Then, perched on the top of the cloud,

At ropos resuned her human form "This is part of the power of an Incarnation. Do you wish to see

nor e?"

Mazi e was evidently shaken, but not convinced.

"Yes."

Lachesi s reappeared. "I amthe central Aspect of Fate,
Lachesis. | neasure the threads of life." Then d ot ho;
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"And | spin them The three of us share this body, and you would share it, too, being
imortal until you chose to |eave."

Mazi e was beconi ng persuaded. "I never thought that | would ever be offered such a job!

But | can't nove ny linbs at all; that's why | use a nedical carpet. | would be useless.”

"No," Cotho said. "You would join our body, |eaving yours behind. Atropos would assune
your body, and it woul d assune her |ikeness and nortal capabilities, and she woul d use your carpet
to fly away to her pressing business anong the nortals. You would regain full use of your linbs."

"Ch, ny!" Mazie exclainmed, astonished. "What a dream"

"But you would have to share time with the other two," Cotho said. "Lachesis and | would
be your constant conpanions. Qur duties are pressing; it is no holiday we offer you. Merely a new
node of existence."”

Mazi e shrugged. "No."

At ropos reappeared. "You do not wish to take the O fice?"

"Ch, | would love the Ofice! But not the responsibility. | could not ever trust nyself to
decide when a life should end. | amsure | would make nistakes, and that is too inportant to all ow
m stakes. So | know | must not do it."

"We all have had to | eamour Ofices,
keep striving to do better."

Atropos said. "We all have nade mi stakes. But we

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (84 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:04 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

"But | don't trust my own judgnent," Mazie said. "I have always been dependent on the
deci sions of others. To be suddenly free of pain, of paralysis, and to be maki ng decisions for
others -- no, | know | would nake a nmess of it. So | thank you for the offer, and | make the one

deci si on whose correctness | can be sure of: not to take what you offer."
Atropos gazed at her, then faded out. The carpet slid
186 Pi er sAwt hony
back down the line, into the house, and resumed its forner
position, no harm done,
"W can't force a person to take the Ofice," Atropos
said. "But it leaves us up the crick. | don't have any nore
good prospects.”
Cl otho reappeared. "Are you sure you have to go,
Atropos? You know we'd rather have you stay with us."
"I have to go," Atropos said, manifesting again. "Wat | have to do, no other can do for

me. | guess we'll just have to shop for any worman who'll take the job, even if she isn't the best.
| hate this, but that's the way it is.'
Lachesis nmanifested. "It is your prerogative to end your tenure when you choose. W nust

support you in this, just as we supported C otho's predecessor when she decided to marry the
Japanese nmartial artist. It will work out somehow

it always has. It is not as if your successor will be alone or unguided." But she did not
| ook happy.

"If I may ask -- " Olene said hesitantly.

Lachesis glanced at her. "Ch, Olene -- | forgot you were with us! O course we shal
return you to the Abode!"

"No, | nean, | have a question about your change of

Aspect. Does it have to be a wonan?"
Lachesi s paused. "Wy no, of course not," she said. "No Incarnation is fixed by sex. But
during both ny

tenures -- no, it doesn't have to be a woman."
“I think I know a man who m ght be good, and who mi ght accept it," Olene said. "If you
were willing to

consider him--
Jolie and Vita, hitherto satisfied to leave it to Ol ene,

came alive together. You don't nean -- Jolie started. Ro -- que? Vita concluded, with
horrendously m xed enotions. "Wio is this man?" Lachesis asked sharply.

"His nane is Nicolai," Olene said. Jolie and Vita rel axed, amazed. Olene, pretty much
| ost at her death and after the encounter with Nox, was now really taking hold! "He's an old Gypsy
wi dower, whose only daughter is mar -- ried and gone. | don't knowif he is still alive, actually,

but -- "
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Lachesi s spread her hands. Between them a webbi ng appeared: a section of the Tapestry of
Life. She peered closely intoit. "He is alive." She put her hands together and the webbing
vani shed, except for a single strand.

Then they were noving rapidly along that strand. Al else blurred past.

They cane to rest in a village in southern France. The old Gypsy man's refuse hove

remai ned al nost unchanged -- and so did he. He had been about sixty years ol d; now he was eighty,
and slower, but still doing for hinself in the Gypsy way.

Atropos appeared to him "N colai," she said.

The old man's gaze swung to fasten on her.' '|I hear you, Mstress of threads! Wat do you

want with me?"

"How are you at judging fol k?"

"Excellent!" he said. "I can tell alnost at a gl ance how nuch noney a man is worth and how
much he will yield for a trinket."

Atropos sniled. "All Gypsies can. But suppose you had to nmake decisions on their lives?"

"A man does what he has to. But we do not like to kill. That is sel dom necessary."

“I will be direct. | amFate. | have three Aspects, one of which |I nust replace before the
day is out. W are considering you to replace that Aspect, but we are uncertain whether we want a
mal e, and whether you should be that nmale. If you are interested, you nmust persuade all three of
us, and we may not be kind in the investigation. W can not give you tine to consider; our
deadline is hard upon us, and if you do not wish to be considered, we nust go el sewhere
i medi ately. "
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Ni colai hardly blinked. "The Romani are quick to assess any situation. Answer ne three

questions, and I will answer yours."
"Ask."
"Whi ch Aspect ?"
At ropos touched her anple bosom "M -- Atropos. | cut the threads of life."
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"Wl | have conplete discretion about which threads to
cut ?"

"No. You mnust al ways consider the benefit of the entire Tapestry of Life, and the
interests of the other Aspects and the other Incarnations. The cutting is never random or
careless. But within those guidelines, you do have discre -- tion. No one else will second-guess
you. "

"WIl there be occasion for nmusic or dancing or storytelling?"

"If you wish."

"Then | aminterested."”

Atropos gazed at him "You didn't ask about nmagic or imortality or power."

"I didn't need to. | know what Incarnations are. | know the power they wield. | know they
are imortal as long as they want to be. | know they can choose their fornms and that at |east one
aspect of Fate is always young and | ovely."

"That won't do you any good," Atropos warned. "Only one Aspect can assune format a tinme,
the other two becom ng mere thoughts. You will never be able to touch d otho.™

"But what joy to be near her!"

"Then let her be the first to question you," Atropos said grimy

Cl ot ho appeared, deceptively young and bouncy. "So you like to dance," she said. "How can
you reconcile that with the serious business of cutting threads?"

"What is life worth without nmerrinment? Serious matters constantly beset every norta
person. W can seek reprieve only in the innocent pleasures of |ife, such as nusic and dance and
the appreciation of luscious flesh |like yours."

C otho was not much noved. "If you faced death tonorrow, would you dance today?"

"Yes! | face death every nonentofny life, especially now that ny years are al nost done, so
every moment | nake the nmost of it. There can be no better death than with a fiddle in ny hands
and a song in ny throat and beauty in my eye."

She remai ned skeptical. "Let ne see you dance, then." "Gve nme a partner.”

Clotho hesitated, obviously not wanting to be diverted by getting into it herself.

[*]] doit! Vita thought. / think his dancing is terrific! "Do it, then." Oriene turned
the body over to her. "I'lIl dance with you!" Vita cried. "But | don't know the tananaV

"Then learn it," N colai said, assunming a formal position. He seened unsurprised by her
appear ance from nowhere. "Stand opposite nme, look nme in the eye. Now respond as | nobve, so." He
denonstrated -- and as he noved, he seened to |lose forty years.

Vita followed his directions, haltingly at first, then with greater confidence. Soon she
was doing a bit of the tanana, and beconing extraordinarily sexy in the process. The dance |eft
barely enough to the imagination to differentiate it from abandoned | overmaki ng, yet that caused
the imagi -- nation to run ranpant. Her hips flung out, and around, and forward in unnistakable
enul ation of vigorous copul ation. Her breasts stood up and shook independently. But it was the
movenents of the head that had the greatest effect, particularly the eyes. She shot dark gl ances
sidel ong at her partner, those | ooks barely passing her tousled hair, and Nicolai nmet themwth
such burgeoning inplication that even in the mdst of her own effort she blushed. Jolie knew that
the Gypsies were supposed to be lusty folk; now she knew that it was no exaggeration. They nade
sex appeal into an art, and it was truly shaneless: they had no shame in it. Jolie felt Vita's
i ncreasing delight in the forms of it;

this was al nost as good as making it w th Roque!

Meanwhi | e Cl ot ho watched, her cynicismslowy be -- comng interest, and her interest
excitement. Her body mirrored in dimnished scope the notions Vita was making. Finally she could
stand it no |onger; she stepped forward, joining the dance.

Cl otho was good at it; obviously she had had experience dancing. She quickly picked up the
motions Vita had strug --
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gl ed over, and her voluptuous body gave her a head start. Oiene, watching, had a thought:
She is Norton's | over?

You died, Jolie reminded her. He still prefers you, but you can not join him
I have no business being jeal ous, she agreed. Al the sane...
Ni col ai adapted wi thout a hitch. Now he danced oppo -- site two young wonmen, and courted

t hem bot h, and nade both feel helplessly wanton. He coul d have stripped the clothes off each and
done what ever he wanted with them and neither woul d have objected; rather, they would have joi ned
in with enthusiasm They were captive of the tanana, and reveling in it. They had | ost the soci al
limtations they had cone with, for the abandon of the dance.

Ni colai brought it to a halt. Wth the term nation of his notion, his age returned. "That
is the way | want to die," he repeated. "Wth |ovely, panting maidens surrounding ne. | have no
fear of death when | have the dance. It is even better to the nusic, and with costune."

Clothe and Vita | ooked at each other. Indeed, they were panting, nore from excitenent than

fromthe exertion of the exercise. "I nust |eamthat dance!" Cotho said. "Ei ghty years old, and
he can do that to me -- | nust leamit!"”
Then she was replaced by Lachesis. "You have one vote, N colai," she said. "But | am not

frozen at twenty; | have nore on ny mnd than physical expression."

Ni col ai squinted at her. "Ob!" he exclained. "You are her nother!"

“"Now how woul d you know t hat ?" Lachesi s asked, startl ed.

"I amof the Romani. | see the famly favor. Orb, she was beautiful, and she had a tal ent
with music. She said once that her nother had been the npost beautiful wonman of her generation. |
have seen none lovelier than Orb. You -- what were you |i ke when you were her age?"

Lachesi s changed, beconing abruptly younger, and stunningly beautiful. "Wen | was N obe,"
she sai d.
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"“Ah, she was right!" he breathed. "And can you al so make nusic |ike hers?"

"No. She derived that fromher father's side. Now stop trying to natter nme, and we'll see
whet her you qualify for our position.”
"I was not trying to flatter you!" he protested inno -- cently. "You know | spoke only

truth.”

"And a Gypsy can charm anyone!" she said. But she did not revert to her older form She
had been charned, despite her caution

"What woul d you have ne do?"

"Can you relate to the problens of wonen, as well as to their sex appeal ?"

He smiled. "In your presence, this is difficult -- no, do not change! -- but | will try. |
sired but one daughter, and she was blind and | ane, but | loved her as | |oved none but her
mot her, and | treated her as a princess, and she was beautiful, but others did not find her so,
and that was my abiding grief. What is there for a girl of the Romani who can not dance? But she
had magic, and | wi shed | could teach her to use it, but I could not, for all | knew was the
fiddle.

"Then Orb canme, and she played and sang, and she had the nagic. | sent for her, and gave
her Tinka, and Orb taught ny beloved to use her magic, and garbed her prettily, and was her
friend, and brought her to the dance, and now Tinka could do well what was halting before, for her
nmusi ¢ gave her strength, and she was |ovelier than any save her nentor, and the young nen
clustered around her, and soon she was married. Fromthat nmoment Orb had no eneny anong our Kind,

and | |oved her for what she had done for ny bel oved child.

"Always before, | had seen in every woman the shadow of what was the great darkness that
blighted nmy daughter, for without beauty a woman is nothing. Al ways thereafter | saw in every
wonman a hint of the brilliance of ny bel oved, and no woman was ugly to ne, and | |oved them all
If a
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wonman has a problem it is nmy problemtoo; if she hurts, | hurt too. Now Tinka is a
grandnot her, for generations cone fast anbng our kind, and she can see, and | thank the world each
day for the occasion that brought her salvation. That was your daughter, N obe, who bl essed m ne
and | would do anything for her or for you." He abruptly stepped forward, swept N obe into his
arnms and ki ssed her.

Jolie watched, caught between a | augh and outrage. Wat an inpertinent gesture!l But she
saw that Ni obe wasn't resisting, and i ndeed was cooperating. Two down, Ol ene thought, and Jolie
had to agree. The old man certainly knew how to nmake an i npression on wonen, young or old, and al
of them were wonen.

Ni obe broke, gently. "It occurs to nme that we could use talent |ike that, on occasion,"
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she said. "But Fate has been traditionally female, and there could be conplications if one of our
Aspects was mal e. For exanple, we have been having an affair with another Incarnation, and | think
it best that he not know that there is any mal e i nvol venent. How are you at enul ating a wonman?'

"I would regard it as an exercise in costune," N colai said. "In ny youth, | dressed in
skirt and stuffed bl ouse and thieved froma rich househol d, undiscovered, though the naster stole
a kiss fromme. But | fear ny whiskers would give ne away now. "

Ni obe | aughed. "You would be able to don fully fenale flesh, of any age. That is not the
problem It is the attitude:

could you act fermale for any length of tine w thout becom ng angry or ashamed?"

"Per haps you m sunderstand the nature of Romani pride," he said. "It is not in being nale
or female, but in being apt at what one does. If | enulate a woman, ny pride is in being so good
at it that not only does no one suspect, but any man | encounter cannot keep his eyes and his
hands of f nme."

The mature Lachesis reappeared. "You are a rogue, Gypsy man!"
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Ni colai smled. "You knew that before you kissed ne, Irish woman."

"Indeed | did!' Wre you not so winning, | would urge Atropos to cut your thread
i mediately. But we are in need, and it may be better to have your persuasive nature working for
us, for those tines we nust deal with others of your nature."”

At ropos appeared. "And it is my turn. I'mno young pretty thing, and never was one; |'m an
ol d bl ack woman who's seen your kind before. You want to take ny place, you rascal, then you sel
me, and a kiss won't do it."

“I'f I can't sell you, | don't deserve to take your place, you magnificent creature," he
sai d.

"I think this is going to be fun," Vita murnured. "W have a case now for sone thread
cutting," Atropos said grimy. "W had hoped to find the new Atropos before this, but have taken

too much tinme already, and it will have to do for an exam nation exercise. Cone and see how you
see it, because this is the job you would have to do." She flung a web, and it settled about

Ni col ai. Then she becane the huge spider and raced through the roof and into the sky, hauling the
man along, with Vita trailing.

Ni col ai | ooked back at Vita. "I never thought | would go to Heaven; the Romani really
don't believe in it, though we profess whatever religion is current and convenient. But if it
happened, | didn't think it would be like this!"

"W aren't going to Heaven," Vita said. "Purgatory, maybe, but not Heaven."

"You do not seemto be an Incarnation. | did not see you until you stepped out to dance
with me. Why are you here?"

"I canme at a bad time, so they took me along. I'mjust a street girl, with two ghosts to
set me straight. This is fan!"

"The Romani could teach you nmuch." "Yes, but |I'm supposed to steer clear of that stuff!"”

Vita said, |aughing.
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"Per haps we shall neet again.”

"Cee, | hope so!"

The spider halted. Atropos remani fested. They were in a chanbar, and sonething was going
on.

"W cannot be perceived," Atropos said. "W are as ghosts to the nortals here. This is a
| arge saucer, about to be hijacked by terrorists six hours hence, as it orbits the Mon. W nust
manage events to mnimze needless loss of |ife. Mshandl ed, the saucer will crash, costing two
t housand i nnocent |lives and several guilty ones. But the skein is already tangled, and now we nust
choose which threads to cut, and to what |ength. What is your judgnment?"

Vita whistled silently. "That old | ady, she doesn't fool around!" she murnured.

Ni col ai swayed a nonment, evidently set back by the suddenness and force of this challenge.
Then he took hold. "Are there any stops between here and the Mon?"

"No," Atropos said.

"Any intercepting craft?"

"No. "
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"So all crew and passengers are aboard, and cannot | eave?"

"Yes."

"May we warn the Captain about the com ng hijacking, so he can prevent it?"

"No. Fate nay not interfere overtly in the Tapestry of Life. It has long since been
established that to do so | eads to unnanageabl e conplications and snarls that have worse effect
t han any good done by the interference. You might Iiken it to perform ng surgery on a man by
poking himwi th a long needle: the harmin the doing exceeds the harmof inaction."

"So we can neither kill the hijackers early nor warn of their plot?"

"W can't kill themat all,"” Atropos said. "See, here is the skein." She gestured, and the
endl ess conpl ex pattern of colored threads appeared, superinposed on the chanber,

passing through it. Six threads glowed. "These are the hijackers. One of thementers a
tangle at the start of the hijacking; that one we can cut. But the others -- see where their
threads are destined."

I ndeed, the glowing five remaining threads wound back into the Tapestry to interact with
many hundreds or thou -- sands of others. It was plain that if any of these were cut prematurely,
there woul d be extraordinary changes in the fabric and a mgjor unraveling could occur

Fate has to nmanage the entire Tapestry of Life, Jolie thought in explanation. Nornally her
staff in Purgatory, and her field agents in the nortal realm handle the details, but in serious
cases like this one she takes a personal hand. She's not about to weck the pattern they have
| abored to smooth, by interfering grossly here.

Ni col ai peered at the Tapestry where the tangle was -- the one that narked the hijacking
"Why is this fuzzy?"

"Because | have not yet decided how to nmanage it. There is the potential to have a few
threads cut and straighten the tangle, or to ignore it, in which case nbst of the threads will be
unabl e to continue. There are about two thousand of them But as you can see, this is an intricate
knot, with many possibilities, and if | mark the wong threads for cutting, instead of sinplifying

the knot it may only make it worse, and many nore will be lost. |I believe | can bring it down to
fifteen cuts, but I would prefer that it be even fewer."
Ni col ai inspected the pattern closely. "I have been good at tangles in the past," he said.

"The Ronmani | eam what we have to, including the artistry of tying and untying many ki nds of
knots." He traced the lines that skirted the tangle. Five of them glowed. "The hijackers are on
the saucer with the victins, yet do not tangle?"

"The Tapestry of Life takes only peripheral note of geography,"” Atropos explai ned. "Wat
is inmportant is how lives interact with each other. Those five renmain |largely aloof and in charge;
they will take a lifeship away fromthe saucer if they encounter trouble, and will hold the passen
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gers hostage otherwise. Only the crew and passengers are at risk -- and al nost any or al

of themcan be cut off here, unless | act to alleviate it."

"These threads here and there which al nbst nerge --

what does that signify?"

"Avery intimate interaction,” she replied gruffly. "Romance or |ovenaking. That normally
occurs when a new thread is started in the Tapestry. On entertai nnent voyages such as this one, a
lot of it goes on. That is a portion of the appeal of planetary tours."

He nodded, and continued | ooking cl osely.

"Sometines there is a key strand which, when pulled or cut, frees the entire nass,"”
Ni col ai said, peering closely at the thick colum of threads that represented the interaction of
all those on the saucer. The six hijacker threads were nmixed in, until the tangle began; they were
merging with the throng, concealing their nature and purpose. They were evidently experienced --
and this success would enhance their influence in the nortal realm as their subsequent
interactions indicated. "Satan has a hand in this?"

"Of course,"” Atropos said, "He stands to gain by the disruption of the orderly skein. The
nmore di sruption there is, the nore evil surfaces, and he gleans that evil."

But the evil is there already; Satan nerely finds ways to evoke it, Jolie thought. That
hel ps separate evil fromgood, which is the point of nortal Ilife.

But what if that separation occurs at the cost of many
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lives? Orlene inquired.

They go to Heaven or to Hell, as the case may be; their
souls are imort al
But their chance to change their status ends prema -- turely. That is not fair.

That is not fair, Jolie agreed.
"I believe | can cut it down to six lives," N colai said,
| ooking up fromthe skein.

"I npossi ble!" Atropos exclainmed. "How do you pro -- pose to do that?"
"By saving this one," he said, pointing to the |one hijacker thread that entered the
tangle. "But that will only help the hijackers!" "I think not. Note the close association with

this victimthread, which also enters the tangle. Are they not |overs?" Atropos |ooked. "Yes,
certainly. Wat of it?" "One is a hijacker, the other a victim" She pursed her lips. "Now that is

interesting, | agree! But of course the hijackers conceal their natures until the noment cones to
strike. He would take advantage of what offers, male fashion. It can hardly affect the outcone,
since he is the one who doesn't make it through cleanly."” "But if he survives, and |loves a victim

what then?" Atropos peered at the configuration. "You sly dog! You just may be correct! In fact,
think you are!"

"Satan usually | eaves a way out, does he not, in case a project sours? This is the secret
key he has left, intended only for his own use if he chooses. W had but to find it." "Only a
rogue would find it!" Atropos said. "Agreed."

They poked into the tangle, analyzing the inplications of the added thread, each naking
obj ections and answering them "Let's play it through,” Atropos said at |ast. "Remenber, we nust
not influence himdirectly, but if an indirect nudge will do it -- "

We can do it! Vita thought eagerly.

"W might help," Olene said.

“"Yes, | could use you," N colai said. "You do not count as Fate; you are ghosts."

At ropos frowned, but did not debate the matter. She obviously wanted to see whether the
loss of life could be cut down to the level N colai suggested. She nade an adjustnent on the webs
that had brought Vita and Nicolai here. "These will maintain you in unperceived status for the
duration. | shall return; at the noment | nust see to business el sewhere.'

They understood: if this did not work out. Fate needed another prospect for a quick
exchange, and could not afford
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to wait six hours to set it up. They were on their own for this
event.

Ol ene, perceiving the nature of what the Gypsy had in mnd, elected to bow out. She
turned the body over to Vita, though it was now very |like a ghost. Vita was young, but she had the
necessary experience.

It was a six-hour wait, for they could not junp forward the way Chronos could. Vita
foll owed the femal e passenger, while Nicolai followed the key hijacker

The girl was Ooelia, an heiress and socialite, making one of her frequent trips to the
moon for entertai nment and ganbling. She was reasonably pretty and well forned, and made the nost

of it by wearing expensive jewelry and eye -- catching clothing. She was frankly bored, and
| ooki ng for
excitement.
The man was Basil, of a good fanmily fallen into hard tinmes. He had the graces of royalty,

but he had joined the hijacking plot because it promised to bring himrestored wealth. The others
were fanatics, but Basil was not; he sinply knew what he wanted, and wasn't scrupul ous about

how he got it.

The first meeting of the two was coincidental: they were both unattached and attendi ng one
of the dances arranged by the saucer line. Saucers were the |uxury vessels of the day;

they had inherited the nantle of the old ocean cruisers, and it was truly said that nany
an illicit affair began on them So, in this case, needing partners, the two of them cane
together. There was a certain air of elegant nystery about Basil that appealed to OCbelia, and
there was no nystery about the qualities she had that appealed to him dianond earrings and a well -
tenpered cl eavage
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So they danced, and it was fairly clear fromthe outset what each desired of the other
attention and excitenment. They proceeded to their first sexual encounter with al most flaw ess
poi nt and counterpoint, in the manner of bidding hands of a card gane, the object being not so
much the culmnation as the challenge of achieving it with proper flair

But this was to be nore than that, thanks to the influence of Fate's minions. "Let ne
clarify this," N colai said, as he and Vita watched the couple stripping down for sex. "They will
have a whirlwind fling -- by the threads it seens perhaps three episodes in five hours -- but each
knows it is only a passing diversion, and they will part when the saucer docks at the moon. He
will be wounded in the takeover struggle, and she will be the fifth hostage executed before the
saucer Captain caves in and gives the hijackers command. W nust intensify their passing passion
into burgeoning love, so that neither can tolerate the death of ne other."

"But how wi |l that change what happens?" Vita asked. "She will be near the Captain when
hostilities break out; their threads indicate this. She may be able to save Basil, and he in turn
will save her. But their love must be true, or events will overrun them both. W cannot tell them
this, but we can enhance their feelings sublimnally. W rnust be |ike Ronmani, deceiving the eye
and mnd to nove our subjects to our will without their knowi ng. Can you do this, girl?"

“You nean, sort of get inside her and nake her | ove hi mnore?"

"Yes, as | must do for him using the ghost-power Fate has lent ne."

"Cee, |'ve done sex with a lot of nen, but love with only one," Vita said, abruptly
reconsidering. "I don't think I could do it with another. But maybe Jolie could."

But | | ove Satan! Jolie protested, appalled by this sudden shift.

"O Olene," Vita said.

Ol ene considered. / loved Norton, but nust let himgo. | |ike Roque, but woul d not
interfere with you. | think this is an exercise | nust attenpt.

"Great!" Vita exclained, relieved. She turned the body over to Ol ene.

"I am Ol ene, one of the ghosts,
enter the wonman and enhance her | ove."

Olene said. "I have assunmed control. | will try to
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"That is good. This elenent is essential, for it is the only way we can acconplish our
pur pose. "

O | ene approached the wonan and tried to enter her the way she had Vita. To her surprise,
she succeeded. Appar -- ently her occupation of a physical host did not prevent her from ani mating
another, in this special circunstance Pate had set up. N colai disappeared sinmlarly into the man.

So this is what it feels |like to ani mate another body! Vita

t hought .

Don't distract Olene, Jolie warned. Lives are at stake.

They had entered the host barely in tine, for Qoelia was just com ng together with Basil
She was about to say sonething like, "Let's see just how good you are, stud!" but Olene put forth
a powerful thought, and it cane out, "Ch, what a handsome man you are, Basil!" Obelia was startled
to hear herself say this, for she was jaded about sex and generally preferred to nake her nen
squirma little even during the height of their passion

"Any nman nust be handsone in the presence of such beauty," Basil replied. Jolie had to
suppress her laughter, which m ght becone perceptible and interfere with the nood. There was the
snoot h Gypsy man tal ki ng!

oelia felt a small thrill of pleasure at the unexpected conplinment. This thrill somehow
magni fi ed, well beyond what was called for, as Olene threw herself into it. As a result, instead
of simply spreading her legs and getting on with the sex, Obelia kissed himpassionately.

He seened surprised, but quickly responded, nattered that she should take such an
interest. Maybe she wasn't the hardboiled socialite he had taken her for! She responded to his
response. As a result, what both had expected to be a fast, wild encounter becane nore extended
and tender. He forgot her dianbonds and noticed her eyes, while she found greater appeal in contact
than there had been in nystery.

After the early passion abated, they remained together and tal ked, discovering comon
interests that would oth -- erw se have renai ned undi scovered. Their three al nost

conpetitive epi sodes becane two far nore neani ngful ones. Love was dawni ng, anmazi ng them

bot h.
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They separated at last, for each had other business. She had a formal dinner with the
Captain, for her fanmily was a significant investor in the saucer enterprise, while he had to
participate in the hijacking. She wanted to cancel the date to renmain with him and he wanted to
warn her to stay in her cabin for the next hour, but could not without inperiling his mssion

The ghosts energed. "That was very nice, Olene," N colai said.

"You are an expert!" she replied. She felt a certain shame for the passion she had
engendered and participated in, for she had felt it as if it were her own. But she knew she woul d
do it again if the occasion arose. It was a pleasure evoking the positive aspects of people,
rather than letting the negative ones dom nate.

An hour later it started. The hijackers brought out nakeshift weapons and laid siege to
the control roomand the Captain's quarters. The saucer's crew was hel pless; the only | aser pistol
was the Captain's, and nothing el se could overconme the clubs nade fromfurniture that the
hi j ackers wi el ded.

"G ve up. Captain!" the spokesman for the hijackers called, standing at the doorway. "O
we wll -- "

The Captain drew his pistol and fired. But Cbelia, seeing her |over about to be cut down,
| eaped across and pushed his arm fouling his aim The beam m ssed, rico -- cheting off the wall
as Basil dived for cover

“"You kill one of them there'll be no limt to what they' Il do!" she exclainmed, though in
truth she would not have acted if she hadn't cone to know and appreciate Basil so well. She was
shocked that he should turn out to be a hijacker, but that did not erode his appeal. He was like a
bol d robber who | oved a captive lady. It was downright romantic, in a way.

Qutraged by her interference, the Captain pushed her
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away and retreated to his bastion: the cabinet where he kept the naster spell that enabl ed
the saucer to defy both gravity and inertia so that it could fly confortably between the Earth and
the Moon. Wthout that spell, the hijackers could not operate the saucer -- and they could not
approach it as long as the Captain had his | aser ready.

The hijackers knew they had just two hours to gain that spell and nove the saucer before a
police ship cane to conplicate things. Their bargaining position would deteri -- orate sharply
after that. "Send out an em ssary!" their

| eader called

The Captain's eye fell on OGhelia. "You're it,
you go talk to them™

bel i a was nervous about going out there, but had no choice. She went. "What do you want ?"
she asked the glowering hijacker |eader. Basil was gone, no doubt to see to guarding the crew or
passengers, and she was just as gl ad, because she didn't want others on either side to know of the
rel ati onship between them

he said gruffly. "You like them so nuch,

"W want the naster spell, you ninny!" the hijacker barked. "Tell himto hand it over!"
"But you know he won't do that!" she said, afrighted.
"Tell himthat we will kill one hostage every five

m nutes until he does.™
She returned to the Captain, who was covering the door with his |laser; any other person

who tried to enter would get shot. "They say -- " Cbelia faltered. "They say they will -- will
kill a hostage every -- "

"And they'll take the whole ship if | give themthe nmaster spell!"” he replied. "I'll never
doit!"

"I don't like the look of this,” Olene said. "Are innocent people really going to die?"

"They really are," N colai said. "But fewer this way than otherwi se. W had to choose
bet ween evils."

oelia returned the Captain's nmessage to the hijacker. "I thought he'd say that!" the man
said. "Bring up the first hostage!"

Two ot her hijackers brought up an elderly man who | ooked frightened and bew | dered.
Wt hout cerenony, the | eader clubbed the man over the head, so hard that there was little doubt he
was dead. Then he picked up the corpse and heaved it through the doorway so the Captain could see
it. "Ask himagain!" he cried, shoving her after.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (92 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:04 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

oelia, terrified and sickened, stunbled through the doorway to deliver the nessage.

The Captain was adamant, knowi ng that his only hope was to keep the master spell away from
the hijackers. "If | give it to them they'll have no limt to what they can do; all of us may die
as they rob and weck the saucer! | will not doit!"

oelia returned to the hijackers. The | eader nodded. They brought up a m ddl e-aged fenal e
passenger, who screaned as she saw the club descending. It rmade no difference; her body joined the
ot her.

"This is terrible!™ Orlene exclainmed. "Can't we stop them sone way?"

Ni colai | ooked grim "W cannot. | think Atropos is showi ng us the worst of her dil emmas.

I have seen death before, but | do not like this. | tolerate it only because | have seen the
t hreads and know there is no other way."

“"No other way!" Ol ene exclained. "Were is God? How does He tolerate this?"

"That is a question to which | would very nuch Iike to know the answer!"

The inpasse continued until four passengers were dead. Then the hijacker |eader tried
anot her tack. He grabbed Obelia and marched her before himto the doorway. "Tell himthat you will
be the next!" he snarl ed.

Obelia had seen the brutal deaths of the others and had becone to an extent nunbed and

resi gned. She went to the Captain. "I amto be the next hostage killed," she said.
"What do you think of them now?" he asked grimy. "Sorry you saved that one?"
She thought of Basil, and was hurt and ashaned. She
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had really been getting to like him and all the tinme he had been a brutal hijacker
pl anni ng this slaughter! \Wat she had taken for genuine interest nmust have been no nore than a
contenptuous dalliance on his part. "I made a nistake," she said dully. "Now | will pay for it."
In fact it seened to her that she was about to pay for her entire frivolous life. Wat had she
ever done to benefit anyone except hersel f?

"You don't have to go back there!" the Captain protested, regretting his curtness. "They
can't get you

here. "

"They will just nurder someone else in my place," she
sai d. She wal ked back toward t he doorway.

"Don't go!" the Captain cried. "I forbid it!" He swing

the pistol to cover her

She hardly paused. "What will you do -- kill me? Keep

your conscience clean. Captain; they will do the job for

you." She continued wal ki ng.

"I can't give themthe naster spell!’

"I know. | agree." She passed through the door

The hijacker | eader was waiting. "Wuat's he say?" he

asked eagerly.

"I't wouldn't be ladylike to repeat his exact words," she

said with the wannest of smiles. "But to paraphrase: he anal yzed your siman ancestry in
some detail, and described rather graphically a solitary vice you should practice to the

poi nt of expiration."

"Don't be cute, slut! Wat's his decision?" Ooelia, expecting to be clubbed nonentarily,
found herself at a loss for an answer, so Oriene pronpted her

"When CGod ki sses Satan and the | ncarnations appl aud,

maybe then."

In rage, the man lifted his gore-soiled club. (oelia closed her eyes and cl enched her
teeth, determned not to flinch. This was her single stand for justice, decency and a worthwhile
life, however brief; this nuch, at |east, she

could do with style.

There was a thud, but she felt nothing. She opened her

AND ETERNI TY 205

eyes -- and there was the hijacker |eader, unconscious, with Basil standing over him
"There wasn't supposed to be any killing," he said. "But when it started, | figured | couldn't do
anyt hi ng about it. But when you -- oh, God, honey, | don't care if | rot in prison forever,
couldn't let himdo it to you! I'mthrough with this business!"
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Dazed, she protested. "But the other hijackers -- " "Tell the Captain to cone out here
with his laser, and we'll take them one by one. They won't know what hit them"

belia hurried in to the chanber. "Captain, Basil -- the one | saved -- he's changed
sides! Cone out and he'll help you take the others captive!"

"Alikely trick!" the Captain snorted. "I'll not be fooled by that!"

"But he neans it!"

"Then tell himto come in here!"

oelia went back and told him Basil nodded. "He's got no call to trust me. Tell himto
hold his fire; I"'mdragging this hulk in there.”

She told the Captain, who watched alertly while Basil dragged in the | eader. Then Basi
stood. "Captain, |I'ma hijacker, sure. But she saved ny life, and | saved hers. |If you cone out to
where you can anbush the four others, I'Il lure themin one at a tine, and it'll be over with no
nor e bl oodshed. "

"I"'mnot nmoving away fromthis cabinet!" the Captain said. "You nmean it, you lure them
into this room"

"Al'l right. Cbelia, you go to the others one at a tinme, tell them Al ex says the Captain's

still holding out, and to bring in one nore hostage each. Quick, before they start catching on
that no one's returning!"

Obelia scurried out, still amazed at this turn of events. She had done right to save
Basil! He did | ove her!

She approached a hijacker who was guarding the crew -- men, locked in their barracks.

"Al ex says to bring another hostage."”
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"Damm! It wasn't supposed to conme to this!" But the man collared a steward and haul ed him
toward the Captain's chanber, |eaving the others |ocked up. oelia foll owed, know ng the hijacker
woul dn't trust her in the vicinity by

her sel f.

The hijacker saw the four bodies. "Hey -- where's

Al ex?"

“In there," Obelia said. "Now he wants them where

the Captain can see them"

The hijacker seenmed doubtful, but the bodies were evidence that Al ex was busy. He pushed
his frightened

pri soner ahead of him

As they entered the Captain's chanber, the Captain's

| aser covered the man. "Drop your club."

"But -- " "Drop it," Basil echoed. "You are now the Captain's

prisoner. He'll hole you if you make a nove."

The hijacker dropped his club and went to stand by Al ex, who was now starting to recover.

oelia went out for the next, and the scene was played again. It was surprisingly easy.
The hijackers obeyed the word of their |eader, and weren't unusually smart. In twenty mnutes all
of them were captive and the siege was over.

The total nunber of lives |ost was six: the four nurdered hostages, and one crewran who
had been struck down during the initial phase, and an elderly woman who had suffered a heart
attack when she realized what was going

on.

"I was sorry | mssed you," the Captain told Basil. "But Obelia was right; you did good
work, and I will testify on your behalf. | don't think you'll spend tine in prison."

"Thank you, sir. But | did get into this to nmake noney,

and 1'll take ny punishment.”

"You may find yourself with noney anyway," Obelia

murmur ed, taking his arm

At ropos reappeared. "We are agreed: you have good judgnent, Nicolai. You may assune the
Aspect. " She

st epped through the wall of the saucer, and Olene and N colai were hauled after

This time there was no transition; they were abruptly back at Nicolai's hut. "W shall set
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a golemto resenble you," Atropos said. "You will seemto have died natu -- rally." She flung nore
webbi ng, and it formed into an image of the man, lying on his bunk, unnmobving. "Do you wish to
| eave a nmessage?"

"No. | amold; they know | amdue to die soon. Let it be this way."

At ropos stepped through the wall again, and again they were hauled after, on the invisible
web. They arrived in an apartnment where a bl ack wonman was maki ng a bed. Atropos gestured, and the
great skein of the Tapestry of Life appeared. She reached out and touched one thread, noving it
slightly. She nudged another thread so that it lay in the place just vacated. Then a little pair
of clippers appeared in her hand, and she cut that second thread.

The clippers di sappeared. She extended her hand to Nicolai. "Take ny hand, take ny
Aspect," she said.

Ni col ai grasped her hand. The two stood there for a nonent, then let go. Then N col ai
began to change form conmng to resenbl e Atropos.

She glanced at Orlene. "W made the change, girl,
mne. He is with Fate."

Ol ene | ooked, and saw the young C otho, then the m ddl e-aged Lachesis, then the old
Ni colai. "But | nust masquerade as a wonan," he said. He changed, beconing an old gray-haired
wonman, with a long dark skirt, antique feninine boots, a blouse that |ooked flat-chested, and a
ludicrous little hat. "WII this do?"

Olene smled. "It will do. But watch the whiskers." "Oops." The whi skers di sappear ed.
"But 1'd better

give the body to one of the others, till | catch on better.'
shal | have some adj usting

to do. It will be strange for a while, hiding a nan!"

she said. "It's his substance, becone

Lachesi s appeared. "Yes, we
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The former Atropos glanced at them "You folk better get out of here; there's going to be
an ugly scene shortly."

"An ugly scene?" Lachesis asked. "You never told us exactly why you had to step down so
suddenly. "

"Because | saw sonething you weren't |looking for, and it wasn't right to use ny office to
change it, but it had to be changed. My daughter renarried, and | thought he was a good nan, but
he turned bad, and started beating her, and now he's going to beat her too hard. So | switched out
the threads. Go on, get out of here!"

Lachesis faded out, but did not |eave. She had nerely becone invisible, and Orlene with
her. "And give that girl her thread!" the woman called. "She earned it!"

The woman who was naki ng the bed | ooked up. "What?" she said, as the nmagic surrounding the
fornmer Atropos faded, |eaving her solid and visible. Then: "Ma! But you died ten years ago!"

"Not quite. | came back to do you one nore favor, girl. Now you be sure to testify to what
you see -- and tell themthe background too."

"The what ?"

"That man's been beating you nigh to death! Think | don't see those scars? Toni ght he's
going to beat you too hard and kill you -- only I"'mgoing to free you fromhim"

"But -- " Then the man returned. He had been drinking, and he

st aggered, but he had plenty of energy renmining for belligerence. "Get out here, wonan!"
he yel |l ed.

The woman started forward, but ex-Atropos blocked her. "He's going to kill you this time!"
she warned. "He's going to hit you too hard and then claimyou fell. You'll be better off free of

him-- and you will be, once he's in jail for manslaughter. Stay back."” Then she marched out to
meet her son-in-law. "You good-for-nothing drunken buml You crazy wi fe-beater! You cheat on her
you treat her like dirt, and then you conme hone and ness her up sonme nore! | always knew you were
no good, and now you're worse!

Now pack up your things and get your tail out of here, you slinme!" She continued, getting
nmore specific and nore insulting, making it quite clear where he stood with her and how far away
she wanted himto get from her daughter

He hit her, of course. Ex-Atropos was old, and deprived of the protection she had enjoyed
as an Incarnation, she went down wi thout a sound.
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"Tinme to go," Lachesis said sadly. "But we nust help her!" Olene protested. "No. She is
dead. That was her own thread she cut." Then Ol ene understood. Atropos had substituted her own
thread of life for that of her daughter -- so that she would not have to cut her daughter's
thread. Now the man woul d pay the penalty for nurdering her, while her daughter survived to nake a
better life.

Vita had been correct: that old lady didn't fool around. They arrived back in the webbed
Abode. "You have seen nore than outsiders usually do," Lachesis said. "You have seen our chall enge
and our pain. But you have also helped us in a significant nanner, and you have earned your

thread. W will hold it for you until you have the acquies -- cence of the other Incarnations. Now
you nmust go, for we have nuch to resolve, and we prefer to do it by ourselves."

Ol ene could well understand! That saucer hijacking, and that change of Aspects -- and the
sudden death of the worman who had been Atropos. "Thank you, grand -- nother," she said, and |eft

i mredi ately.

/ think we'd better take a break, Jolie thought. That's for sure! Vita agreed. Those
I ncarnations -- they've got real jobs to do! It isn't all peaches and creamfor them any nore
than for us! "Anen," Ol ene agreed, shaken
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In the norning they caught the Hell evator back to the nortal realm careful to get off at
the right stop. They didn't want to get carried on down to Hell by accident!

They energed in Mock Hell and nad& their way out, ignoring the tenptations on the way.
They took a carpet to the rocketport -- and discovered that it had been replaced by

a saucerport.

/ don't want to get on a saucer! Vita protested. Jolie |laughed. "This one isn't going to
the Moon! It

shoul d be safe enough."

The girl was not conpletely reassured, but didn't argue. Jolie bought a ticket by charging
it to Luna's account, as she had been told to do, and the charge was accepted.

The saucer was really preferable to the rocket, because it had no need for accel eration
restraints and its quarters were generous. Indeed, they sat in an easy chair and watched through a

genui ne wi ndow as it took off, lifting fromthe pavenent without a jolt and sailing over the city.
A man cane over. "Looking for conpany?" he in -- quired in a tone that all three of them
recogni zed
Jolie turned the body over to Vita. "I'm underage,
vacuumhead! " she snapped.
210
The man noved on. It was evident that he had judged her age correctly, but hadn't been
bot hered by that detail. However, he did not want the kind of scene she threatened to nake.

"But you know, | don't feel underage when |I'mwi th Roque," she renarked.

/1 is because he respects you as a person, Olene thought. He disagrees with the letter of
the law, feeling that the maturity and discretion of those concerned should be the deterninant,
rather than an arbitrary figure. Your experi -- ence and judgment indicated --

"Ch, pooh! He was just too hot for ne to hold back!"

That too, Jolie thought. The girl did not want reason, she wanted passion. But the Judge
woul d never have done it for passion al one.

"Anyway, he knew one of you two would screamif you thought it was wong,
"And you didn't scream did you!"

Not | oud enough, Ol ene agreed, |aughing.

The saucer arrived in remarkably short order. Its veloc -- ity was deceptive; wi thout
inertia, it could travel at very high velocity w thout seemng to.

They took another carpet to Luna's estate. Luna was there to greet them "Tonorrowis

Vita concl uded.

Saturday," she said. "I will be out for the nmorning, but | have asked Judge Scott to ook in on
you. Meanwhile, | amsure you can use a good night's rest, after your extended tour."
They di scovered that they were indeed tired, enotion -- ally as nuch as physically. They

greeted the griffins, who seened for a nmonment not to recognize them and settled down.

They were, of course, ravenous; they had seem ngly spent two days wi thout food. Actually,
only the tinme they had spent traveling to and fromthe Hellevator, here in the nortal realm
counted; still, there was a psychol ogi cal effect.
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"One thing | nust be sure you understand," Luna said. "You may have been absent | onger
than you thought."

212 Piers Anthony

Vita was in charge at the nonent. "Two days," she said. "But you know, in that short tinme
they had changed froma rocket to a saucer. It -- It was okay, but we'd rather have ridden the
rocket."

"Two years,

"What ?"

"Unl ess special dispensation is nade, the time that a nortal spends in Purgatory differs
fromthat of the nortal realm It nmay be extended or conpressed, but nornally seens to be a year
here for a day there. | regret | did not think to warn you before; certainly | should have."

She's right! Jolie thought. / knew that -- but | forgot, because it doesn't happen to
imortals. Only to nortals who go physically into Purgatory, which sel dom happens. Wat an
over si ght!

VWhat an oversight! Ol ene echoed, appalled. \Wat have we done to Vita?

"But | feel the sane," Vita said.

Luna said gently.

"You are the sane, dear,"” Luna said. "You have aged only a few hours -- the tinme you spent
intraveling -- for the aging process in the Afterlife is so slow as to be neaningless in norta
terns. But the tine has passed here, and you are now legally two years ol der."

"You mean I'mstill fifteen -- but the law says |'m

sevent een?”
"True, Vita. You are now that much closer to the age of consent, if that is inportant to
you. "

Vita chewed on a nout hful, knowi ng that Luna knew her situation with the Judge, and al so
knowi ng that it nust not be spoken. "So if | went back to Purgatory for another couple of days,
I'd be nineteen, and -- "

' "And legally of age to make your own decisions, in this region of the nortal realm"
Luna said with the faintest of

sm | es.

"Cee." Vita's notions were stirring up like the w nds of

a tropical storm
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They had trouble falling asl eep, because of anmazement over the passage of two years and
horrified reflections on the recent (or was it recent?) events of the saucer-jacking and Atropos
change of personnel. So they turned on the comercial holo, and satisfied thenselves that the news
was i ndeed two years later. Then it went into a rather soupy romance, and they soon becane
obl i vi ous.

In the nmorning, true to her word, Luna left on her errand, and they changed into sonething
nice in anticipation of Roque's arrival. But not too nice, because Vita was determned that it not
remai n on her 1|ong.

There was a chine, and Vita sailed to the door. There he was, and indeed he | ooked a bit
older. Vita didn't care. She leaped into his arms. "Oh, Roque!" she exclai med between ardent
kisses, "I didn't know it was so long! Can you forgive ne?"

"Do | have a choice?"

She | ooked at himarchly. "Have you found someone

el se?"

"No. It has been a legal and lonely period." "Then you don't have a choice! Ch, ny |ove,
my honey, ny grand nman, |I'mso sorry, | thought it was only two days, | never would have done it
if 1'd realized, | don't want you to suffer!" She paused. "You did suffer?" "Horribly!"

"Then we have two years to nmake up in one terrific splurge of passion! Get your hands in
gear -- can you feel ne while you're carrying nme to the bedroon?

"I can try." He picked her up, and she virtually curled around him trying to get
everything into play at once.

Tal k of nymphets! Jolie thought.

One woul d think she was the one who had been waiting two years! Ol ene agreed.
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Roque staggered into the bedroomwi th the squirnmng Vita, who was kissing himall over his
face and neck and shirt collar while she ran her hands around his body, pulling out his shirttail
Hi s thinning hair was hopel essly nussed.
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They fell on the bed and indulged in a scranble of undressing in which Vita's hands did
nmore feeling than Roque's did. Before it was conplete, she wapped her arns and | egs around him
and scranbled into the position of mergence, kissing himhungrily all the while.

"A nmonent . "

One might have thought it inpossible for either to pause at this point, but this was a
peculiarly conpelling presence.

They paused.

"Who the hell are you?" Vita denanded.

That's Nox, the Incarnation of N ght! Jolie thought.

"True, ghost-worman® the Incarnation responded. "Or --

| ene nust assune the body."

But Vita's in the mddle of -- Olene protested. "Then | will change the form of that body
to the

mascul i ne aspect."” |Indeed, as she spoke, the change began. G ve ne the body! Ol ene
t hought desperately. Vita, feeling the ghost's horror, yielded the body.

Suddenly it was Orlene in conjunction with him

"What ?" Roque asked, aware of the change, and

di smayed.

"It is Nox!" Olene exclaimed. "She threatens ultimate horror! GCh, what an awful time for

her to -- "

"An I ncarnation?" he asked. "What possible -- "

"Now enter my dream" Nox said.

"She is sheer nmischief!" Olene said. "I need her help, and she nakes nme suffer for it! |
nmust do what she

demands! "

Then the dream surrounded them It was chaos.

"And the Earth was without form and void," Roque said, actually sounding relieved to be
in a changed situation. "W seemto be in the beginning of things."

"I"'msorry," Olene said. "Nox does these things. | never would have gotten you invol ved
if I had realized -- "

"What is that you hol d?"

Ol ene checked. She was floating separately, with a sphere in her hands. It gl owed,
showi ng a scene of swirling

chaos simlar to the one outside, but with a single speck amidst it. "I don't know, it
just appeared. A crystal ball?"

"Let me look at it." He drifted toward her and bent to put his face close to the ball.
"The scene within seens to reflect our present situation, but not quite. There are two specks, and
one of themis of two children, no, two people, a man and a wonan -- why, that's us! Qur inage is
in there!"

"We're locked in a crystal ball?" Olene asked, dis -- nmayed.

"I think the ball represents the vision we are in, in the manner an inset represents the
scale of the larger picture. This shows where we are." He tried to touch the ball, to turn it, but
hi s hands passed through it without effect. "The other speck -- it is hard to see -- seens to be a
house, enclosed by a netal fence..."

Luna's estate! Jolie thought. That's where we want to return

Yeah, |'ve got pressing business there! Vita thought. We were just getting into it, when --

"Could it be Luna's estate?" Olene inquired. "Wiere we wish to return?"

"Yes! Yes, that is it!" he exclainmed. "Nox is showing us where we are relative to where we
wish to go. Now | see a faint line, a thread -- a connection between the two. But it w nds al
around the globe; it is a devious path, if that is what it is.”

" "Nox does not yield her secrets readily,'' Olene agreed grimy. "I don't know why she
sought ne out this time, but | amsure we had belter follow her directives, or we shall be nost
unconfortable."”
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VWHAT directives? Vita demanded. There | was, just getting into it with --

That woul d have becone awkward, if she had changed you into a nan, Jolie pointed out. She
can do THAT? She can. That's why Olene had to take over and | earn
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her will. It would have been difficult if you had changed
while --
| got the picture! Vita thought, appalled. "It is apparent that Incarnations are not to be

taken lightly," Roque agreed. "Even those we thought did not involve thenselves in current
affairs."

Such as My affair! Vita thought violently. "But what does she want of us?" Ol ene asked.
"She woul dn't take this trouble with us for nothing!"

Roque consi dered. "She has your baby, as | understand it. Is it possible that she thought
you woul d not succeed in neeting the requirenents for redeem ng your son, and when you nade
progress, she decided to interfere?"

Now Oriene considered. "It is possible. But | doubt it. She has only to'tell ne no, and |
will be helpless. Instead she told nme howto go about it. |I don't think she wishes ne ill. She may
not have wanted to talk to ne at first, so put the awful reverse mountain in ny way, but when
won t hrough that, she decided to help. Maybe this is her way of hel ping

me further.”

In the middle of ny turn with Roque?! Vita thought

i ndi gnantly.

Roque smiled. "I mght question her timng, but per -- haps it is so. Let's assune, then

that this is a necessary and hel pful thing on her part, this isolation of us here. W nust mnake
every effort to ascertain what she wi shes us to | earn or experience, and to return to our starting
point. This globe is certainly a hint. Presumably if we nove, we shall be able to follow the |ine
and return to the nortal realm and resune

our nortal activities."

"Nicely put," Olene said. "But how do we nove?" "W shall have to experinent. Perhaps we
can wal k. "

He noved his |l egs, but his body did not progress. "That's

odd; | was able to nove before.”

"You didn't wal k, before; you drifted." "So | did. It was nmy will that noved ne, not ny
| egs.

So | shall will nyself to nmove along that Iine toward our
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destination." He faced to the side, |ooking serious, but still he didn't nove. "I'mafraid
not . "

"You noved unconsciously before,"” Ol ene pointed out.

"So | did. But it is difficult to see how an unconsci ous act could be duplicated
consciously." Try a sneeze! Vita thought.

That's not unconscious, that's involuntary, Jolie thought.

' '"Maybe -- Maybe it isn't what we want, but what Nox wants," Ol ene suggested. "If she

wanted you to |l ook at the crystal ball, then you could."

"Per haps. But what does she want ne to do next?"

O | ene shook her head, baffled. "I suppose we just have to keep guessing until we cone
across it."

"That notion bothers ne. We should be able to work it out logically." He stood for a
monent, thinking. "If the globe is an accurate indicator of our position -- that is, if we
interpret it properly -- we are far from hone, and nust trace a convoluted route there. If the
journey is not physical, it may be nental. If we formthe appropriate attitudes, we may neke
progress -- "

He broke off, for they had both seen the globe flash. But that was all; the scene inside

it was unchanged.

"I think that was a yes," Olene said after a noment.

"I agree. That certainly is progress. W nust see if we can nake it flash again."

"I had a ring once,” Olene said. "I gave it to my lover Norton, who naned it Sning. Sning
woul d answer questions by squeezing once for yes, twice for no, and three tinmes if neither answer
was appropriate. Do you think the crystal reacts simlarly?"
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"l don't think so, because it didn't flash at all before, when we were evidently not doing
what the Incarnation wished. | suspect it nerely remains inert unless triggered by our progress
toward Nox's goal. But this renmains useful; no reaction is an indication that we are not making
progress."
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"And when you said that our attitude was the key, it flashed," she agreed. "Does that nean
we shall have to change our attitudes on -- "

The gl obe had fl ashed agai n.

"l believe we do have the key!" Roque said. "Now we shall have to deternine to which
attitudes it is attuned. Legal ? Social? Political?" There was no fl ash.

"Ethical ?" Olene supplied, with no better success.

"Practical ? Mat hemati cal ?"

Sexual ? Vita thought.

"Vocational ?" Ol ene inquired.

Rel i gi ous? Jolie thought.

The gl obe fl ashed.

They | ooked at each other. "That was Jolie,” Olene said. "She suggested 'Religious.' That
seens to be it."

"Surely she does not expect us to change our religions!"

There was no flash. "Nox is fromthe old order, fromthe dawn of tine," Olene said. "I
don't think religion neans much to her. Maybe the subject just happens to offer the key to what
she wants us to understand.'' And the gl obe

f |l ashed.

You're getting warnm Vita thought, her interest quick -- ening. And that bulb can hear
Jolie and ne too; it's pretty snmart. Want ne to think about how | don't think nuch of God because
of what He let ne get into? | nmean, that sure didn't help ny nother any, or Luna with her
research, and that research was to support God!

"The crystal didn't flash,” Olene said. "It rmust be |ooking for sonething el se.”

Shoul d I think about how the world was nade in six days? Jolie thought.

The gl obe fl ashed.

"Jolie thought of the Biblical creation of the universe,
that nust be -- "

That's crap! Vita thought. It took millions, maybe billions of years to make the worl d!

The gl obe flashed agai n.

"Don't tell me, let me guess!" Roque said, growing animated. "Vita thought of science! And
what Nox seeks is a resolution of the debate between Creationismand Evolu -- tion!"

The gl obe flickered. "You nay be warm but | think not quite there," Ol ene said.

"Then let's make it broader. Does Nox seek our exploration into the nature of ultinate
reality?"

This time the flash was alnpbst blinding. He had nailed it.

"But why?" Ol ene asked. "Why should Nox care what we think? She has seen it all, long

Ol ene explained to Roque. "So

since!"

"Why shoul d anyone care what anyone el se thinks?" Roque asked in return. "Wy should the
I ncarnations care which way souls go, or whether they are separated at all? Wiy should God care,
or Satan? | think we just have to accept as given that entities of all types do care, and that Nox
is normal in this respect. She now wi shes us to explore the matter of reality and come to a
concl usi on. Perhaps she is aware of some interesting conplication that this explo -- ration wll
engender, and which will anmuse her. So let's start by arguing the case of Evolution. Wio wll
support that?"

"I support it, of course," Olene said. "Don't you?" He sniled. "You forget: | am a judge.
| try to be

inmpartial. | amnot certain that the verdict is in, and in any

event, it is not mne to make."

How can he be uncertain about Evolution? Vita de -- nmanded. Everyone knows it's so!

That's not true at all! Jolie protested. God created the world in six days!

"Qur conponents disagree," Olene said. "Vita says Evolution, while Jolie says Creation."
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"Then we have our opposing views, "Roque said. "W shall have to nake trial of them Wen
we nmeke a decision on the nmatter, Nox will let us return hone."
The gl obe fl ashed.
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"Let ne be the narrator,” Roque said. "I have a fair fanmliarity with both theories. |
suspect that since you are the one, Olene, who wi shes a favor of Nox, you nust neke the
deci sions, after hearing the argunents." The gl obe flashed again. "So, in effect, | amthe judge
who keeps order. Vita is the apologist for Evolution, Jolie is the apologist for Creationism and
you are the jury who nust cone to a conclusion. The faster we conplete the process,

the faster we shall return.”

"But I"'mreally not an objective jury!" Olene pro -- tested. "I already believe in
Evol ution!"

" '"But can you honestly consider the evidence for another view? Are you able to change
your mind if the preponder -- ance of the evidence suggests that you shoul d?"

"Well, yes, of course. But | really can't see that

Creationismcould -- "

"That's enough,” Roque said. "Reserve your conclu -- sion until you have seen the evi dence
fromboth sides." He | ooked at the globe. "Now, as | nake it, we are at the initial stage of the
uni verse, the void, where all is chaos. What does Creationismhave to say of the first stage?"

In the beginning God created the Heaven and the Earth,

Joli e thought.

VWhat do you nean. God? Vita retorted. Where the Hel

did God cone fron? Who created God?

Roque smiled. "I can see by your expression that your advocates are already mixing it up
I wonder whether we can get themto nanifest separately, so that | can see and hear them and so
keep proper order?" As he spoke, the

gl obe fl ashed.

We can do that? Vita asked. W can take separate

f or n?

Apparently so, here, Jolie agreed.

But it's nmy body! How can | exist apart fromit?

Like this. Jolie withdrew her spirit fromthe body. She

appeared as a ghost, clarifying her form "Now you do

likewi se. Vita."

/[ don't know if | can! But she tried -- and succeeded. She

enmerged as a di aphanous form translucent and vague. Gee..

"Concentrate on your form" Jolie said. "Renenber, this isn't a true situation; it took ne
decades to nmaster ghost form but you should be able to do it imediately, in this vision."

The form squeezed together and assumed human out -- line. The nouth opened. "And can
talk too?"

"Yes, in this situation

Jolie agreed. "It's probably just your thought, but we can hear
it."

"But what about ny real body? |I nean, howcan I -- "

"Perhaps Ol ene can assune a different form for this," Roque put in

“I'1l try," Orlene said, surprised. "It is strange, being the only soul in this host!" Her
form changed, becoming simlar to her living one.

Before long the three of themwere settled, each | ooking and sounding |ike herself, even
though Olene was actually using Vita's physical body. "It's weird!" Vita exclained. "Knowing I'm
a ghost, and that Olene is really nmy body!"

"That is not the |least of the weirdness," Roque said. "But |let us proceed with our
busi ness. Suppose | put questions to each advocate in turn, conducting this explo -- ration in an
orderly manner. Jolie, how does Creationi smdescribe the begi nning?"

"In the begi nning God created the Heaven and the Earth," Jolie replied pronptly.

"And | want to know just who created God, then?" Vita said.

Roque shook his head. "That remark is out of order. You nust give the Evolutionist version
of the begi nning."
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"Well, it -- gee, |I've got to renmenber stuff | forgot in school! But it's something |ike
how t he universe formed in a big bang about fifteen or twenty billion years ago, and -- "

"Who created the big bang?" Jolie asked.

Vita | ooked nettled. "Well, | don't know, it just sort of -- hey, isn't that out of

order ?"
"Yes, unless you wish to pernit direct debate. For the
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sake of order, | will direct the question to each in turn

Jolie, who created God?"

"No one. He always existed. He is the Eternal." "And who created the big bang?" he asked
Vita. Vita had evidently used the reprieve for some quick thinking. "I don't know how it started

But if it's okay for God to be eternal, then it's okay for the universe to be eternal too. So
maybe it cycles, getting big and then squeezing together, and what we call the big bang is just
this explosion, W can't go back and see, but we do know it's here, so why not accept that it's
here, no matter how it started?"

Roque gl anced at Ol ene. "Have you been persuaded by

ei t her advocate?"

"I really can't choose between them"” Ol ene said, surprised. "Either God began and the
uni verse began, or both are eternal. There really doesn't seemto be a conflict

there."

The gl obe flashed -- and their surroundi ngs changed. Vita was startled. "You nean that was
it? The right

answer was not making up her m nd?"

"Or keeping her mnd open, in the face of insufficient

evi dence," Roque said.

Jolie peered at the crystal. "I think we are closer to hone! The specks aren't as far
apart as they were."
"But still pretty far," Orlene said. "I see |lightness and darkness, but it is stil

chaotic." She was breathing rapidly,

trying to get air.

"Because this nust be the second day," Jolie said. "Wien God nade the sky to divide the
waters fromthe waters." As she spoke, the scene seened to separate into a

portion above and a portion bel ow.

"What are you tal king about?" Vita demanded. "It doesn't make sense to divide water from
water!"

"What is your version?" Roque inquired. "l nust advise you that we of the flesh are
finding this real minhospitable, so a quick discussion would be appreciated."” |Indeed, he | ooked as

unconfortable as Ol ene did.

"The Earth fornmed out of dust and gas and debris circling the Sun. The water was part of
it, though | think at first it was nostly hot rock. So any water was nostly steam then."

The scene around them changed, becomnming red, nolten rock, with clouds of vapor above. They
hovered just above the surface, sinking slowy toward it. The heat was stifling.

"Say -- it's showi ng what we describe!” Vita said. "That hel ps. You can see that this
wasn't nmade in a day!"

"Certainly it was!" Jolie replied. "The day of the separation of the waters fromthe
wat ers. "

"What waters from what waters?"

"The waters which were above the firmanent fromthe waters which were bel ow the firmanent.
The waters of the deep universe fromthe waters of the Earth."” As she spoke, the scene around them
becane one of deep ni ght sky above and deep ocean bel ow. The heat abated; now they were col d.

"And all this in just one little day? A billion years is nore like it! | nean, nolten rock
doesn't cool overnight, you know. "
Joli e shrugged. "Yes, that day could have been a billion years long."

"Ch, you don't nean one of our days!"

"The word 'day' neans different things. A day of Creation neans the whol e stage, taking
just as long as God needs to do it H s way."

"There doesn't seemto be nuch difference between them then," Olene remarked. "l see no
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i nherent conflict, nmerely ways of |ooking at it."

It was the right coment. The gl obe fl ashed.

"Then let's get on to the third day,"” Jolie said. "God gathered the waters together in one
pl ace, in seas, and nade the dry | and appear."

The scene shifted again. Now there was land rising fromthe ocean, jagged and dark. It
buckl ed and cracked, naking great folds that were mountains. Storns raged, dunping
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wat er on the nountains, which wore them down. New ranges fornmed, in a constant, restless
process.

"Well, maybe so," Vita said. "I nean, naturally the water settled to the | owest place, and
what was | eft was high and dry. | say a billion years, you say you call that a day, so okay. But
let's get sone life here! | figure it started in the ocean -- they call it the prineval soup or
sonething -- and after a while it crawled up on the land, the plants first."

“"Yes," Jolie said. "CGod said let the Earth bring forth grass, and herbs, and fruit trees,
each yielding fruit after its kind." As she spoke, a green carpet formed across the |and and trees
sprouted, grew, flowered, and put forth many types of fruit.

"And this day could have been another billion years |long?" Vita asked, trying for irony.
"Yes." The girl shook her head, bermused. "I can go with

that."

"So can |I," Olene said. The globe flashed.

"And on the fourth day," Jolie said, "God nade two great lights, the greater to rule the
day and the lesser to rule the night." The Sun and Moon appeared, their light forging through the
m sts that had shrouded t hem before.

"Hey, wait!" Vita cried. "There were three days before there was any sun? Plants grew
before -- "

"There was |ight,"'
shoul d be so."

"Or until the Earth orbit stabilized. You do know that the Earth orbits the Sun, not the
ot her way around?"

Jolie snmled. "I suppose if you stood on the Sun, and watched the Earth, it would | ook
that way. But we're standing on the Earth and | ooking at the Sun, and we can see that the Sun goes
around the Earth."

"There is a case to be made," Roque said with a snile. "Technically, bodies in space orbit
each ot her."

"Viewpoint," Olene said. "I still see no inherent conflict." The gl obe fl ashed.

"On the fifth day," Jolie said, "God created the great whales and all the fishes of the
sea, and every winged fow." Around themthe creatures appeared, the ocean teeming with life, the
sky showi ng birds.

"But are your days still a billion years Iong?" Vita demanded. "If you give themtine.

Evol uti on makes them evolve, so that's all right."

"The days can be that long if you wish," Jolie said. "God did it in the tinme he did it; it
really doesn't nmatter."”

"Then we still don't really have a conflict,"” Olene said, and the gl obe flashed again.

"On the sixth day God nade everything that was on the land," Jolie said, and all the
creatures of the |and appeared.

"Ch no you don't!" Vita cried. "Were are the di nosaurs?" A huge |lunbering reptile
appear ed.

"You nean those bones CGod put in the ground to amuse scientists?"

"Yes, | nean those bones! The first creatures on |land were the insects, and then the
anphi bi ans, and then the reptiles, and then the birds and the mammals. You claimthe birds and
whal es cane first, but whales aren't fish, they're manmmals, and they couldn't have existed before
mamual s did. Even if your days are each a billion years long, you can't screw up the order of
things like that!"

"But there were no dinosaurs,” Jolie protested. "Life has always been as it is now, with
all the present creatures and no others. God created themtogether, and then He created man in His
own i mage to have dom nion over them and fromthat tine to this it has been about six thousand

Jolie said. "It just wasn't the Sun's light, until God decided that it
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years."
"What of the fossil record? It shows how the present aninmals evolved fromthe early ones."
"Do you nmean that you have a chain of bones that shows an unbroken |ine from your
di nosaurs to the nodem creat ures?"
"Well, not exactly. The dinosaurs died out. But the little mammual s evol ved after that, and
we have their bones to prove it."

226 Piers Anthony

"You nmay have bones, but they are only what God put there. And | think even so, they do
not have unbroken |ines. For exanple, how good a line of bones do you have for human bei ngs?"

"“Uh, not too good, for people, | don't know why.

But -- "

"Because your notion that man evolved fromaninals is a fantasy," Jolie said, warmng to
her subject. "Foolish nmen see a few bones and think that proves Evolution, but smart ones see that
the bones are only bones, put in the ground the sane tinme man hinself was put on the Earth. If it

were ot herwi se, the bone record woul d be continuous -- and it's not even close.”
Vita was taken aback. "Gee, you really believe this stuff!" she exclainmed. "But you know,
that doesn't prove anything. | saw a nman once | ooking for a handful of change he'd dropped. He'd

had to carry a bag of things into his house, then he canme out later to round up the change, and
all he could find was a few penni es. Know why? Because it was by a sidewal k, and sone coins
must've rolled into the gutter and gotten washed through the stormgrate, and sone fell in cracks
bet ween sl abs, and sone were lost in the grass -- and there were people wal king by all the tine,
and they woul d' ve picked themup and taken themaway. So if you'd judged by what he found, you'd
have said that all he dropped was two cents -- but he really dropped over a dollar in change. Now
you take those bones: sonme of them were dragged off and chewed to pieces by predators, sone got
washed into the sea, some got crushed by stones or just plain weathered away in the course of
mllions of years. Only a few ever got buried where naybe sone scientist found them-- and that's
why the fossil record is so skinpy. | don't think God's a tease; He wouldn't put down wong clues
just to confuse people. He didn't do it at all; it happened by itself. W' ve found enough to show
us the way of it, and that's what the fossil record proves."

"But God coul d have put down those bones,"” Jolie

ANDETERNI TT 227

sai d. "Those bones don't prove how they were put down. You have one theory, | have
anot her. Can we choose between then®?"

O | ene shook her head. "I have to confess, | have ny bias, but | can't honestly choose

between them It could have happened either way."

The crystal flashed. "W're nuch closer to hone now," Roque said, peering into it. Indeed,
they now stood in a setting that was al nost nodem wth a variety of broad-leafed trees nearby and
fir trees in the distance. A deer was browsi ng several hundred feet away, and there was the sound
of birds in the trees.

"But we aren't through with the subject yet," Jolie said. "You nentioned this soup from
which life forned, as if this is easy. But the nost primtive type of life is uninaginably
conpl ex! Even a single living cell has so many nol ecul es, such intricate processes, that it would
take a small library of texts just to wite out the DNA code! The odds agai nst such a perfectly
functioning system com ng together by chance are astronom cal. |ndeed, even your scientists wll
tell you that it would probably take | onger than the whole age of the universe, as they figure it,
fromstart to finish, for that to happen. It has to have been done by design -- God's design."

" "No it doesn't,'' Vita retorted.' "There may be hundreds of billions of planets just
like ours in the universe, all with their soups, so the chances of it happening on at |east one of
themaren't that bad. But Evolution doesn't claimthat a single living cell just popped into
exi stence fromsoup. It happened by easy stages. Maybe just two nol ecul es cane together by chance,
at first, and that worked better than the | oose ones, so they stayed that way. Then, nmaybe a
mllion years later, a third one bunped into them and if mat worked better, it stayed. That's
natural selection. Al those nolecul es churning around all the tine, banging into each other, sone
conbi nati ons are bound to work together better than others. It may be chance that brings them
t oget her, but
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once they are together, it's not chance anynore. So the key proteins were formed in that
soup, bit by bit. Wien one conbination produced life, it was only a little step -- but it worked
better, so it kept on, and nade copies of itself, and then things really got going. Mitation --

"But alnobst all nutations are bad!" Jolie protested. "So those ones die. If one in a
t housand mut ati ons nakes sonething better, then that's what survives. It just keeps going, getting
better, because the worse ones either die or are |less conpetitive. |If nore than one version works,
then we get different species, and finally we have all the plants and creatures of the world
today, including man. Mutation and natural selection, in little steps, with a lot of tinme -- that
accounts for everything. W sure don't need

God to do it for us!" |

O | ene shook her head. "It could have happened either | way. God could have done it, or
Evol uti on could have, or '#<. CGod could have used Evolution as His tool to do it."

The gl obe flashed. They now seened to be quite close to

hone.

"W haven't settled this yet," Jolie said. "Even if

Evol uti on could have done it, it still had to have an orderly universe. You claimthat
everything started in one big bang. How can an explosion lead to the systematic organi zati on of
gal axi es and stars and planets we find? It could generate only chaos -- and only God coul d have

brought order out of

that confusion.”

"Not so," Vita argued. "In one of ny nmath cl asses

they got into conputer-aided designs. You could start with \ any shape and keep changi ng
it randomy, and if you selected for what you wanted, you could cone up with just' about any
picture you wanted. It's cunulative. It mght take a hundred steps or nore, but it happened.
started with a V and nade it into a flying bat, just by picking the right shapes

the conputer generated."

"But the universe had no one to pick shapes!” Jolie

sai d. "Except God!" \

Vita was taken aback. "You nmean |'m argui ng your case? No, |'mjust saying that out of a
random shape, order can cone, if sonething selects for it. It doesn't have to be a person. In the
case of the universe, | think it was gravity. Wen two bits of matter got together, they attracted
others, just a little, and formed a ball in tinme. Eventually there were great stars, and when they

got too big, they collapsed i nward and nade bl ack holes, and they started sucking everything el se
in, making galaxies. W're just sone of the fluff that hasn't gotten sucked into the hole yet.
Sone organi zation! | don't see it as any celestial design, just as part of the process. And life
isn'"t all that great, either, it's really just the sline on the surface of our planet. But it's
what we are."

"This is a horrible view" Jolie protested.

"Well, it sure explains why mankind is so creepy!" Vita said. "Look at the way we're
ruining the world, ook at all the crine and sin and just plain grubbing for noney! You think this
is God's own image? Then God's a freak!"

"No, this is just the nortal testing God set up. But | agree, it isn't working very well
so any time now God will call a halt and settle accounts."

"W don't need God for that either! Pretty soon Wrld War Three will cone al ong and wi pe
us all out and it'll be done. W'll end with a bang, for sure!”

"That nmay be God's design," Jolie pointed out. But she did not |ook confortable.

"Have we discussed this enough to enable you to cone to a concl usion?" Roque asked Ol ene.

"No, | can't decide either way," Olene said. "They agree that the end of the world is
com ng. "

Once nore the globe flashed. But they still were not hone.

"Evidently we are overl ooki ng sonething,"” Roque said. "W seemto have brought the
conpeting theories into alignnent for our purpose, but Nox wants nore of us. Unless we cone to
terms with that too -- "
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"The Incarnations!" Vita exclained. "Were do they
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fit into this?"

The gl obe flashed, and the scene around t hem changed.

They were back in the early Earth, before |ife appeared.

The gl obe gl owed, and expanded, and floated up to head height. It turned, and one side
bri ghtened while the other went dark. Water appeared on it, and |and.

"I't's the world!" Vita said. "The sea, the |and, day and

ni ght! Just as we discussed them"

Then the light of it intensified, flickering about the

surface and making the depths glow. It coal esced at the

ocean.

"That's life!" Vita cried. "It came fromthe pl anet

itself!"

But the flickering was not done. Part of it collected at

the dark side and part at the light side. The dark side renmained constant, but the |ight
side flickering separated into two, and then into seven nuclei, with a nunber of

pi npoints as well. These renai ned.

"I don't get it," Vita said, when it was apparent that no further change was coning
"What's the point?"

"l suspect that is what we are here to deternmine," Roque said. "Nox is show ng us
sonet hi ng, meking a

point. W nerely have to grasp it."

"Li ght and darkness, the light fragnented,” Orlene said. "At the tine when |ife appeared

on the face of the Earth. Seven nmjor fragnents, |ike the seven -- " She broke off, the
realization coming, as the gl obe abruptly expanded
farther.

"I ncarnations!" Vita cried. "The seven mgjor
Incarnations -- all on the Day side! And on the Ni ght

side -- "
"Only the Incarnation of Night," Jolie said. "She
never fragmented. She still governs the dark."

"But that neans that they all formed together, and the | esser ones too," Ol ene said.
"When life canme to the

worl d."

"No!" Vita said excitedly. "The world always had its

spirit! Like a hamadryad, the spirit of a tree, only this is the big original spirit for
the whol e planet! Life cane when the world's spirit settled around its rim-- and the Incarnations
are anot her expression of it!"

"To watch it and guide it and make sure it goes right," Jolie agreed. "As you say, like
the nynph of a tree, the Incarnations exist with it yet apart fromit, too, protecting it -- and
if it dies, so do they."

"And there was so nuch goi ng on by day, when the animals were active, that it took a slew
of Incarnations to handle it," Vita said. "But the night shift, when they're asleep, isn't so bad,
so Nox stayed just as she was."

"And she's not part of the day, so she doesn't have a say in it, but she still cares about
the world,"” Ol ene said.

Now t he notion resuned. The gl obe had becone the scene surrounding them The Incarnations
fl oated nearby, each glowi ng, but their outlines and features were shrouded. They could be
di stingui shed by external hints, however; one was great and bright, another like red flame, and
anot her seened sonmehow i nverted or backwards: Chronos, existing in reverse.

"They don't [ook human," Vita remarked.

"This is before human beings existed,” Roque said. "Perhaps other creatures assuned the
Ofices."

"But there were no other creatures before nman!" Jolie protested.

"Yes, there were," he replied. "W established that a Biblical day could be any | ength,
and nan was the last to be created. You can accept that."

She nodded, surprised. "So the Ofices continued right up to the present, with hunman
bei ngs taking over all of them except for N ght."

"And Nox nmay not be human, but she can assune the form when she wants to," Ol ene said.
"So now we understand the franework in which we exist: whether science or magi ¢ governs. Evol ution
or Creationism the inmmortal Incarnations are with us. Hunan beings nay step into the Ofices for
a while, but they are nerely like the
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presi dents of conpanies, doing what they are supposed to. The power is apart fromthe
O ficeholders. The Incarnations are immortal, though inplenmented by nortals.”

"But why is Nox showing us all this?" Vita asked. "Why does she care about us at all? W
are nobodi es, even

anong nortal s!"

"I think she is showing us why," Jolie said. Indeed, the scene was changing as they
tal ked. Mobdem bui | di ngs appeared around them and cars and carpets and saucers. Then, abruptly, it
ended in a blinding flash.

They blinked, trying to see. But as their vision cleared, all they saw was nolten rock and
horrendous cl oud cover. "Back to the start?" Jolie asked. "No life at all?" "Wrld War Three!"

Vita exclained. "Ch, it's com-- ing, and not too far off!"
"But can't the Incarnations stop it?" Ol ene asked,
appal | ed.

"Perhaps they can -- but they will need our help,"

Roque sai d.

There was anot her flash, and they found thenselves in a building. They were on a bed, the
t hree wonmen coal esced into one, with --

"Vita, take the body," Ol ene said.

Huh? Then Vita caught on, and resunmed control of her

body.

They were back where they had started -- in Luna's house, in the guest room am dst the
act of love. It seened that no tine at all had passed since Nox had interrupted.

When Luna returned, she found a chastened house guest. "Is sonething wong?" she asked,

i medi ately
responsi ve to the nood.

"Not exactly," Olene said. "But perhaps yes. Is the

end of the world approachi ng?"

Luna paused, then abruptly took a seat. "Wiat hap -- pened?”

"It is conplicated, but the essence is that Nox visited

and showed us a vision that explained a great deal -- and suggested that Wrld War Three

is not far off."

Luna nodded. "Now you have a notion why our research is so pressing. W are trying to head
off the disaster that is |oomng. Not even Satan wants that, but sonehow it keeps building. If we
don't find a way to head it off, in perhaps five years it will happen. But we know it doesn't have
to happen -- if we can do what has to be done.”

"What is that?" Ol ene asked, awed.

"I amnot yet free to tell you that."

Jolie suffered a flash of sonething, perhaps a menory, but could not capture it. Had she
once known nore about Luna's research?

"But how can we help, if we don't know anything?" "I suspect you can help, but it is vita
that you not know
the manner of it. | suggest that you go on about your quest,

and after that we shall be in touch again."

"But how can | do sonething as personal as |ooking for

ny baby, when the world may end thereafter?" Ol ene

asked.

"Nox sent you on that quest, and Nox showed you the problemw th the world,"” Luna said. "I
suspect that Nox is no nore interested in seeing the world end than we are, but your quest nust in
sonme way relate. Conplete it, and perhaps then we shall understand."

Ol ene gazed at her with m xed enotions. But there did not seemto be any better course to
foll ow.
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They returned to Purgatory, using the Hellevator, knowi ng that another year would pass for
every day and night they were here. Two days was their limt; they dared not risk nmore than that,
because that was when the big event was to take place anbng the nortals, whatever it was. If
Luna's effort failed, then the next three years would see the devel opnent of World War Three.

As they travel ed, they discussed what they had seen in Nox's vision. Wy had she done it?
Way hadn't she gone to one of the Incarnations directly, or to God H nself? Not one of the three
of them seenmed worthy of her direct attention for even a nminor matter, let alone Wrld War Three

Vel l, you know we weren't the only ones in that vision, Vita thought. / thought Roque got
dragged al ong by accident, because he was, well, close. Jolie, who had the body for the trip,
| aughed at the understatenent. But naybe it was for him Vita continued.

"Because he's a judge," Olene said. "Or -- "

Because he's under consideration for an Office! Jolie thought. Again sonething nagged at
the recesses of her consciousness, but could not be captured.
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And maybe that O fice could have sone effect! Vita concluded, excited.

It did seemto make sense. "But what Ofice would that be? The one that relates to war?"

And we are going to visit Mars now Ol ene thought. It did seemto nmake sense. |f Roque
were slated to beconme the Incarnation of War, the vision would ensure that he get right on the job
of avoiding WNVWin. Nox evidently could not affect the events of Day directly, but this would be an
excellent way to affect themindirectly.

"I think we had better observe Mars nost carefully,” Jolie concl uded.

They presented thenselves at the front gate of the CasUe of War. The drawbri dge descended
i medi ately, and the portcullis lifted. Two | ovely wonen cane out, garbed in flow ng gauzy outfits
rem ni scent of medieval royalty. One was in pastel pink, the other in pastel blue.

Olene, in control for this visit, was taken aback. She was in contenporary street
clothes: a conservative femnine suit, with hat and shoes. She suddenly felt dowdy, though

the host was only fifteen years old in real ternms. "Hello, I'm-- "

"You nust be Olene," the lady in blue said. "I amLila, and if | may, w thout offending
you, | would like to talk privately with Jolie for a noment."

"And | amlLigeia," the lady in pink said. "I shall be happy to entertain you while Lila
and Jolie talk. My husband is out at the nmonent, but will return shortly."

Ol ene hesitated. "You nmean -- alone? Jolie could take over the host -- "

/ had better talk to her, Jolie thought. Don't worry; you can trust these wonen. | know
themboth. | will |eave you, and return soon. She withdrew her spirit fromthe body and assuned
her own form as a ghost.

"Pl ease cone in, Olene," Ligeia said. "I died abruptly nyself, and not so long ago as to
have forgotten what it
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feels like. I was so lucky to have been rescued by the Incarnation of War!" She took

Oriene's arm guiding her

into the Castle

Jolie was left standing with Lila. "Were to, denon --

ess?" she inquired. "W are not enenies anynore."

"W never were," the denpness replied. "I had no share in your untinmely death, and your
man was nerely an assignment to me -- until | came to love him Then | did what | could to save
him w th your help. But before you returned, he had cast me off, and any onus between us was
gone. He is yours now -- as | think he always was, until he

encountered the current Gaea."

"Understood. But we shouldn't renmain here to talk." "The high turret will do," Lila said
"Fol | ow ne." She

rose into the air.

Jolie rose with her. They floated up to the highest turret

of the Castle and in through its stony wall. This was a place of virtually guaranteed
privacy!

They settled into two chairs that were set in the tiny chanmber. "You haven't told him"
Jolie said.
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"What point? He doesn't want to be inproperly influ -- enced any nore than Gaea does. But
now t hat you have brought his daughter here, we shall have to brace the matter. My concern with
you is how this should be

broached. "

Jolie considered. "Olene |earned after her death. Her

m ssion here is coincidental -- but yes, | knew that their relationship would have to be
brought out. She already knows other connection with Luna, and with Lachesis, and of course she
was Chronos' nortal lover. | think she can handle it; she has gained poise since the trauma of her

death."

"Ligeia knows; | advised her when | saw your approach

She will keep her own counsel until we return, but of course she is quite interested. How
will Olene react to the knowl edge that her father has a wife and a mistress, neither of whomis
her not her ?"

"Ch, |I'msure she can handl e that aspect! She has had a consi derable recent education in
human nature. But there is another aspect to this that could be a problem™

"That she cones begging a favor? He will not be noved by the rel ationship between them He

has a will of cast iron when it conmes to conpromi se. | should know, he saved nme from extinction
with that will!"

"So | have heard. She does cone for a favor, but expects himto set what price he will, as
the other Incarna -- tions have. No, mny concern is what we have | earned al ong the way. You see, we

were visited by Nox, who indicated mat World War Three and the end of the world as we know it is
approaching.”

"That was supposed to be classified information," Lila said. "Mars is trying to divert it,
but each fuse he extingui shes | eaves another burning. For exanmple, one of the first things he did
when he assuned the Ofice was to elininate the I eading figure of Babylon, so as to abate the war
bet ween Babyl on and Persia. But that reprieve was only tenporary; factions rose up and the war was
reignited, and now threatens to explode into a much broader and worse conflict. There just isn't
any sinmple fix!"

"This bears on the problem You see, | have been watching a nortal who nay be a candi date
to replace an Incarnation. It occurred to us that Mars mi ght be the one replaced. That woul d
account for Nox's intercession at this tine, and for her alerting us to the threat."

"Now hold it!" Lila protested. "Mymis not due for replacenment! "Her blue dress was
fuzzing out, in her alarm

"My e

"Sorry, | forgot; that's his private nane. | nean Mars, or Ares. He's a good | ncarnation
there's no call to question his performance." Her dress disappeared entirely, |eaving her naked
and vol uptuous in the manner only a denbness coul d be.

"None at all," Jolie agreed quickly. "This is nothing we seek! It's just that we were
per pl exed as to why Nox
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should intercede at this time -- just before we were to visit the Incarnation of War. Wy
didn't she go to Mars directly?"

Lila settled back, and her dress reappeared. "I have known Nox for a long time. She al ways
has reason for what she does, but that reason is generally opaque to nortals -- and often to
imortals too. | suppose if she knew that Mars was to be replaced, and there was sonethi ng urgent

i nvol ving his successor, she would act. But | distrust it. She would have known that her action
woul d be conveyed to the current Incarnation of War."
"Maybe that's why!" Jolie exclained. "To warn him"

Lila nodded. "I amsure he will take the warning to heart. | think not even your spouse
wants that war."
"Agreed. Satan wants to rule, or at least to prevail, but that war would destroy his

prospects as nuch as any of yours. But perhaps we should not rush to convey that warning, unti
the matter of the favor is settled.”

"Yes. Let's keep both the relationship and the warning out of it until later."
Jolie smled. "I will advise Olene. Does that conclude our business?"
"I think so. | will advise Ligeia."

They floated down through the floor, orienting on the other figures.
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Ol ene and Ligeia were seated in the garden, which was about as delightful a setting as
existed in Purgatory, with exotic flowers and statuary throughout. Jolie drifted into the host and
i medi ately relayed a portion of her information. So we concluded that it is best not to advise
the Incarnation of War of our thought that he might be replaced, Jolie thought. Ol ene nust state
her case and get his decision on its merits w thout undue influence by any other factor

"Agreed," Olene murnured. "It is, after all, only
conj ecture. "
The Lady Ligeia was serving tea. "I must say, it is a pleasure to have a living person

visit," she remarked. "I
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was a ghost when Mars cane to rescue me fromHell; later | animated a |living body so that
| could be with him instead of going to Heaven."

"This is not ny body, either," Olene said. "I amwth

it only until | can conplete ny quest for my baby." "Oh, you had a baby!" Ligeia said,
interested. They were soon into a discussion of that aspect, and

Nox's strange invol verent.

They were interrupted by the sound of horse's hooves. "That will be Mym" Lila said. "I'lI
get himout of his armor and bring himhere."

"My e

"That's his private name. Here at home we aren't formal. Far fromit! Li gets to tickling
hi m someti nes, and he | aughs so hard it wakes ne."

"Li -- that's Lila? The denpness?"

"His mstress," Ligeia said. "She assunmes any form he wi shes. Soneti nes he teases her by
maki ng her assunme ny form Then Li stands for Ligeia."

"And you don't m nd?"

"Whay would | nmind? He is mine any time | wish -- and | can sleep in peace any time | w sh,
thanks to her. You know how nen are; they invariably want nore than is convenient. It gets dull
Li is endlessly patient, and she has excel |l ent experience."

"Since time began," Olene agreed, inpressed by Ligeia's tolerance. Cbviously the woman
had no doubts at all about her situation. But of course she wasn't just a woman; she was a
princess, and that evidently nade the difference.

A man appeared at the entry to the garden. He was not large; in fact he was a small man,
quite ordinary in appearance, and fairly young. He was in a confortable robe; the denobness had
evidently seen to his change of outfit, as prom sed. There was sonet hing about him as seen
through Orlene's eyes; he glowed. Jolie had becone used to this phenonenon when Orl ene took over
t he host;
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nost folk glowed to sone extent. But Mars glowed with a peculiar, pulsing intensity,
unli ke any before. It was, she realized, because he was her natural father; had she not known
before, she would have seen it now. The other Incarnations had not been |like that.

Li geia rose and wal ked to him She kissed him quickly and perfunctorily, but with such
assurance that it seened entirely in order. Indeed, his interest in her was quite clear

it was as if they had been together only a few weeks, instead of over a decade. Yet
sonehow t heir manner conveyed the

truth; he was the naster here.

"This is a ghost in nortal host: Olene," she said, turning within his enbrace. "Ol ene,
this is the Incarnation of War." She turned again to him "She has conme to ask a

favor of you."

O | ene approached, sonewhat timdly. Mars put out his

hand, and she took it.

The gl ow strengt hened, becoming alnmost painful inits brilliance. Mars stared at Ol ene,
and she at him Then they

stepped into each other's enbrace.

"My child, I did not know you in that body!" he said,

squeezi ng her tightly.

"My father, | did not nean for you to know" she
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cri ed.

So much for keeping secrets! Jolie realized that the

Incarnation's talent for entering nortal hosts in the nmanner of a ghost, and Olene's
talent for reading auras, had conbined at their touch, and all had been cl ear between them though
they had never net before.

"I had not known you had died."

"l had not thought about how you had become an Incarnation! | had forgotten -- " Then she
faltered. "Ch --

they nmust not replace you!"

I mredi ately he read the conjecture in her. "I amnot due for replacenent!" he said. "You
nm sunder st ood. "

"And now you have a wife, and a mistress, neither of

whomis ny nother!"

"I will always |ove your nother, and you. But she and | are no | onger for each other."

"But how can you both be Incarnations and not to -- gether?”

He put his hands on her shoul ders and held her before him "That is a separate story, ny
daughter. It was not what either of us chose, at first. |I |oved your nother, but | was required to
marry a princess of another kingdom and by the time | |earned of your existence, too nuch had
passed, and | was an Incarnation. It was better to |l eave her to her own course. Then she becane an
Incarnation herself, and | was glad for her. | think we understand each other, now, as well as any

do, and there is something to be said for that."
"And how can | ask a favor of you, now that we know what you are to nme?"

"Ah yes, the baby -- ny grandchild." Mars considered for a monent. "I cannot afford to
play a favorite here. You will have to understand the nature of the thing you ask. You want a seed
of war. | will show you the fruit of that seed."

Ol ene was taken aback. " Now?"

"It had better be; you do not want to spend nore tinme here than you have to, unless you
| eave your nortal host.” In his brief contact with her, he had picked up everything.

"Now, " she agreed.

He took her hand. "But what of us?" Ligeia inquired.

"Let the denmpness assunme nmy formand see to you," he replied.

Bot h worren, in nock outrage, grabbed pillows fromthe chairs and hurled themat him But
the Sword of War had al ready appeared in his hand, and he and Ol ene were noving through the wall
and down out of Purgatory, toward the nortal realm

"Where are we goi ng?" she asked, inpressed again by the facility with which Incarnations
travel ed. Thanatos had his pal e horse, Chronos had his Hourgl ass, Fate her threads, and now here
was the Sword of War, serving a positive function.
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"The Babyl on-Persia front," he replied. "When | was newin Ofice, | resolved a difference
with Fate by elinm -- nating the ruler of Babyl on, and brought peace between them But it turned
out to be an uneasy lull, with periodic flare-ups, because the underlying ethnic antagonisns re --

maei ned and there were unpaid debts fromthe war. Had one side or the other been victorious, the

| oser woul d have been | argely anni hilated, solving that problem In our desire to stop bl oodshed,
we left those quarrels intact, and they continued to strike fire. Today the enpires are nomnally
at peace, but there are continued incidents, and the interest and invol venent of neighboring
powers is growing, so that there is increasing |likelihood of a larger conflagration. W

I ncarnati ons have concluded that we shall have to take serious steps to prevent this from
escalating into Wrld War

Three."

"But can't you, as the Incarnation of War -- " "I amdoing ny best, and have succeeded in
staving it off, but in the face of the dereliction of another Incarnation, | amlosing ground.
give it no nore than five years, perhaps six, before the end. That is why we shall take action

soon. "

"To -- To replace an Incarnation? But which one, if not

you?"

"I have said too nuch," he said gruffly. "Here is the
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front."

It resenbled a wasteland. The fields were scorched, with little of their crops surviving,
and the buildings were nostly rubble. As they canme to the surface beside a hut fashioned of bits
of board, brick, cardboard and canvas, Ol ene saw a plune of snoke on the horizon. She al ready
knew better than to inquire what was burning.

"I will enter the man," Mars said. "You will enter the woman. You w || understand the
| anguage and hear her nane as your own. W will remain until the incident is done, which will not
be 1 ong. Then you will understand what we face here."

'But --

“I't will be clear soon enough.” He led her into the hut, wal king through the wall

She foll owed. Apparently he had extended his ghostly power to her for the duration. She
was a ghost animating a living body, now to ani mate another host w thout |eaving the first.

I nside, he turned to her. "Remenber, you cannot be hurt, though you will feel what happens
to your host. Now enter." He gestured to an old wonan who was cooki ng sonething in a pot set above
snol deri ng scraps.

Gee, |I'mgetting to find out about ghosts again! Vita thought.

Ol ene stepped into the woman. Vita's physical body seenmed to have no substance; it had
i ndeed beconme ghost -- like.

For a monent there was confusion, as they nmerged with the wonan's foreign flesh and m nd
Then focus returned, and Orlene was the wonan. She was cooking a scrap of flesh she had found on
her |ast scavenging effort; it was part of an aninal that had been bl own apart by a bomb. She
hoped that if she cooked it |ong enough, it would becone safe to eat. There was, after all,
not hi ng el se.

She gl anced about. The hut was surprisingly confort -- able, considering its nature. Paper
from assorted packagi ng seal ed nost of the gaps between boards, and bits of foam from sone
vehicle's seats formed cushions for makeshift chairs. But there were no books, and there was no
electric -- ity; this was utter peasant existence.

"Orlene. ™

She junped. Who was calling her name? Then she renenbered what Mars had said: she would
hear the woman's nanme as her own. She | ooked, and saw an old man Iying on nore foam fragments.
This was the one Mars had entered.

"What is it. Father?" she asked. Rather, the host asked;

Ol ene had not willed the speech, being uncertain howto
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respond. The | anguage seened |ike her own, though she knew it was not.

"Qutside." Oh. She realized fromthe woman's thought that this

meant he had a call of nature and needed help to rise. She set down her stirring spoon and
went to him She got her shoul der down, so that he could clutch it, and heaved himup. His | egs
were spindly and the rest of his body nal nour -- ished; it was hunger as nuch as anything that
vitiated him

No, it was nore than that, her host's mnd clarified. He had been exposed to a gas attack
He had been at the fringe, so he had nmanaged to get away, though others had fallen and died. He
had survived, but his lungs were danaged and his body weakened. Now he clung to life, but was
slowy

| osing the fight.

She half held, half hauled himalong out of the hut to the

trench where refuse of all types was deposited. They had set up a box there that |ent sone
support and sone conceal nent, not really enough of either, but it was better than nothing. She
left himthere and returned to her pot inside. This was the extent to which she could still honor
her father: to give himthat little bit of privacy for this occasion. Wat a debasenent it was for
him who had once been proud, the master of his field: to require a woman to support himin his
weakness, so that he had no secrets of even that basest kind. She thought about the grief that had
cone upon themas the result of this interninable war. She had once been proud herself, for a
woman, having four sons and two daughters, and a husband who had taken the hajj. Then the war had

come, and had not passed; year after year it had increased its toll. First the taxes, w ping out
what little material gains they had nmade. Then her husband had been called to service to fight the
infidel, leaving her father and herself and her children to nanage the crop. They had nanaged --

until the eneny had raided the village. They had quickly barricaded the house and hi dden the
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children, but the troops had broken in, raped her, then beaten her father and knocked out the
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wall's until they found the children. They had taken the boys away and raped the girls,

t hough they were both under ten. For the first tinme she was gl ad that her husband was not there,
for he would surely have been tortured and kil l ed.

"Orlenel™

That was her father, ready to cone in. She set down the spoon again and went out. She
hel ped hi m stagger back to his mat, where he lay gasping. She did not like the thought, but could
not help it: how nmuch | onger would he live? He had been caught by the gas when foragi ng, and had
not realized at first how bad it was. He had thought hinself charned, because he had escaped what
had brought others down, but the coughing had not stopped, and too often there was blood in it.
Hi s strength had ebbed, until even standing was an effort. She cursed herself for her realization
that both her situation and his would be better when he died.

She stirred, and thought, remenbering, not realizing that it was the ghosts within her who
triggered the nenories, so that they could | eam nore about her. She and her father and two
daughters had survived, foraging in the burned fields for the roasted husks of grain left after
the burning. Then the airplanes had cone and bonbed the village. Their house had been destroyed,
and her ol der daughter killed, the younger one naimed by the collapse. They had fled to the
outskirts and set up this hut fromrefuse, and now they were just hanging on until her husband
returned.

There was a sound. She | ooked -- and saw her father rolling off the pallet. She set down
the spoon once nore and went to him though there was little she could do to ease his pain. He was
gaggi ng, the blood frothing on his lips. She tried to Iift himup to a sitting position so he
could clear his throat and nouth better, but abruptly he stiffened.

It took her a nonment to realize that he was dead. She thought of making sonme effort to
revive him to pound his back or blowinto his mouth to bring himback, but did not act; what
woul d be the point? He was better off dead. At least his suffering had stopped, in this world.
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There was another noise, this time fromoutside: irreg -- ular footsteps. That woul d be
the child, back from her foragi ng. Maybe she had found sonething worth eating -- or maybe she had

grown too tired to continue. Wuld she be shocked to | eam of her grandfather's death? Perhaps not;
it had been obvious that it was coming. At this point enmptions were nuted, if not actually nunb.

The child appeared at the door opening. Half her face was scarred, the hair gone, and the
hair on the other side was ragged. She |inped, but not badly; she had recovered from nuch of that
injury.

"Mot her, soldiers are com ng!" she excl ai ned.

The fanmiliar hand of fear gripped her innards. Sol diers were bad news, whichever side they
were on; the repeated tax shakedowns were al nost as bad as the straight ravage by the eneny
troops. She went out to | ook.

They were hone soldiers, and their uniforms were clean. She felt relief: clean soldiers
usually did not care to sully their unifornms with violence. Then she felt hope. Maybe her husband
was com ng hone at |ast!

She stood outside, waiting for them Her daughter, of course, was hiding; she had had
experience with soldiers,

and needed no nore.

There were three: an officer and two nen. "Ol ene?"

the officer asked.

She nodded, guarded until she knew their business. "I regret to informyou that your
husband i s dead. He died honorably..." The voice continued, but she could not nmake out the words.
Her enotion was not nunb after all; her |last hope had been dashed. She had hung on only for this,

for his return, and now her support was gone. The child cane to the doorway. She had heard! "Here
are his medals,"” the officer said. "W can't eat nedals!" Olene protested. The officer was
silent, holding out the nedals. Olene glanced at her daughter, scarred and |anme, any potenti al
beauty she m ght have achi eved destroyed before she matured, if she nanaged to live to adult age
Wth just
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the two of them now, w thout hope, and the fields renumining barren, and the war continuing

intermnably -- what was the point in living at all?
But her daughter -- she could still have a chance. "The suicide corps,” she said. "You
still need vol unt eers?"

The officer's eyes wi dened. "W do not ask this of you!" he protested. "Your fanily has
suf fered enough!"

"For a price," she continued grimy. "Surgery to fix ny daughter's face, and good care for
her well away fromthe front until she is grown."

"No!" the child cried, understanding.

The officer |ooked at the daughter. "You understand, you would not be able to go with her
yourself? It is alife for a life, and the governnent does not ask -- "

"What life is there for us here? W'll both die!"

The of ficer nodded bleakly. "You will have to cone to the station and sign papers."”

"We'll cone now "

"But Mother!" the daughter cried. "How can | -- without you?"

"You'll die here!" Olene said. "You have been weakening; | have seen it. They will feed
you and fix your face, and you will be safe. As for ne -- ny father is dead, nmy husband is dead,
my sons are gone. | have no further need of life, only of vengeance for the ruin brought on us.
Only you remrain, and you can live -- this way."

The girl had suffered much recently. She knew it was true. She did not protest again.

Ol ene hauled a cart of fresh vegetables to the gate of the nmilitary base. There were a
nunber of others like her, selling their produce each day, eking out their livings. But this was
canouf | age; under the vegetables was a bonb. It was her mission to take the bonb to the eneny
headquarters and detonate it there. She would die in the explosion -- but her daughter would reap
the reward. This was the quiet, desperation strategy of the war effort.

The gate guard was bored and inattentive. He had
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evi dently spent the night carousing or ganbling or wonani zing -- any of which activities
were forbidden by both mlitary and cultural conventions -- and wi shed he could be sleeping at

this moment. His glance at her cart was cursory, and she herself was invisible: just one nore poor
wi dow anmong t housands. She did not even have to show her papers, though she had excellent forged
ones, or to speak, though she had menorized several key sentences in the eneny's |anguage. She
pul l ed her cart on through, unchal -- |enged.

Now she had to get to the HQ buil ding. Wether the

General would be there at this tinme was a ganble; his schedule was erratic, perhaps
deliberately so, so that it was inpossible to predict where he would be at any given tinme. But
there was a fair chance that he would be, and certainly | esser officers would be there, so the
bonb woul d have good effect. She regretted that she woul d never know t he extent of her success. It
woul d be nice to take out the man who had directed the strike against her village which had
destroyed her house and killed her elder daughter. But she wasn't doing this for vengeance; she
was doing it for desperation. Her governnent was mneticul ous about keeping its word, in this
respect; when her bonb went off, her younger daughter would go to the hospital for surgery on her
face, and then to a program for privileged orphans, and she night one day be a healthy, pretty
girl. She knew better than to |l et anyone know about the rape she had suffered; that would count
agai nst her. But keeping that secret, and notivated to succeed, she would survive. That nade it
bear abl e.

Near the gate there were many wonen vendors. She noved away, supposedly seeking a region
of the canp that had | ess conpetition. In fact she headed straight for the headquarters buil ding.
The officers had nore noney for good vegetables -- and hers were the best. Superficially. She
hoped nobody approached her to buy any, because she would very quickly exhaust her supply and
expose the bonb. She would not be able to turn down a sale w thout

arousi ng suspicion, unless the offer were plainly too | ow.

A boy approached. "Here," he called in accented urgency. He was raggedly dressed,
evidently a peasant servant running errands for officers. Naturally they had sent himout instead
of doing this chore thenselves. She would have to get rid of him
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Then she paused. Could it be? H s eyes widened. "Mther!" he exclained. It was her el dest
son! Captive, he was serving in this mlitary canp! At least he was all right; he seemed healthier
than she was. But if anyone here caught on --

"You nust go!" she whispered. But then, unable to help herself, she asked: "And your
brothers -- are they safe?"

He frowmed. "One is. One is dead. And the third, | don't know, they took himto another
canmp, and -- "

"Hey, boy, don't dicker with the hag!" a soldier called, spying them "Take the cart to

the ness hall, and the cook will give her its value."
"Right away!" he replied. He pointed, indicating the way to the ness hall. "W can talk
while we go. How did you cone to be here. Mother? |I thought |I'd never see you again!"
"I can't go to the nmess!" she protested. "lI'mhere to blow up the officers' building!"
"But they'll kill you!"
"Never mind that. I'mdoing it for you -- and your sisters. \Were is the officers' -- "

"What's taking so long?" the soldier cried. This tine he strode toward them determned to
make an exanpl e of sone sort.
“That building!" her son said, indicating it with a flick of his eyes. "But you can't get

there!"

"Yes, | can! Denounce ne! Don't |et them know you know nme!" She started toward the
bui | di ng.

He hesitated as the sol di er approached.

"Do it!" she hissed, noving faster
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He realized that this was the best course. "That woman!" he cried loudly. "I think she's a
spy! She doesn't

speak wel|!"

"What ?" the sol dier asked, confused.

"That woman -- there's sonething funny about her! Stop her before she does sonething bad!"

"You're crazy!" the soldier said. But then, seeing Ol ene running, hauling the cart behind
her, he decided to foll ow up despite being told to by a servant brat. He broke into a run -- and

stunbl ed, because the boy hadn't quite nmanaged to get out of the way in tine.

That gave her valuable tinme. She expended what little strength she had racing for the
bui | di ng. Once she got there, it didn't matter who el se was with her. The nore the better

she thought grimy.

But as she cane to the rise above the officers' building, the soldier caught her. She
whirled and scratched his face, making himlet go. Then she shoved the wagon and sent it rolling
down the slope toward the building. Wuld it connect? It was supposed to detonate when the end of
it was shoved in, and if it missed the building, or struck

glancingly --

No, its aimwas true! It was going to strike squarely.

Then a fist struck her from behind. The soldier was attacking her. She fell as he threw
her down. She cringed as his boot swung at her body. It connected, and she felt sonething snap
and the pain flared. He kicked her again, this tinme in the face, and she knew her nose was
smashed. He was beating her to death!

The worl d expl oded. She thought she was dead -- but it was the wagon detonating. It had
destroyed the buil di ng!

Suddenly there were sol diers everywhere. She was haul ed roughly up. "An assassin!" one
cried, showing a knife. He thrust. She had thought she was beyond pain, but this was different.
She tried to scream but the bl ood choked

it off.

"Cone on out of there," Mars said. "It is over."

Ol ene canme out, screaning, before renenbering that it wasn't really her. She saw the
woman dr oppi ng, bl ood | eaking fromher chest and stomach. They were still beating her, foolishly,

for she was already dead. Sone di stance away her son stood, watching, silent; he could not
protest, for that would only lead to his death too. As it was, he would probably be rewarded, or
at |l east commended, for he had cried the alarm-- even if not quite in tine.

Ch, God, what a ness! Vita thought, sickened.
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Jolie agreed. It remi nded her of her own death, centuries before. The horror of it never
entirely abated.

"The fools!"™ Mars said. "They should have kept her alive. Then they could have tortured
her for everything she knew. This way, they have nothing."

"Not even her son," Olene said, still reeling.

"Right. I had to prod himto nake hi m denounce her, but he did a decent job of it."

"You were in hinP" she asked.

"First in the father, then in the officer, then in the boy," he agreed. "Now we go back
Don't want to keep the ladies waiting." He lifted his great red sword, and they sailed up into the
sky.

"Wi ting?"
"For nmost of an hour. They will chide ne." He hardly seened worri ed.
Ol ene, nunbed, focused on a peripheral detail. "How could |I be in that poor wonan for

several days, and return in only an hour?"
"You were not in her that long. Only the conscious tine. Perhaps half an hour at her hut

and fifteen mnutes at the base. | junped you forward; it was pointless to go the whole route."
"But we can't remain in Purgatory several days!" she protested. "W'l|l niss the deadline
for -- | nean, if each day is a year -- "

He snmiled. "You had a year of nortal tine to play with. W played with some of it. Only an
hour of Purgatory tinme
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has passed. Fear not -- | would not cause you to finish late. | have the same deadline
nyself, for that inmportant neet -- ing."

They arrived at the Castle of War. There were the two

| adies wal king in the garden. "Ho!" Mars called, |anding

bef ore them

Lila glanced at Orlene. "Did you learn the nature of

war ?"
Ol ene burst into tears.
Li gei a stepped across i medi ately and put her arms around Orlene. "It is an ugly
busi ness,” she said. "But he does not do it for spite. He wanted you to understand."”
"I don't! | don't!" Orlene sobbed. "All that grief and
death -- what is the point of it?"
"There is no point," Lila said. "It is the nature of nortal nan to fight. The pretext

hardly matters. This flare-up was because one side accused the other of violating the truce. They
had both been violating it right along, of

course."

"Rights have to be wonged," Mars said. "Or so the

nortals claim In this case, they will keep on righting wongs by committi ng new ones,
until at last the entire nortal realmis righted and wonged in our version of

Ragnar ok. "

"But this is preposterous!” Olene flared. "Wy

doesn't sonmeone do sonething about it? The Incarnations, | nean? Surely if all of you got
together -- "

"It is difficult for us to unify," Mars said. "Satan, for

exanpl e, generally has a different agenda."

Sat an doesn't approve this! Jolie thought. He uses it to identify those souls that need
earliest correction, but he

doesn't like it!

Why doesn't God, then? Vita thought. "Wy doesn't God do sonething?' Ol ene echoed

al oud.

Her father snmiled in his grimfashion. "Perhaps you

shoul d ask H m when you encounter Hm"
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Startled, she nodded. "Yes, | must see Hm | wll ask Hmn"

"I will give you the favor you cane for," Mars said. He had read that, too, when he first
touched her. "A seed of war. Wen you have simlar conmtnents fromthe other Incarnations.
think this is what | would do for any person in your situation."
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"Thank you," Olene said faintly. She was aware that this Incarnation, |ike the others,
had i ndeed put her through an ordeal before granting her favor. She had | earned nmuch that she
rat her wi shed she had not. \Wat was the point in her quest to sal vage her baby, when wonen were
|l osing their whole fam lies because of pointless wars? Yet what could she do except go on?

"You nust stay the night here," Ligeia said, stepping away. She had held Ol ene until she
seened st abl e.

"W nust see Nature next,
yet, but thank you."

Olene replied. "Then Satan and God tonorrow. W cannot rest

"I ndeed, | see you cannot,"” Ligeia said. "But may we then help you to reach your next
appoi nt nent ?"

Ol ene was tenpted, but decided against it. "I have so nmuch to assimilate, to settle in ny
mnd! | think | had better walk."

"OfF course. | amsure Gaea will treat you fairly." Olene nmade her partings and was

escorted to the front gate. She hugged each of the understandi ng wonen, and then her father
knowi ng that no matter how the experience had hurt her, he had deened it necessary. He had been
fair with her.

AND ETERNI TY 255

11 --

NATUM

They wal ked directly to Nature's treehouse, letting their feelings sort out and settle.
The horror of what they had just experienced of war was that they knew it was no isolated case.
Al'l over the world sinmilar things were happening. Families were being destroyed, and heroic or
unheroi c sacrifices were being nmade, for pointless causes. It seened that nen just had a drive to
fight, on any pretext, and that the wonen were unable to stop them Wy was it so?

Gaea was hone. She cane out to neet them as they approached. She was an ol der wonan,
heavyset, with a rather unflattering brown dress and green hat. "The Purgatory News alerted ne,"
she said. "You are the ghost ny friend Jolie has been working with!"

/ never told her your identity, Jolie thought. / would not have told you either, but
Chronos nmade it known. Now you mnust tell her. She is your nother.

"Yes, it is true," Oriene said, nerving herself. "I amvisiting each of the nmjor
I ncarnations, to ask their help in

recovering ny baby. But --

"But that is not lightly given," Gaea said. "Conme in. | will listen to your plea, because
| know Jolie would

not be wasting her tine. But | make no guarantee to help you."

They entered the house and sat in chairs of curving, living wood. The interior contours of
the tree forned a central |oop that had an odd quality: when she | ooked through it, she did not
see the other side of the chanber, but clouds and sunlight.

That's her window to the world, Jolie thought. Through it she can see anything in the
nmortal realm She can also step through it and be there, if she chooses.

Cee, that's great! Vita thought. Can | | ook and see Roque?

Oi ene had ot her business, however. "I -- | think |I nust tell you sonething else first,"
she said. "Because it doesn't seemto be possible to avoid it. | -- | amyour nortal daughter
Oiene, and -- "

Gaea was astonished. "I think you rmust be nistaken! Your body is no product of mine!" The

fleecy clouds in the wi ndow were abruptly roiling.

"And | amdead,” Oiene continued grimy. "This is a living host, not nmy own flesh."

The wi ndow went bl ack.

Gaea appeared calm "You understand, | can hardly take such a statenent on faith! \Were is
Jolie?"

"She is here, with me. She has been all along -- ever since | died. | -- | acted without
war ni ng, so she did not knowin tine."

The w ndow showed what might well be the worst and | east forewarned storm of the century;
the gl obe seened to be covered by one big hurricane.

Then, abruptly, it cleared, and a somewhat eerie cal m devel oped.

Gaea reached out and took her hand. "Yes, of course. | should have realized. | could have
seen it directly, had | thought to. You are ny daughter! But -- dead?" She seened stunned.
“I killed nyself." Oriene had intended to explain the
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ci rcunstances, but was caught by a surge of grief that choked off her voice.

"But Jolie was watching you!"

O'| ene nodded.

"One nonent." Gaea's outline fuzzed. Then she was a young wonman, beautiful, very like
Olene herself in her living state, with honey-blond hair and a nost appealing figure. "l can
handl e this better in nmy natural form" she said. "My magic is going instead to insulate ny
enotion. Now you may tell ne the story, and | shall relate to it in an objective manner."

"Ch, you look so nmuch like me -- when | lived!" Ol ene exclained, amazed.

"I retain ny appearance at the tine | assuned the Ofice," Gaea said. "In twenty years |
have not aged -- but normally | mask it, so as to appear older."

"Ch, yes, of course! | amglad for you."

"But why did you do it?"

"My baby died. I -- | had lived ny whole Iife, to be the best nother it was possible to
be, and when -- "

"The kind of mother | could not be," Caea said.

"Ch, that was not your fault!" Olene protested. "Chronos showed nme -- you were deprived

of -- you did what you had to do!"

"Per haps. And because of ny responsibility to my Ofice, | wote you out of ny life. But
indeed | mssed you, ny darling child! | conpensated by trying to be the best nother to the
natural world that | could be: the G een Mother. But | never |ooked at you, |est that awareness

distort my judgnent. | felt that if | performed well in ny Ofice, you would do well in your life.
Now | see that | failed.”

"You did not fail! | had a good life, an excellent life! |I ended it nyself. I -- "

The wi ndow turned dark, with a preternatural glimrer. "I renmenber an unfortunate case
i nvol ving a baby. Wre you -- did you marry a ghost?"
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Jolie, knowi ng what was coning, |let no thought escape.

There was nothing she could do to alleviate it.

"Yes. Gawain. | was to bear a child for him an heir -- " "And | changed that baby, at his
behest!" CGaea cri ed.

"And destroyed ny daughter!"

Ol ene gazed at her with renewed grief. "You did not know. "

"The ghost wanted his son to have his heritage," Gaea said. "I was busy, and granted the
favor wi thout properly checking, and so bequeathed to that baby the fatal regressive fanily

mal ady. | was horrified at ny error of carel essness -- but now | am appalled. Look what | did to
you!"

"No! I didit to nyself! I was foolish and nearsi ghted and secretive, and brought grief to
all those who had sustained ne!" Olene cried. "I could have |let ny baby go, and remmi ned alive,

and had anot her baby, and so fulfilled my commtnents to both ny ghost husband and nysel f, and not
done the awful thing | did to my |over and ny adoptive parents and to you! If | had it to do over

again, with the perspective | have now, | would do what | know is right." Yet she paused,
renmenbering Vita and the rest of it. "At least, | -- I"'mnot sure. But then | did not know, and
the blame is mine, and | curse nmyself for what | did in ny ignorance. | knowthat it is right that
| pay with ny pain for -- "

But Gaea was with her now, holding her. "No, no, ny child, it cannot be! | gave you up by

choi ce, knowing it was best, but you had no choice, your baby was dead by my hand, you coul d not
adj ust so suddenly! It happens to nortals all too frequently, because they |ack the perspective,
their lives are so brief and intense. | see it all over the world, all the time, and | cannot
mtigate it despite all nmy power, for it is the human way."

The wi ndow had slowly brightened during this dialogue, and now the weather in the norta
real m seened al nost nornmal. Jolie was relieved; she knew the effect Gaea's enotions had on natura
things. That was one of the reasons she had avoided telling Gaea of this nmatter directly. Gaea
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had surely suspected, but even so, the shock of confirmation had been form dable, and the
climate of the world had been jolted. Now the worst was over
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"l thank you for your understanding. Mther," Olene said after a bit, w ping her face.

"But | did not come here to speak this way to you. | came for a favor -- which now
cannot ask."
"You nust ask it, daughter -- but | nmay not be able to
grant it."
"I't -- | saw Nox, who has Gaw Two, and she told ne | had to get sonething from each

Incarnation if | hoped to rid himof his malady."

"That rmust be true," Gaea agreed. "Wat is done by an Incarnation cannot necessarily be
undone by that Incar -- nation, for things interact. | did the bad deed, but once it invol ved
Thanatos and Fate -- "

"And Chronos," Orlene said. "He was ny lover, as a nortal. My death caused himto seek the
Ofice of Time."

Gaea gazed at her for an extended nmonment, discon -- certed. "Then this seenmingly isolated
error has had enor -- nous consequence!" she said. "Perhaps only an entity outside the ordinary
framework can perceive the full extent of it -- and Nox is that entity. She | acks power in our
realm but her influence can be significant. Never before, in ny experience, has she involved
herself directly in our affairs. | find this nore disturbing than reassuring."”

"Surely she does not nean mschief!"

"W cannot be sure. Nox keeps her purpose secret -- and she is the mistress of secrets.”

Gaea took a breath. "What is the thing you need fromnme, Olene?"

"It is a tear."

Agai n Gaea gazed at her. The clouds swirled in the window "That is not lightly granted.™

"I know. If |I had realized -- if | had known what you have told ne, | would not have cone.
It is not right to -- "
"You nmust earn it," Gaea said abruptly. "As anyone else would. That will not be easy."
"None of this has been easy," Olene nurnured. "How may | earn it?"
"I have a probl emwhose sol ution may have bearing on the continued exi stence of the human
" she said seriously. "But that solution eludes nme. | could use an opinion."
"But | know so little!"™ Olene protested. "What could | possibly know about that you have
not | ong since explored?”

Gaea snmiled, not pleasantly. "It is a long shot, | agree. But Nox's involvenent in your
case suggests that you may have sonething. | will send you ampobng the nortals on a research
m ssion, and you will observe and form an opinion. For that opinion | wll grant your favor."

Olene was flustered. "But to provide a thing of such value, for an opinion of such little
val ue -- when I am your daughter! Who would believe -- "

"I think you will have to weigh your opinion nost seriously, to be assured that its val ue
warrants its payment."

She's up to sonething, Jolie thought. / know her. Don't argue, just get on with it.

"What rust | do?" Orlene asked. "Leave your nortal host here. For this you nmust occupy
anot her host, tenporarily.”

speci es,

Don't | eave ne here! Vita protested. / cane to Purga -- tory with you, | want to go form
an opinion with youl

"I ndeed, | want you with her. Vita," Gaea said, startling all three of them They had for
t he nmonent forgotten how the |ncarnations could perceive themindi -- vidually. "You have
experience that relates. Jolie does too. | amsending you to a teenage nortal girl who is very

likely to get pregnant this day. Here is ny concern: overpopul ation is perhaps the greatest
current problemin the nortal realm The sheer increasing mass of hunan flesh is squeezing out all
other creatures, rendering a record nunber of themextinct. It is depleting resources and
destroying the envi -- ronnment for all. The conpetition for resources is generating
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pressure for war and bringing poverty to the mgjority of living folk. This is the thing |
nmust deal with if the species is not to suffer grievously. But this problemis rooted in
i ndi vidual attitudes and acts. Responsible reproduction is essential for the perpetuation of the
species, but irresponsi -- ble reproduction will destroy it. How can | cause all reproduction to
be responsible, instead of the consequence of cultural or religious bias, or nere entertai nment?"

The three of themwere silent. Olene was rem nded of her |ost baby. Vita thought of her
brief career as a prostitute. Jolie thought of the children she had never had, because she had
died too soon. Al of themhad indulged in sex with abandon. None of them had succeeded in having
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fam lies. How could they judge?

“I'n many regions of the world," Gaea cont
are needed to secure the welfare of their parents
parents to reduce the size of their fanilies; the
poverty elimnates nost forns of entertainment; p
recreation. In others, there are religious barrie
pl anning. | need a sinple, practical, universa
bel i eve that a single case may provide the answer
opi ni on about the existence of such an

answer . "

It really was a critical matter! Mars fac
here was one of the roots of that war. Fate strug
sheer numbers of nortal folk contributed to that.
I i nked. But how could they cone up with an answer

try,"” Ol ene said.
"Lie down," Gaea said, showi ng her to the
safe here, and your spirits will not be in danger

Olene lay down. Then Jolie |inked hands,
them fl oated out of the body. They had only vague
each other, so that they seened to be a single co
wi ndow, whi ch now showed a young, rather pretty b
was in what was evidently her best dress for danc
decol | etage was | ow, and she wore a sparkling ros

mechani smto nmake procreation responsible.

i nued, perceiving their doubt, "nultiple children
as they age. No inpor -- tuning will cause those

y would suffer if they did. In other regions,
rocre -- ation, it is truly said, becones
rs to contraception or other neans of fanily

|
seek an

if there is an answer. You w ||

ed the problem of a world-destroying war -- and
gled with an increasingly tangled skein, and the
The problens of the Incarnations were indeed

if the Incarnation of Nature could not? "We'l

chanber she had used before. "The body will be
there. "
mentally, with Orlene and Vita, and the three of

human senbl ances, and their spirits overl apped
nfused entity. They foll owed Gaea back to the
lack girl wal king toward a building at dusk. She
ing, white pseudosilk with ruffles. The
e quartz necklace which rested across the sl ope

of her nascent breasts.

"Foll ow." Gaea stepped into the wi ndow and appeared beside the girl, who took no notice.
They followed, and found thensel ves there too. "Enter her and observe. You nmay influence her, but
that will change her situation and perhaps distort your observation. \Wen you are satisfied, cal
me, and I will bring you back."

They floated as a tight group into the gi
t horoughly experienced, so hel ped her get settled
on the saucer, or with Mars on the Babyl on-Persia
pseudomer gence of physical bodies, while this was
In the old days it had been thought to be possess
not denonic, habitation. Wen a denon did it, the
destroyed the host before it was through. Spirits
unl ess given | eave by the host. They often, in fa
popul ar prejudi ce agai nst them renai ned.

That was the case while Jolie and Ol ene
three of themin the present host. They tuned in
| earned that her nanme was Il ka, and that she was
worker." She did work hard, living up to it, and
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pretty good grades, and did a | ot around
as a child. She wasn't allowed to date, because s
her mother said, they just wanted to paw over a ¢
friends had boyfriends, and sure it was true abou
had abortions and a couple nore were worried, but
knew all about it: a girl could get a great good
to get into her pants, and if he liked her, he wo
baby, well, that was really proof she was a wonman
dunped on by her nother; she wanted sone ronance
had dressed up and sneaked out: she was going to
no matter what!

She has trouble with her mother? Vita tho

But if she is typical, she'll get pregnan
all those like her, Jolie rem nded her. In ny day
there are too nany.

rl. Vita was still inexperienced, but Jolie was

in. It was not the sane as it had been with Fate
frontier; their technique was a magi ca
actual possession of a nortal host by spirits.

i on by denons, but usually it had been spiritual
dermon nornmal ly took over conpletely, and usually
were far nore gentle, and coul d not take over

ct, were benign -- as in this case. But the

were with Vita, and now it was the case with the
on the girl's mnd, which was unguarded, and
fifteen years old, and that her nane neant "hard
made

the house, too, but her nother stil
he was too young, and anyway, all men were evil,
irl and put a baby in her and bug off. All her

t what those boys wanted, and two of her friends
it sure proved one thing: they were wonen. She

time froma man, if she got it before he nmanaged
uld be back next day for nore, and if she got a
She saw, she knew. She was tired of being

sonme i ndependence, sone respect. So toni ght she

put her down

get into the big dance and have herself a tine,
ught. She doesn't know what trouble is!

t -- and we need to know what woul d stop her and
we needed all the babies we could get, but today
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| wanted ny baby, Olene thought w stfully.

She's a fool to want a baby! Vita thought. / made sure to wear ny charm always! | mean, a
baby woul d be fine, when I'molder and married and through with fun, but she's too young. She's ny
age!

So you may understand her best, Jolie rem nded her

Yeah, | see the track ahead of her, to be a black whore Iike nme, hooked on H If you folk
hadn't come and put iron in nmy willpower, | never would have thrown that off!

|| ka approached the dance building. It was brightly lighted, and magic flares in the form
of dancing figures floated above it. Couples were arriving and entering.

That | ooks great! Vita thought. 1'd kill to get into a dance like that!

But you don't know anything about it! Olene protested. And with no date --

She' Il get picked up. Vita said. That's the idea. It's not as good as having a real date,
but you do it any way you can

I ndeed, Ilka was |ooking around now, trying to spot a likely man without a date. This was

the tricky part.

There were several young nmen near the entrance, dressed to dance. One was fat, one was
ugly, and one was neither. Al were white.

Il ka nerved herself. She knew that white preferred white, at least to be seen with in
public; she risked a crude rebuff. But if she got |ucky, one of these would take her.

Sure enough, the handsome one spied her and stepped forward. "Lose your date, girl?" he
cal l ed.

"Not exactly," she responded. "You |ooking for one?"

"Maybe. You got nobney?"

"“Not enough."

"You expect to be paid for?"

“"Maybe." She knew it wasn't smart of her to cone right out and say it.

"Well, I've got the price of the dance. But it's not cheap.”

"Didn't figure it would be.” "You want to go in with ne?" "Wy not?"

"And cone horme with ne?" "Wy not?"

He eyed her, |ooking down her front. It was a good front, pushed in and up for best
ef fect; she had worked hard on that aspect, because she didn't yet have all the fullness she hoped
for. "I think you're just looking for a ticket in, then you'll lose nme."

"That's a lie!" But she knew girls did that sonetimes. The thought had crossed her mnd
What did she know of this character?

"Then come to ny car first."
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Nuh-uh! Vita thought enphatically. He'll screw you twi ce: once in the car, again when he
reneges on the deal

Ilka picked it up, for Vita had directed it at her. "After the dance!" she said.

He scow ed. "Listen, you black bitch -- "

You should tal k, you white pinp! Vita thought. You're trying to get sone free ass

Il ka heard that thought. She assumed it was her own, and was surprised at her insight.
"Forget it, pinmp!" she snapped. "I'Il go with one of these others."
"Yeah?" The boy's face turned ugly. He raised his voice. "Hey, this hooker's soliciting
t that against the | aw?"
“You liar!" Ilka exclaimed, furious. "You were trying to get me into your car!"
"I"'mgoing to turn you in!" he said.
Brother! Vita thought. They'll believe himtoo! Get out of here. Il ka!
Il ka, responding to what seened to be her own thought, turned and strode away. But she
heard one of the others speak to the one who had approached her. "You fool, Frank -- she'd ve put
out, if you'd played it straight!"

That's for sure! Vita agreed. And gotten knocked up too. Crazy girl's got no amulet, no

me! Isn

sense!

But I wanted to go dancing! Ilka protested inwardly, the reaction setting in as she wal ked
back along the street. It was the only way!

You'd have paid ten times what it was worth! Vita thought fiercely. A hundred tines! Wat
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woul d you want with a bastard baby?

There was a shock in the host. Jolie thought it was Ilka, but then realized that it was
Orlene. Olene had been born to an unwed not her, and borne a son who barely m ssed simlar status.

Who cares? the girl argued. At least |1'd love the baby -- and it would love ne. 1'd he
sonebody!

And there we have it! Ol ene thought. A baby would give her identity! A love relationship!
As it did for ne!

But you were prepared, Jolie rem nded her. You were narried, and had a good situation.
Money was no problem How would it have been on the street, with an illegitinate baby?

Di saster! Vita supplied. The girl's a fool! She'd get tired of that baby in weeks, and
maybe |l eave it in a garbage dunp.

And she'd be starving herself, Jolie agreed. But even if she kept it -- even if her
dom neering nother let her keep it -- she'd still be adding to the population. And it's because of
her bad rel ationship with her own nother that she wants it. She wants to be a nother herself, to
be the authority figure in her famly. It's foolish, it's unworkable -- but she'll still do it.
And so will a million other girls! 1'd get by somehow |Ilka argued. Either way, it's mschief,

Ol ene thought. At | east we stopped one baby. Vita thought. Tonight, Jolie concluded. They al
knew that it was a hollow victory. The girl would probably get pregnant on another occasion. Wat
opi nion could they offer Gaea that wasn't already obvious? It would be inpossible to have a ghost
i nhibit every wayward girl!

She was wal ki ng by a dark buil ding. Suddenly a man appeared. He | oomed up so quickly that
she couldn't even scream before his gloved hand cl anped over her nouth. She struggled, but then
felt the prick of a knife at her side. "Quiet, bitch, or I'Il cut out your rotten heart!" the nan
hi ssed at her ear

She had no choice; he was too strong, and the knife hurt. She wal ked where he shoved her:
into the dark buil ding.

I nside, he took her up a flight of steps and into a small room He shut the door and
turned on the light. Ilka blinked in the sudden brightness. This was evidently an interior room
wi t hout wi ndows; no |ight woul d show
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outside. And what if it did? Surely the sound of her screamwouldn't carry, and if it did,
nei ghbors probably wouldn't care.

He threw her away fromhim Ilka stunbled, and tripped over a bed she hadn't seen in the
brightness. She flopped on it, her fear increasing nowthat the i mediacy of the prick of the
kni fe was gone.

W' ve got to do sonmething! Oriene thought. We got her into this, by turning her away from
t he dance.

We got rid of the creep, and brought on a horror! Vita agreed. |'ve heard about this kind.
Even ny pinp steered clear of them They rape and kill! It's called the slut/ nmadonna conpl ex or
sonet hi ng. They hate wonen.

It is atrifle nmore devious than that, Jolie said. There are a nunber of themin Hell, al

of themsurprised to be there. To them there are only two kinds of wonan: the perfect, pristine,
unt ouchabl e one, who is to be worshipped; and the dirty, evil and sexual one, who is to be
condemmed. Unfortunately, such nen do have sex drives, which they can satisfy only with the evi
variety of woman. At its extrenme, they becone serial killers of prostitutes. Jack the Ripper is
the nost notorious exanple, though by no neans the worst perpetrator

| never felt easy about the purpose of Hell, Oiene thought. Now | see that there are
those who do belong there! This man -- he glows a tw sted bl ack

"Strip, whore!" the man excl ai ned.

Ilka rolled over on the bed. She opened her nouth to make a frightened denial -- but Jolie

put an overriding clanp on it. Don't talk back to hinl she thought inperatively. He will take that
only as confirmation!

So Il ka was mute, externally. But internally she was scream ng. He's got a knife! He's
going to kill me! He just grabbed me, and --

Stall! Jolie advised. Move slowy. Sit up, start to renove your clothing, but have trouble
with the snaps. Keep it slow, but don't stop. W shall try to help you.
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Now the girl realized that she wasn't talking to herself. "Wo are you?"
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Some visiting spirits, Jolie thought. W stopped you fromgoing with that cheap man at the

dance. Now we will help you get away fromthis killer, because it is our fault

you fell into his hands. Listen to us, and we will tell you how to escape.

Il ka was doubtful. "I nust be hallucinating!"

Listen to us anyway, Oriene thought. Vita, you have had nore experience with this sort of
thing. Keep her nmoving slowy, while maintaining his interest. I'mgoing to check his mnd for

clues to how to handl e him

Check, Vita thought. We'lIl kick himin the balls if we have to. She was not thinking
figuratively.

Jolie drew herself out of the host and floated across to the man. She entered him This
was di stasteful, because she had affinity neither with the nale gender nor with the crimnally
i nsane m nd, but she knew it was necessary. Only her |ong experience as a ghost, and with
ani mation of nortal hosts, enabled her to do it.

She oriented on what she had expected: a tw sted nel ange of distortion and hate. The
anonynous girl on the bed canme into focus: her skin was dark, not because of her race, but because

of the filth of her nature. She was a denbness, a succubus, a corruptor of man, evil incarnate: a
creature to be used and destroyed. She evoked unclean lust in him which proved both her power and
her nature. By yielding to her lure, he corrupted hinself -- so he would expunge the guilt by
killing her. Then he would be all right,

for perhaps a nonth, until he encountered another corrup -- tress.

Jolie was revolted by the narrowness and certainty of his perspective. He had not bothered
to ascertain any part of the girl's true nature; he had sinply assigned the evil to her. The evi
of evoking lust in him She could either adnit that

she was a despicable whore or try to deny it; in either case she proved it.
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But Jolie had known this nuch about his view of wonen before. It was an exaggeration of
the view of nmany ignorant nmen -- and every nman was i gnorant to sone degree. Even Roque, as just a

man as she had encountered recently, had this fixation: he related best to the forbidden fruit,
the underage girl. Young girls were by this distorted definition better, because they were

cl eaner. They had not had time to indulge their whorish nature, so were nore likely to be disease
free, and less likely to talk back. Thus Vita's youth and adorati on overrode Roque's know edge of
her life as a literal whore, and he accepted her wi thout condeming her. But that was rare.

She had to explore the specific roots of this nan's bias. There were always vari ati ons,
and each case was unique to itself in detail. There had to be sonething that would provide the key
to defusing the syndrome. She had to find it before things got violent.

Thr ough the wi ndows of his eyes, she saw Il ka slowy stripping, having trouble with a
broken fastening. Her dress zipped up the back, and the zipper was difficult to reach, and
evidently a thread had got caught in it. Usually girls had assistance in getting in and out of
fancy outfits; it had not been anticipated that Il ka would have to renove hers al one. Actually,
Jolie knew, she had put it on alone, so could handle it -- but the nan was not in a position to
know this. The man did not try to help her; it was part of his fixation that the evil woman was
usi ng her unclean nature to seduce him so she had to do it herself.

She was struggling, indeed, trying to get both hands on the stuck zipper. In the process
she | eaned forward, so that her breasts showed to his gaze as her decolletage hung low. Jolie
alnost smiled to herself; that was Vita's art. There really was sonme vanp in her! She knew that
the man woul d watch as | ong as he was seeing sonething interesting, condeming her all the while
but not acting. It was an excellent stall

Meanwhi | e, Jolie was searching the man's m nd and

nmenories. She had had experience with this sort of thing, working with Gaea, but never so
urgently in such a difficult case. The nman did not understand his own notives; he had fashioned a
construct of passion and illusion to justify and hide the ugliness beneath, and woul d not | et
himself view it objectively. She had to slip beneath that construct and see what he refused to
see, without alerting him He could readily clanp down on those nether menories and feelings, if
he realized, and then she would not be able to reach them She was an intruder here, unable to
open any doors hersel f;

she had to sneak through, like a thief.

There was a surge of conscious passion. Jolie was swept along, and | ooked out his eyes
again. Now |l ka, having navigated the zipper so that the top of the dress was falling open to
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reveal her half-bra and stomach, was ready to pull it off over her head. But first she bent to
renove her slippers, lifting her Ieg and bending her knee so as to reach her foot. In the process
she showed her left leg under the dress to the thigh, all the way up to the juncture with her
body. She | ooked bare beneath, but it was actually panty hose, shaded to nmake her |egs appear
lighter than they were, naking of her crotch a perfectly seam ess and hairless region. This,
again, was Vita's doing; she knew precisely howto proffer a view wi thout seenming to, so that the
nman

woul d not press her while she struggled overiong with the slipper.

The effect of this view on the man was electric. He felt a phenonenal thrill of desire --
al nost i mmedi ately sup -- pressed. A surge of guilt washed through him and he wenched his gaze
away.

Jolie followed the guilt to its source -- and suddenly had what she wanted. Those | egs
were clean -- and it was not right, by his reckoning, to experience lust for a clean body. Bad
worren were dirty and hairy in their secret places, fit only for further defil enent. The one good
wonman -- the madonna -- was absolutely pure in every part. Her propor -- tions were perfect, but

wi thout hair or apertures; the
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madonna had no uncl ean processes. Her breasts had no nipples, her legs nmet w thout genita

or excretory conpli -- cation. She wore conventional clothing only from deference to the nornms of
society; she had no guilty secrets of body or of m nd. Madonna, naked, would renain syl phlike,
inno -- cent of the incitenment of any | echery.

Who was his nmadonna? She was Laurel, his ol der sister

Jolie picked up the essence in a flash: the father had been a brutal man, given to
viol ence on small pretexts, and the nother simlar. Any slightest infraction brought a sharp slap
fromher, and any backtal k brought a beating fromhim He was Kane, the clunmsy and stupid child,
sel dom getting anything right. He was puni shed every tine his grades came, and ridiculed in
bet ween. He had no sel f-confidence or self-respect. It was no better at school; he was known as a
dunce, and had no friends. Once in grade school a girl had teased him asking himif he wanted to
play "Doctor," pulling up her skirt invitingly. Deceived, not realizing that she wasn't being
friendly, and curious about what she mi ght have under there that was supposed to be so
interesting, he had agreed. She had | ed himaround the coner of an outbuilding where there was a
nmodi cum of privacy, and told himthat first he would have to show her his. He had opened his
shorts -- and immedi ately half a dozen other girls had popped up from hiding and screaned with
wi cked delight at his exposure. A teacher had overheard, and investigated, and the girls had
bl aned Kane. That had brought a suspension fromschool and a solid beating at home. Only Laurel
| ovely Laurel, had defended him saying that the bitchy little girls had set himup out of sheer
m schief. It had done no good, but Kane was overwhelm-- ingly grateful to her. Later, hurting,
banned to his roomw thout supper, he had heard a quiet knock. It was Laurel, sneaking sone rolls
and butter to him the best she could

do. He |oved her

Kane had | earned early and painfully: all adults were

brutal, all children were taunting, and all girls were garbage.
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Except Laurel. She alone was pure. Wthout her, his |ife would not have been worth |iving.

When he was ten, and she fifteen, she had run away from hone. The father had beaten him
sure that he knew where she had gone, but Kane had not spoken. Indeed, he had known her plan, for
she had wanted to take himw th her, but had realized that it would be inpossible to manage. So
she had decided to go alone and to return for hi mwhen she could, so that they could both be
happy. She had to get established, she explained; she had to get sone noney, and a house, because
the street was no place to live. It would take tinme, but she would do it.

So Kane had endured, sustained by his faith in her. Laurel would cone for him That al one
gave himstrength. His life was nothing, but then it woul d be everything.

She had never returned. Thirty years had passed, and he had escaped by joining the
mlitary, and later by deserting that, and running drugs and anything el se that offered; there was
al ways work for the unscrupul ous. He could never bring hinmself to condemn Laurel, for she was the
one perfect worman, but his disappointnent remained as a | eaden wei ght upon his soul. Wen he
coul d, he caught and puni shed bad wonen, hiding their bodies and noving on so that he was never
caught. The police, he had | ong since | earned, didn't understand about the need to punish bad
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wonen.

Time had passed during Jolie's investigation. Now Il ka's shoes and dress were off, and she
was about to roll down her panty hose. Jolie now knew that this nust not happen; the visible
ni ppl es were bad enough, but the rest would be disaster. She wenched herself fromthe man and
sailed across to the girl.

Leave the hose! she thought as she entered. He nust not see your flesh there! For she now
had a notion howto balk the killer. It would take sonme doing, but it was possible. He sees the
madonna as beautiful but sexless -- no genitals. The whores have genitals. He won't kill you unti
he has sex with you, proving you are bad.
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But he'll kill if we stop undressing! Vita responded. These freaks are touchy! Do one
thing to balk them and they expl ode.

W won't balk him we'll talk to him

What about? Ol ene asked nervously. / think all he has on his mnd is sex and nurder, in
t hat order.

We'll tell hima story. I'll start it off.
"CGet it off, bitch!" Kane snapped. He knew what panty hose was, of course; he had al ready
forgotten, by involun -- tary suppression, the inmage of the madonna's clean junc -- ture. It had

been fleeting in any event; Jolie had been lucky to catch the thought. He knew this was a dirty
wonan, because they all were.

Gve nme the nouth! Jolie pleaded. / know what to say!

Ilka, still thoroughly frightened, retreated, letting Jolie assunme control. She was very
much afraid she was going to die; any pronise of rescue, however farfetched, was wel -- cone.

"You nmust let me say something," Jolie said.

Kane was startled, because this was the first tinme she had spoken to him "That's right,
bitch!" he agreed. "Talk dirty! Say the words! Prove what you are!" That was part of it, of
course; the girl had to denobnstrate her corruption, so that he felt truly justified in destroying
her. She had to beg for sex in gutter language. It hardly mattered whet her she cursed him or
wel coned him so long as she showed her nature clearly.

“In a noment," Jolie said. "I have to work up to it, you know. " He hadn't known any such
thing, of course, but since she was going along with his demand, only qualifying it slightly, and
in the process extending the experience, he was able to accept it.

"Yes, work up to it!" he agreed. Hs right hand held the knife; his left hand went to his
fly, opening it. He would not undress any nore than he had to, so as not to be contam -- nated,
but this much was necessary.

"There was once a girl,"'
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fromall other girls, because she was nice. She was the only nice girl in all the world.
Her name was -- " She hesitated nmonmentarily. Wuld it be too obvious to nane his | ost sister?
Perhaps a cl ose conprom se. She had to hold his attention w thout invoking his critical faculty.
"Her nane was Lorelie. She lived in a bad fanmily, with a cruel father and a nean nother. The only
good thing about it was her little brother, who was the only person in the world who recogni zed
her perfect nature. He worshi pped her and did everything he could to help her, though their father
beat himfor it. She would have done anything for him but they were both captive in the bad
famly, and it wasn't fun for either.'

She | ooked at Kane. WAs he buying this? It was pretty obvious, but his tw sted enotion ran
deep. He had built a phil osophy on illusion, and she was tuning in on that illusion

He was listening, his hands still. She had succeeded in

getting his attention. He could identify with what she was saying.

"Sonetines the bad girls in the schoolyard teased her little brother,” Jolie continued,
el aborating now that her ploy seened to be working. "Lorelie couldn't stop that, because she was
in a different school. The bad girls made hi m show his thing, and then | aughed at him They didn't
show theirs, but he knew theirs was bad, because they were bad girls." As she spoke, Jolie
remenbered her own chil dhood, in medieval France, when something sinilar had happened. The villain
girls had at tines been cruel in their ganmes, in retaliation for the cruelty of the boys' ganes.
Sex had been known, even in childhood; few nade it virginally to nmaturity. Jolie had been one of
the few, as nuch by chance as by design. She had been smarter than average, and so had had the wit
to mask her dawning prettiness, and to stay clear of celebrations unless close to her nother. One

Jolie said. "She was different
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of her friends had not been careful enough, and four boys had grabbed her and done it; she had
pretended to like it, rather than get beaten, and then had kept her nouth shut,
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but the word had circul ated anyway, and she had been bl anmed, not the boys. Jolie had
escaped, but she well understood who was to blame for such things: the boys. It galled her to
reverse the issue in this story, but it had to be done -- and certainly sone nen were decent, and
some giris were not. There had been Parry..

"So she brought himfood, and conforted him and toed to ease his welts,"” she continued.
"There was little she could do, but she tried her best. She knew then that they could not stay in
that famly; they had to get away, to find soneplace where there were no bad people. So she
started making plans for themboth to run away."

Kane was paying cl ose attention, frozen where he stood. She was retelling his childhood,
fromthe view of the madonna figure, offering a rationale that he had to accept. But woul d her
story make himforget entirely what he had been about to do? The | onger she stalled him the nore
likely it was that soneone el se would come -- but she had little confidence in rescue. She had to
talk himout of it, and for that she needed a truly persuasive conclusion -- and she didn't have
one. She just had to keep tal king, and hope that one of the four of them could cone up wth what
was

needed. Alife was at stake!

"But there were so many things they needed. Money, to buy tickets on a rocket or saucer
Identification, so that the cruel father could not track them down. A place to stay. Food.
Clothing. The list was endless. She wouldn't steal nobney, because she was pure and good, and
wi t hout noney she couldn't arrange the rest of it. Finally she realized that it could not be done;
there was no way for the two of themto escape together. If they tried it, the police wuld catch
themin no tinme and bring them back, and things would be worse than before. She realized that she
woul d have to go al one, and sonehow get sone noney and all the things they needed. Only then could
she rescue her brother."

Kane's jaw was sl ack; he was nmesnerized by the story, so true to his nenory. But how was
she to conclude it? The
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consort Scheherazade of Arabian N ghts fane had told stories for a thousand nights,
extending her life, but Jolie had no confidence that this would work here, even if her voice and
i magi nati on held out. Think of a conclusion! she thought to the others. Sonething that will make
himlet us go!

Meanwhil e, she continued the story. "So she explained this to her brother, who was very
understanding. 'l will wait for your return,' he said bravely. 'Don't tell themwhat | am doing,"
she cautioned him and he pronised not to. Then she ki ssed the dear boy on the forehead and
sli pped out the wi ndow. She had only the clothes she wore, and a few dollars she had nanaged to
save from baby-sitting, and a few scraps of food her brother had given her. She did not know how
she woul d get them a good situation, she only knew that sonmehow she would do it."

She has no chance! Vita thought. She'll have to whore, just to survive -- and then what
will her brother think of her? And this garbage about himbeing a ' 'dear boy'' -- obviously he
had the hots/or her even at that age, but didn't knowit.

You are not being very positive, Olene rem nded her. She has to succeed! Don't you see --
this is this man's nadonna!

Who never returned, Jolie thought. He was terribly di sappointed, but he can't quite give
up hope, even thirty years later. It's the one decent aspect of his sordid personality. Then she
had to resume speaki ng al oud.

"So she went quietly fromthat awful house, her eyes wet with tears for her brother, whom
she knew woul d be treated even worse because of her absence, but she had faith he woul d endure,
and gi ve her her chance to elude the police search."

I"mgoing to throw up! Vita thought. Her brother grew up to be a rapist and nurderer

Try to help Jolie! Olene thought. O this host is done for

And I'mthe host! Ilka thought. WIIl you tell me who you are, now?
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I"'mVita, a girl like you. The others are ghosts, helping ne stay out of trouble. Now
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they' re hel pi ng you.

"She wal ked a I ong way," Jolie continued, trying not to be distracted by the introductions
going on in the background. She knew Vita was probably right about the fate of the girl, but she
couldn't put that in the story! She had to show that Lorelie was still alive, still planning on
returni ng. However |udicrous that mght seemat this late date, it was necessary to the man's
secret philosophy. "Her feet got tired, but she could not stop, because if she failed, it would be
the end not only of her dream but of her brother's. She could have endured her own huniliation
but the thought of doing that to her wonderful brother brought

renewed tears to her eyes."

You know, | can see it. Ilka thought. My pa's | ong gone,

but nmy nother's pretty nean. If she'd just let nme go to a dance, even! The way | sneaked
out tonight -- it's like Lorelie.

That gave Jolie a notion. "Then a car stopped beside her. 'Can | pick you up? the driver
asked. She | ooked at him and she wasn't sure, but she was very tired now and she still wasn't far

enough away fromthe house, so she got in. The driver's nane was Frank, and he was a handsone nan.
She didn't dare tell himthat she was running away from home, so she said she was going to visit
friends in the next state, but her carpet had gotten a glitch in its spell. Frank said he was
going that way, so he zoonmed al ong. But then he turned onto a desolate country road and drew to a

stop in the forest."

"No!" Kane said, well knowi ng the sort of thing that

was in store for her

"But although Lorelie was a good girl, she wasn't

foolish,” Jolie continued quickly. "She opened her door and junped out of the car and ran
into the forest. Frank chased her, but couldn't see her in the darkness. Finally, disgruntled, he
returned to his car and drove away."

Kane rel axed. He was really into the story. But where could it | ead now? Jolie was running
out of inspiration
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Snow White! Vita thought. She finds the seven dwarfs in the forest!
But | ess obvious. Oriene thought. Make it one old man -- no, better an ol d wonan, no
| echery there -- who takes her in.
But she is sick. Ilka added, getting into it herself. Maybe so sick she | oses her nenory!
That's it! Vita agreed. That's why she doesn't return
What a relief! They had come up with a viable contin -- uation. "Lorelie stunbled on

through the dark forest, her tender flesh raked by the branbles. She had gotten sone rest in the
car, but not enough. She lost her slippers in the nmuck, and her pretty dress was torn, but she
kept on, afraid that Frank would return with cruel friends and search for her. At one point she
spl ashed through a stream She didn't know it was polluted, and the pollution infected the
scratches on her feet, starting a sickness in her. Finally she could go no nore; she fel
headl ong, and hit her head on a rock on the ground, and was unconscious."

Kane remai ned frozen, avidly listening. He seened to have forgotten the circunstances, or
t he supposed nature of the teller of this tale. He was lost in the vision of the perils of
Lorelie.

" 'In the norning a kind old woman found her. The woman had been a sorceress of little
note, and was now retired on a neager stipend. She knew i nmredi ately that this poor girl had been
poi soned by the bad stream and furthernore had hit her head when she fell. Fortunately the woman
retained some ability with healing herbs and spells. She dragged the girl into her hut and
mnistered to her. 'She is |ike the granddaughter | never had and al ways wanted,' she said to
hersel f as she undressed the girl and washed her clean. 'So |ovely, so pure. Probably one of those
mean young nmen was after her, and she got |ost when she fled him' She put herbs on the girl's bad
scratches, and treated her as well as she could for the streampollution. It was going to be a
close thing, she knew, for the girl was very sick."

278 Piers Anthony

So sick she can't remenber. Vita rem nded her. But how s that going to get us out of this
scrape? | mean, when

the story ends --

We have to work on that, O'lene said. Before Jolie gets
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much further, we'll have to cone up with an idea for the

ending. Now let's gel to work!

"The girl did survive," Jolie said, and Kane relaxed slightly. "But it was sone tinme
before she could sit up, and | onger before she could speak. The ol d worman cared for her
diligently, and slowy she nended. But when she was well enough to talk, another type of injury
mani fested. She had | ost her nemory. Al she recalled was her nane, Lorelie, and that there was
sonet hing she had to do. So it was that she was unable to conplete her prom se, because she no
| onger knew of it. This bothered her terribly, because she knew what she had to do was inportant,
terribly inportant, but it would take nore magic than the old wonan had to

restore her nenory."

“"Laurie!" Kane said. "She couldn't cone back!" "Not then," Jolie agreed. "Not for a |ong
time. So she stayed with the old woman, who fed her and cl ot hed her and took care of her as she
recovered. Years passed, and as Lorelie became stronger, the old woman becane weaker, for she had
been frail to begin with. Now it was the girl who took care of the woman. But though there night
be a cure for what ailed the girl, there was none for what ailed the wonan, because only very
expensi ve magi ¢ can restore youth to a nortal person. Finally the old woman was ready to die, and
she thanked Lorelie for making her declining years beautiful, for Lorelie was the nicest girl
anyone coul d have for a granddaughter, and she urged her to sell the property, which the old wonan
had deeded to her nanme, and use the nmoney to seek strong nmagic that would restore her menory.
Because the old woman had no other relatives, and Lorelie knew she woul d not be able to abide
living al one where the old woman had died, she agreed.

"The old woman did die, and Lorelie saw her soul fl oat
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pronptly up to Heaven, and arranged to have her body decently buried. Then she sold the
property, and learned that it had increased greatly in value. The old woman had , been poor, but
this was one of the few deeply forested regions left in the state, and the state wanted it for a

park. So Lorelie was now a reasonably wealthy woman. She could do what she had to do -- if only
she coul d renenber what it was!"”
/ think I have it! Ilka thought. She identified readily with Lorelie, because they were

the sane age at the start of the story, and Vita felt a simlar affinity. She renmenbers, and she
cones back -- and he kills her

You dummy! Vita objected. It's your body he'll kill! W don't dare suggest that to him

No, it may work, Olene thought. If her brother thinks she's a slut, then |learns she's his
sister, he won't kill her

Jolie had continued talking while this dialogue occurred. Wuld that work? Wuld Kane | et

Ilka go if he identified her with Lorelie -- with his sister Laura? Maybe it woul d worKk!

"So she finally found a sorceress who specialized in nenory-restorative nmagic," Jolie
continued, having cov -- ered several prior contacts that hadn't worked out. "It had taken her an
unconsci onably long time to do it, and this was the nost expensive one of all. It would take nost
of her renmining noney. But she did go to the woman, and the wonman wor ked her expensive spell, and
at last Lorelie's nenory was restored.”

Kane was rapt. "How long -- ?"

"Suddenly she knew what it was she had to do," Jolie said. "But she was chagrined to
di scover that so much tine had passed in the search that it now seened pointless to do it. Mre
than thirty years! She was now a woman of forty-five, pure and good as ever, but way too late to
rescue her little brother. By this tine their parents would be dead, and the little boy would be a
grown man of forty. What a horrible mshap, that poisoning and fall that had taken away
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her menory. It was true that she had had a good life with the kind old woman, but if she
had been able to renenber earlier, she never would have waited. She woul d have returned
i medi ately and brought her brother to the old wonan's house, and they would have |ived there
happily, free of all the bad things of the world. Nowit was too |ate!

"But was it? She thought about it, and realized that her good little brother mght stil
be waiting for her return. Oh, he would be in a different house by now, perhaps even a different

city, but she could still find him Better late than never! Wat a joyful reunion they could have,
even at this
| ate date!"

But he doesn't recognize her. Vita thought. He m stakes
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her for a whore, and is about to kill her -- Before he recognizes her. Ilka concluded. /
like the way your mnd works. Vita thought. Can we be

friends?

Sure, if you like. If I live.

"She still had a little noney left," Jolie continued. She was getting nervous now, because

if this ploy nmisfired, they woul d have no ot her chance except a desperation fight for life.
Fortunately Il ka had not been bound -- but that might only be because the man was quite sure of
his ability to overpower her. She didn't want it to cone to that, though she had | earned a thing
or two about close conbat in the course of her association with Satan, Gaea, and Mars. "She used
it to have her brother |ocated. Then she went to where he was, which was indeed in another city,
for he had noved frequently, for what reason she didn't know "

Because it wasn't safe for himto stay close to where he had killed. Vita thought, having
pi cked up nost of the man's background from Jolie's thoughts. Lorelie won't

much |i ke that!

"At last she cane to him at night on a deserted street. 'O ny brother, where are you?
she thought, her pure heart beating with anticipation and excitenent." Now cane the crucial part;
she didn't know whether it would work, but it
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was all she had. "She wal ked al ong the street, |ooking, sonehow aware that he was near --
and a man junped out and grabbed her."

Kane junped. "No, | wouldn't do that!" he excl ai med.

"He haul ed her into the building, his hand over her nouth so that she couldn't scream --
but it also prevented her fromidentifying herself," Jolie said, nervousness putting a shake in
her voice. This seenmed so obvious, so stupid, now that she was in it; how could it possibly work?
"He thought she was one of the bad girls -- "

"It's alie!"™ he cried. "It's just a dunmb story to fool nme! You aren't ny sister! You're
just a black teenage slut!" He lifted the knife threateningly.

Jolie realized that she should have engi neered the story to account for the color and
youth. The sister could have been gravely injured, so had to use nagic to ani mate a younger body.
But it was too late for that now "Lorelie tried to tell him but he wouldn't listen -- "

"You aren't her!" he screamed, throwi ng hinself on her, the knife held up. "You have to be
used and killed!"

Jolie, still in control of the body, tried to squirm aside, but he was too fast and strong
for her. He held her dowmn with his | eft armacross her throat, choking her, while his groin
pressed agai nst hers. But he could not nake headway, because she still wore the panty hose.

He cursed and used his free hand -- the one holding the knife -- to reach down, to wench
the hose out of the way. He reversed the knife without letting go of it, so that it pointed up
while with two fingers he caught the waistband and yanked down. The material tore -- and Jolie, in
desper -- ation, bucked her hips, trying to throw himoff in this nmonent of his partia

di straction. "Kane!" she cried. "No!"

Her left hip slammed into the butt end of the knife. She felt dull pain as it bruised her
But Kane cried out at the sanme time, in pain and horror, his body stiffening.

Then sonething |iquid coursed down on her hip. Unable
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to think what it night be, she | ooked -- and saw bri ght redness spreadi ng out across her
t hi gh and the bed bel ow. He had stabbed hinmself! O rather, her effort to buck himoff had caused
the point of the knife he held to ramupward into his body, right at the crotch. He had castrated
hi nsel f.

Then he rel axed, his weight becom ng heavy on her. He had passed out. She struggled to
pull herself out fromunder, lubricated by the blood. It was nessy, but possible, now that he was
not trying to hold her. Soon she stood beside the bed, her left Ieg swathed in blood, staring down
at him

He's bleeding to death! Ol ene thought, horrified.

He deserves it! Vita retorted. He's a rapist and mnurderer

Jolie, nore experienced and practical about this sort of horror, wasted no nore tinme. She
hurried to the apartment's little bathroom and hastily peel ed off the panty hose. That |eft her
| eg al nost cl ean, but she found a sponge and washed it anyway. Then she scranbl ed back into the
dress, having no trouble with the fastenings. As she did this, she explained to the others: "He
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may be dying, or he may be | ess gravely wounded, and he could recover at any nonent. W need to be
out of here before he wakes. Then it will be in God's hands whether he lives or dies, not ours.”
She found the two slippers, and put one on. The second was bl ood-spattered, so she quickly rinsed
it under the rushing tap and put it on wet. Details didn't matter

She rinsed the soiled panty hose in the sink, then wung it dry, wadded it up, and held it
in a ball in her hand. She ran nore water to clean the sink, so it would not be apparent that it
had been used. She used the wadded hose to wi pe her fingerprints off the handl es.

The door wasn't | ocked. Had she realized, she might have distracted the man, led hima
chase around the bed and nade a break for the door and out! She went out now, running down the
short hall and the stairs, and outside.

Then she sl owed, deliberately, and wal ked on down the

AND ETERNI TY 283

street in the direction she had been going. "I will return your body to you in a nonent.
Il ka," she nmurnured. "Are you able to proceed?"

No! the girl thought. He alnost killed mne!

"But you are alive," Jolie said. "When sonething simlar happened to ne, |long ago, | died.
This time | hel ped you avoid that -- but | think in future you nust stay closer to hone, even
though it may be dull."

Yes! Yes! I'Il never go out al one agai n!

Jolie suspected that woul d be the case. The girl had had about as bad a fright as it was
possi ble to survive. "I think you should say nothing about what happened. | have tried to

eradicate the traces of your presence in his chanber. Go honme, sneak back into your room and
pretend you were al ways there. Wash and dry your panty hose when you can. There will be a big
spl ash of news when the man's body is discovered -- or none, if he survives and flees the city.
Stay out of it; there would be only mschief if they knew about you. Just nake sure that you are
never caught by such a man again. Are you ready to take over now?" / think so.

Jolie returned control to her. Now we must |eave, she thought. We have corrected our
error, and we have ot her busi ness.

"No!" Ilka cried. "I need you!"
No you don't. Vita thought. We got you into trouble, so we had to get you out of it, but
now you can get al ong okay yourself. But I'll try to visit you, when |I'mback in my own

body. Renember ny name: Vita. Don't forget and try to kill nme!

Il ka began to | augh, hysterically, but nmanaged to stifle it. "Then 'bye, for now " she
said. "You sure did help ne!"

They pulled out and fl oated beside her. Jolie shaped herself into visible ghost form
"Maybe you hel ped us too," she said, projecting her thought carefully so that the girl could
receive it despite the separation
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Then they floated up into the night sky, fading fromthe girl's view. They saw her wal ki ng
on toward her home, briskly, as if nothing had happened. It would take Il ka sonme tine to recover
equilibrium but it seened she woul d nake

it.

"Gaea!" Jolie called. She could have returned directly,

hersel f, of course, but neither Oriene nor Vita knew how, so

it was better to have Gaea do it.

The wi ndow opened i mmedi ately before them They floated through and were back inside
Gaea's Treehouse. They went to Vita's body and entered it, and Oriene animated it. It was her
responsibility to report.

Ori ene got up, paused for a nonment to acclinmatize, then wal ked out to the main chanber
Gaea was waiting for her.

"What is your concl usion?”

Oriene sat down. "The girl was confused and dissatis -- fied with her life, | think with
reason. She woul d have gotten pregnant w thout meaning to, but the notion didn't really bother
her, because she thought she wanted a baby. She thought it would inprove her life. So the root of
it was deeper than nere accident or carel essness; she wanted soneone to | ove, who would | ove her."

"It is in ny power to abolish love, with the aid of sone of ny supporting Incarnations,
such as Eros," Gaea said.

"Should | do that?"

"Abolish |l ove?" Oiene asked with horror. "Ch, no, that would be a horrible overreaction!
It is love that nmakes |ife worthwhile when all else is ugly. There must be sone
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ot her way!"

"What way do you suppose that woul d be?" "Well, maybe -- nmaybe if there was |ove, but not
the ability to conceive unless all the considerations were in order. If a wonan is healthy, and
wel | - bal anced, and econonically secure, so that the baby woul d have a good hone. If she couldn't
have a baby until then, there would be far fewer babies, and perhaps no further overpopul ation
probl em "
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Gaea nodded. "I think your opinion is worthy of consideration. But such a course would
require a judgnment of fermale fitness that goes beyond the strictly natural. The social factor
woul d have to be right. That sort of larger judgnent is the prerequisite of another Incarnation
whose active cooperation | would need to make the policy effec -- tive."

"Who is that?" Oiene asked, excited by the prospect of such a significant step in the
wel fare of manki nd.

"CGod. "

Oriene stared at her a nonent. She realized that this answer was obvi ous; she just hadn't
been thinking in that context. "God nust decide what is good, of course," she agreed. "But

couldn't you approach H m about the mat -- ter?"

“I think not at this tinme," Gaea replied, with a strange expression

"But in my quest to -- | nust approach Hm" Oiene said. "Wuld you nmind if | nentioned
this matter too?"

"Not at all, ny daughter. | think that would be appropriate. If you gain the acqui escence
of the final two Incarnations, |I will grant you the tear you seek. You have, | think, nore than
earned it." Evidently Gaea knew about their siege with the nurderer

That made her think of something. They had caused the man's critical injury, or even death
-- but had it been only then? O had a deeper part of Kane truly wanted to believe Jolie's story,
despite his conscious denial of it, and caused that hand to turn in that critical way, placing the
kni fe? What puni shnment would a man see as suitable for the one who attacked the one truly pristine
wonman in the worl d? The one who called himby his nane at the very end, when he had never told it
to his captive. Sonmething very |ike the one he had received, perhaps.

"Quite possibly," Gaea said, readi ng her thought.

"But God -- where was God when that awful man grabbed that innocent girl?" Oiene asked.
"Why didn't He
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stop it? Wiy does He let this sort of thing go on all the tine,

all over the world?" . "You would handle things differently?" Gaea inquired,

lifting a brow.

"Ch, | didn't nmean to criticize God!" Ol ene said

quickly. "I just -- there is so nuch | don't understand!" "Perhaps you can ask H mthat,
too, when you see Hm" CGaea said, unsmling.

12

EVEL

They retired to Hell's Acres, where they spent a confortable night. Theoretically they
needed neither food nor sleep here, but the experiences they had had with War and Nature needed
di gesting. What a huge anount of msery there was in the nortal realm So nmuch of it appeared
ultimately unnecessary, yet even the Incarnations seenmed |largely helpless to aneliorate it.

You know, | thought it would be fun, nmeeting Incarna -- tions and all. Vita thought. But
each tine, | get another glinpse of the awmful stuff they have to deal with, and | wonder how they
stand it.

"It isn't always that bad," Jolie said, in charge of the body for the evening. "They do
have their pleasures too. But with their enornpus power conmes enormnous responsi -- bility, and
they all feel it. Every so often one gets too tired and retires, and then a new one has to be
broken in. W saw how it was with an Aspect of Fate -- but there, at |east, there are always two
experienced Aspects to help. It is worse with the others.™

It nust be! the girl agreed. To have all that re -- sponsibility, and to know so little at
first -- 1 think I'mglad I|"'mnortal! At least |'mthe only one |I can ness up.
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Even our effort to deflect Ilka fromgetting pregnant al nost got her killed, Ol ene
agreed. / can appreciate better than ever why Incarnations don't like to interfere in norta

affairs. There are so many variables, so many ways for something well-intended to go wong. Even
God nust get

tired!

"Well, it will be Hell tomorrow," Jolie reninded them

cheerful ly.

They let Vita peer out a turret window for a while, watching the cavorting flane figures
on the noat. Gee, | wish | was doing that with Roque right now, she thought.

"What you call a hot tinme," Jolie said, smling. But she understood; she wanted to be with
Satan simlarly, but knew this was not the occasion

They slept, letting that bit of unconsci ousness put sone space between the horror of the
recent events and their next chall enge.

In the norning they nade their way to the Hell evator and headed down, this tine all the
way to the basenent stop. The nock flanes of it |oonmed higher and fiercer as they descended past
the nortal realm until at last they cane to a stop in what appeared to be a phenonenal bed of
blazing coals. It was as if their precarious chanber were being flanme roasted.

Jolie opened the door. "I will get us in, then Orlene will take over, as it renains her
ni ssion," she remi nded them

/ never thought I'd get to go to Hell before | died! Vita

t hought brightly.

The door opened and Jolie started to step out. But a denon stopped her. It was huge and
mascul i ne, with hooves and horns, and its trident had sharp points. "Halt!" he barked gruffly.
"Mrtals can't conme here!"”

"I ama ghost," Jolie explained. "I amnot evil, so can't cone here in ny natural state,
but it is possible in a nortal host. W have cone to see Satan."

"No nortals here!" the denmon insisted. "Go back where you cane from"
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"But | just explained --

"I have my orders. Go!" The trident noved nenac -- ingly.

Tell himto sit down hard on his pitchfork! Vita thought. Endw se!

Jolie considered whether to identify herself specifically. As Satan's consort, she was
permtted in Hell. But this wasn't her mission, and she did not want to misrepresent it. Olene
had to be allowed to do it on her own, to the extent possible.

She stepped back into the Hellevator. "There is another way," she nurnured.

"No way!" the guardian denon cried as the door closed. "First you die -- then you cone
here! "

Go have a hotfoot! Vita thought back at him

They trundl ed back up to Purgatory. "W shall have to enlist the aid of Gaea,"” Jolie
explained. "But | think she won't mnd giving it."

Gaea can help us get to Hell? Vita thought, surprised

"She knows someone who can."

They exited at Purgatory and hurried to Gaea's Tree -- house. Jolie explained how they had
been bal ked by an ignorant denon. "I didn't want to identify myself, because this is Oiene's

busi ness. But | thought that ifNatasha were willing to help --

VWho is she? Vita asked.

Gaea snmiled. She fetched a snmall harp. She went outside and sat on the soft turf, setting
the harp between her lifted knees. Her fingers caressed the strings, touching wthout playing.
Then, facing the cl oudbank horizon, she began to play.

The sound of it was exquisite. Jolie had heard this many tines before, but was al ways
entranced anew. She was Satan's first wife, and Gaea was his second; there had never been any
conpetition between them but had there been, Gaea's nmagic with nusic woul d have been deci sive.
Every note was perfect, and the thene was transcendent.

Then Gaea sang. The whol e regi on seenmed to cone
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alive, resonating to the sound of her voice. The distant clouds turned col or, passing
t hrough the spectrum of the rai nbow. Dawn seened to conme, and sunset, and all between. No earthly
voice could match this; it was the nmelody of the Incarnation, a fragnent of what was called the
LI ano.

Both Orlene and Vita were rapt. There had been no hint of this potential before. Gaea had
seenmed |i ke an ordinary wonan i n command of potent nagic. Now, through O -- |lene's own nmagic,
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Jolie saw Gaea glow. More than that; her glow extended out into the environnent -- as far, in
fact, as her nusic did.

After a brief passage, Gaea paused. Al Purgatory seened to wait with bated breath.

Then nere cane an answering song. It was a man's voi ce, w thout acconpani nent, but so
vibrant and feeling that all the world seened to be the acconpaninent. A few notes only, a few
words, and then silence.

Gaea sang agai n, and acconpani ed herself on the harp. Again the region responded, joining
her evocation. Then she paused a second tine.

The mal e response cane, closer now, stronger. It had seened that in all the universe there
could be no equal to Gaea's voice, but nowit was clear that there was an equal in this hidden
man.

After a nonmentary pause, Gaea sang a third tinme -- and the man joi ned her. They nade a
harnony so beautiful that there was nothing for the listeners to do but be transported by it. Th&
count er poi nt was perfect.

Now the man canme into view, walking swiftly toward the Treehouse. He was young and
handsone, and he sang as he wal ked, still keeping tine with Gaea. He wore ordinary sl acks and
shirt and shoes; were he not singing, he woul d have seened to be just another man. Cbviously he
was not.

Jolie knew him of course, but she kept her thought quiet. Let Orlene and Vita have this
experience for them-- selves!
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The man canme to stand before Gaea. Their song clinmaxed and abruptly ended.

The plain before the Treehouse had been blank. Now it was covered with flowering trees,
and a crystal stream wound through it. Warblers perched in the trees, |istening.

Gaea set aside her little harp and stood. She had been nmi ddl e-aged, but now she was in her
| ovel y young state and her housecoat had become a sunmer dress which caressed her contours. Bright
dai sies formed a diademin her hair. She was as |lovely as a sunmer creature could be.

She stepped into the man and ki ssed him They nmade a perfect couple, and they certainly
seened to be in love. Both Orlene and Vita were astounded.

/ thought she was nmarried to -- Ol ene thought.

Who the hell is this guy? Vita thought.

Now Jolie spoke. "G rls, neet Natasha, the handsonest man of the realm" she said as the
coupl e broke fromtheir close enbrace.

Nat asha's a MAN? Vita thought.

The man turned from Gaea. "Ah, Jolie," he said. "Cone to ne."

Jolie did. She stepped into his enbrace exactly as Gaea had, and ki ssed him as ardently.

Holy refuse! Vita thought. Ol ene, stunned, thought nothing.

"And Natasha," Jolie said as the kiss ended, "neet ny present host. Vita, and Ol ene,
Gaea's daughter. | amturning the body over to her."

Ol ene, suddenly thrust into control, stood in Natasha's |oosening enbrace. "How glad | am
to neet you, Olene," he said. "You are the daughter of one of the wonen | |ove."

"But Gaea's nmarried!" Ol ene exclainmed.

Nat asha gl anced at Gaea, smiling. "Ch, is she? So am|. Wy should Mars be the only one
with two | ovely wonen?"

Ol ene pulled herself away, actually spluttering. "I don't know who you are, but -- "
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"He is here to guide you to Hell," Gaea said. "I believe he knows a secret access."

Olene realized that there was sonme kind of joke going on. "He's a dammed soul ?"

"Cl ose enough," Natasha said. "Cone with me; | believe we can get in unobserved, if we
move qui ckly."

"But -- "

Go with him Jolie thought.

Why shoul d she go with this handsone freak? Vita demanded. He's two-tining his w fe; how
can we trust hinf

He is the world' s greatest liar, Jolie agreed. But we can trust him

Ol ene, disgruntled, knowi ng that she wasn't quite catching sonmething obvious, shrugged.
"I will go with you, Natasha. But | would like an explanation."

Nat asha put his hand on her elbow. "You shall surely have it. Tell me about yourself; |
want very nuch to know. "

Tell him Jolie thought.
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Benused, Orlene started in. "I am Gaea's natural. daughter, given up as a baby for
adoption. | married a ghost -- "

She broke off, for they were sinking through the ground. The | ayers of cloud were passing
Iike the vapors they were.

"Continue," he said.

"And had a baby for him but ny baby died, and | killed nyself. Now | amtrying to recover
him from Nox, and | need Satan's hel p."

"Nox? The Incarnation of N ght?"

"Yes. She has ny son. She set nme a list of things | nmust get from each najor Incarnation
and from Satan | need a curse. Only when the list is conplete can | recover ny baby and cure him
of his nalady of the soul."

The cl oud di ssipated. They stood in a stony cell. Ahead was a curving passage, |ighted by
guttering and snoky torches. "Follow this passage,” Natasha said. "It will lead you to Satan's
suite. I will conduct you back fromthis spot when you are finished with him™"

"I have to wal k al one through Hell?" Ol ene asked, appall ed.

"This is a privileged passage. No denon will nolest you as long as you remain in it. Be
sure you do not |eave it, however." He urged her forward, letting go her el bow

Ol ene took a step, then turned. "I really don't -- "

But Nat asha was gone.

It's alt right, Jolie said. What he said is true: this is a passage only speci al guests
may use. We are quite safe here, though it passes through the center of Hell to reach Satan's
suite. W may pause and | ook at anything along the way, as long as we do not go astray.

Ol ene started wal king. There were wi ndows al ong the sides, opening into assorted
chanmbers. I n each chanber was sone activity, but the nature of it wasn't clear at a casual gl ance.

Ol ene paused at one, in which a man sat, holding a wound in his chest. Blood was oozing,

and he seened to be in extreme pain. "lIs he alive?" she asked, horrified. "I thought there were
only dammed soul s here!"
The man heard her. "I am a dammed soul,"” he gasped. "I amsuifering what seens |ike

eternal agony."

"What did you do to deserve this?" she asked, norbidly interested.

"l drag-raced a notorcycle." He seemed to be able to speak well enough, if haltingly,
despite the wound.

"What ?"

"I was in a pickup truck, on the nonmagic |level of the highway. This notorcycl e chall enged
me, so naturally | gunned nmy nmotor. | won -- but | wasn't |ooking where | was going. | caroned off
a slow car and vaulted into the opposite |lane at high speed. | crashed head-on into a school bus,
killing twenty-seven people. | died nyself -- and woke at the entrance to Hell. That was twenty
years ago, and | still have a thousand years or so to work off."

"But that |ooks like a bullet wound!" Ol ene said. "How could that happen in a hi ghway
crash?"

"It didn"t. | was never shot."
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"But -- "

He made an agonized smile. "This isn't ny injury I'msuffering. Nor is it that of any of
t he passengers who died in the crash. It is that of a dog."

"A dog!"

"You see, nost of those passengers killed in the weck were young -- school children, in
fact. They did not have a lot of sin on their souls, but they did have sonme. They woul d have been
detained in Purgatory for a while, or sonewhere, until they had absolved their sins and were ready
for Heaven. But they weren't supposed to be dead yet. Probably they woul d have absol ved those sins
inlife, before dying naturally at some |later date. That's where |

cone in."

"Because you denied themthat chance!" Ol ene said,

catching on.

"Right. | nust endure their punishnments, because they m ght not have had themon their
records if | hadn't caused themto die early. It will take me centuries to catch up on all those
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sins of all those people, but it's worth it, because at |least | amrepayi ng sone neasure of what |
took fromthem™"

"But how does a dog --

"One of themwas a boy who was playing with a gun and shot his neighbor's dog. To cover
up, he dragged the dog into a vacant lot and buried it. He was never caught; the nei ghbor assuned
the dog had run away."

Ol ene | ooked nore closely at the man. "I see you are bl eeding fromthe wound -- but
shoul d that be over soon? How |l ong did that dog take to die?"

"It wasn't a clean wound," the nan said. "The dog didn't die fromit."

"Didn't die! But you said the boy buried it!"

"Yes. The dog suffocated to death underground. | don't | ook forward to that part of it."

Ol ene was appal | ed, despite the seem ng justice of the punishnent. "At least it will be
over soon."

"In a few hours, yes," he gasped. "But, of course, that's only this replay."

"Repl ay?"

" 'l have to do it again, and again, until | have conpletely repented the act. That m ght
have taken a hundred tinmes, for that boy."

"But you didn't even do it! How can you truly repent what you never did?"

"I agree it is a problem™" the man said. "I suppose

that's why | haven't yet gotten beyond the first case." "The first case? The first one
killed in that accident?" "The first significant sin of the first one killed," the

man agreed.

"How -- How many repetitions have there been?" "So far? | don't know. | lost count at ten
t housand." "Ten thousand!"

"Several years ago, | think. But, of course, |I'mnot very good at keeping tine, here in
this featureless cell. You are the first visitor | have had."

Ol ene remai ned appal l ed at the thing he had done. She had no synpathy at all for those
who took the lives of children, because she knew exactly what it felt |like to |lose a child. But
this was ridicul ous! The man woul d never succeed in expiating the sins of his victins, |et alone
his own. He was suffering pointlessly.

Now he was turning color, his gasping worse. He was going into the suffocation stage. "Is
there anything I can do for you?" Ol ene asked, feeling somewhat hel pl ess and foolish, but
conpel | ed by her nature.

He wrenched a cl enched eye open. "Maybe if you could ask Satan to let nme get on to the

next Atonenent. -.." Then he went into a horribl e shuddering, and she quickly noved on, unable to
wat ch further.
God Al mighty! Vita thought. This sure as hell is Hell! It is a typical case, Jolie

t hought. There are nillions of
them here. W& can stop and interview any others we w sh
to.
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But Ol ene faced straight forward, refusing to ook left or right. She had seen nore than
enough of Hell.

It was a | ong passage, however, and she could not avoid hearing the piteous groans and
seeing peripherally the struggles of those in unnatural agony. Truly, this was Hell

At |ast she reached the end of it. There was a door, with a neat placard: SATAN. She
knocked.

"Enter," a famliar voice called, and the door went up in flame. Beyond was a very
attractive suite, with pleasant couches and pictures of green neadows on the wall.

She stepped in. A man canme forward to greet her -- or rather a denon cane, with a
grotesque face, horns, tail, and clothing forned of dancing fl anes.

Brot her! Jolie thought, anused.

Alerted by this, Olene | ooked nore closely. "That's a mask!" she exclainmed. "And a
costune!”

Sat an shrugged. His tail fell off and the flames faded into a conventional flane-colored
suit. He raised a hand to lift away the mask

"Nat asha!" Ol ene cried, astonished.

"Which is ' Ah Satan' spelled backwards," he agreed. "You nay also call Me Parry, after My
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nmortal name, or
Fat her, as you pl ease.™
"What silly joke is this?" she denanded, anger infusing
her surpri se.
Listen to him Jolie thought firmy

"I am Satan," he said. "I have nmany alternate guises. | wooed and won Jolie when |
wasJ' any, and |ost her when she died, and again when | was corrupted by the denoness Lilah -- "
"\Who?"

"You know her as Lila, Mars' concubine. She left Me for him | was not pleased at the
tinme, but it is true | had neglected her, and in any event | need no denoness now. In the present
age | assuned the guise of Natasha, and wooed and won Orb before telling her | was Satan. She
marri ed Me nonet hel ess, as Gaea, but for a conplicated reason we never

consummat ed the narriage. So My anci ent concubi ne now sl eeps with your natural father, and
I am your stepfather -- the husband of your natural nother. This is why | asked Jolie to watch
over you and to be your guardian and friend. It was not appropriate for Me to do it nyself."

Al true, Jolie thought. / amwith Gaea, but it was Satan who sent ne to you

"I am-- the stepdaughter of Satan," Olene said, stunned. Yet she realized that she had
known it, on a buried level; the intertw ned rel ati onships had been comi ng clear, follow ng her
deat h.

"And | love you as Jolie does," he continued. "As we would |love the child we never had.
do not expect or require that this | ove be returned; in no other respect are you any creature of
M ne. But | would do anything for you that a father would."” He squinted at her. "But why don't you
assune your natural forn?" As he spoke, her body changed, assum ng the aspect of her living state,
rather than Vita's.

"I -- | conme to ask a favor," Ol ene said.

"So | understand. Ask."

"I need a curse, to save ny baby. To put the fear of evil in him which fear he does not
yet have."

Sat an shook his head. "My blessing you could readily have, for it is worthless. But a
curse -- this is no minor thing. | cannot give you that; you would have to earn it."

"I ' will try." How well she knew that Incarnations did not lightly grant their favors!
"You see, by such a curse | would actually be doing the work of M ne Ancient Adversary,

God. | would be causing a soul which would otherwi se cone to Me to go instead to Hm | would have
to take equival ent value.”
"I'f -- If I could save ny baby's soul, at the cost of mne, | would do that."

"No. Your soul is far too good for My realm Besides, neither Jolie nor Ob would forgive
me that. Ask something sinpler, and | will grant it freely."
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Ol ene hesitated. "There is sonmething -- | knowit is not my business, but -- "

"Let Me be the arbiter of our business! Speak!" "There is a nman being tortured, in a
chanmber al ong the passage through which I came. He -- | know he deserves puni shnent. But what he

is suffering is pointless. He is in a closed |oop, suffering for another person's sin, which he
can never aneliorate. If he could just be nudged into the next Atonenent -- "
“"You refer to the idiot who killed twenty-seven people and hinself in a highway crash?"

"That one, yes. He doesn't ask for nercy, only for -- " "l agree. What he is suffering is
poi ntl ess. The same may be said of nmany thousands of murderers who rust suffer in lieu of their
victims. But this is athing | lack the authority to grant."

"But if you are the Master of Hell -- " "I amthe Master of Hell. But not of the
underlying definitions. The matter of Good and Evil can only be decided by a joint committee of
God and Satan, and there has been no conmuni cation between W Two for centuries. | feel the

definitions are |l ong overdue for updating, if only to elinmnate glitches such as this, but I
cannot nake that decision unilaterally. Only if God agrees may we work on this."

"But why doesn't God agree?" she asked plaintively. Satan grimaced. "I fear you will just
have to ask Hm He will not speak to Me."

"As it happens, | nust go to Hmnext. Certainly I shall ask!"

"Lotsa luck," Satan murrmured. "And the curse -- how may | earn that?" Satan paced the
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floor, considering. "It occurs to Me there may be a way around that. You may not need My curse at
all, or any of the other favors fromlIncarnations. | believe | can get Nox to rel ease your baby,
cured, now." Quch! Jolie thought to herself. He's Tenpting her

But Vita picked it up. Wiat do you nean? Is he going to renege? They were comunicating to
each other, not to Olene, whose attention was externally directed.

Satan is never that sinple. Oh, | nust not interfere, but | fear for her

Well, then, 1'll warn her

No, you nust not! She nust endure it alone, or it doesn't count.

Ol ene, nmeanwhile, hardly dared believe. "You can do this? How?"

"Anticipating your request, | availed Myself of the tine you took wal king the passage to
visit the Incarnation of Night. She agreed to allow Me to try it nmy way."

"My baby!" Ol ene breathed, her eyes shining. "Oh, how can this be?"

"“You need do not hing arduous. A sinple agreenment on your part will suffice."

"An agreenent ?"

Now cones the kicker, Jolie thought. He is so snooth, | hate it when he's doing such
busi ness. | never should have | et her cone here

"You are staying with the nortal Senator, Luna, are you not? You are friendly with her?"

"Yes. | am her niece, approxinmately. She has been nost kind."

"She is to be engaged in a certain procedural nmatter which my be awkward for Me. If you
woul d sinply ask her to step aside -- "

"I can't interfere in her political business!" Ol ene protested.

Satan snmiled warmy. "Please, do not m sunderstand. | do not ask you to interfere, only to
ask her to consider doing this small favor for you, so that you may hel p your baby, in accordance
with My agreement with Nox. Surely Luna has no onus agai nst your baby?"

/ don't see what's so bad about that. Vita thought. Considering what she has to gain.
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Just wait, Jolie thought grimy. You never encountered as snooth-tal king a rascal as
Sat an
| thought you |oved him
| do. But | also know him
Ol ene, al nbst overwhel med by the offer, nevertheless didn't trust it. "Of course not! But

"Just how serious is your interest in helping your baby? | do not ask you to succeed in
maki ng Luna step aside, only to nmake the request, which she may decline if she chooses. For this
am prepared to arrange for the return of your baby to you. You need have no fear of this aspect;
you wi Il have your baby i mediately, and your arduous quest will be

over."

O lene, increasingly distressed, found herself in tears.

"Ch, Satan, for the sake of that |ove you profess for ne, at least tell nme the truth!
know this can be no sinmple matter, and | cannot decide on the basis of ignorance!”

Satan frowned. "Fair enough. | sought only to spare you details that might have distressed
you. The whole truth is this: there is a critical issue comng up anong the nortals, and Luna is
to cast the key vote, deciding it. I will win by default if she does not vote."

"But what can this be?"

"It is the nost inportant issue of our time. It will in effect decide the matter of which

Incarnation shall wield the ultimte power. As you know, this is what | covet; for centuries My
aspiration has been bal ked, but now at last it

shal | be decided."

"But how can Luna have any bearing on the power of

I ncar nati ons?"

"I see you do not yet understand. Very well, | shall be

unconsci onably direct. A nunber of folk have cone to the conclusion that one of our nunber
is not performing Hs Ofice as He should. There will therefore be a vote to deci de whether that
O fice should be decl ared vacant, so that a replacenent Incarnation may be elevated to do the job.
The inmportance of this matter to nortals is such that the deciding

vote is theirs. If they, by the unaninous tally of their representatives, agree that the
Ofice is vacant, then the renmaining |Incarnations, by unani nous agreement, may put a new person in
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that Office. It is of course to My interest to see that this does not occur."

"They want to replace you?" Ol ene asked, anazed.

Satan | aughed. "Me? O course not! | have been arguably the nost active and effective of
the current Incarnations! No, it is the other in question: the Incarnation of Good."

Ol ene stared at him unable to speak

Did | hear right? Vita thought.

You did, Jolie replied. This is amazing! | knew, but had sonehow forgotten. Now it cones
back. They want to replace God!

"You see. CGod has sinply not been responsive re -- cently,"” Satan continued. "Since we
anticipate a formda -- ble crisis -- Wrld War Three, to be specific, but there are also natters
of overpopul ation, exhaustion of nortal re -- sources, global fam ne and di sease and the like --
we fear that humanity will be extinguished, and the world with it, in a few years, if actionis
not taken. Miuch of that action can be taken only with the acqui escence of all the Incarnations. So
there is indeed a crisis.”

Ol ene found her voice. "How can you claimthat God is -- is not -- "

"My dear, | amon the other side. | support the present God and want Hmto remain in
Ofice."

"But you are His antithesis! You oppose HHmin all things!"

"Not exactly. | amconpetitive with Hm | rival Hmfor power. I wish to west dom nance
fromH m'

"But you just said -- "

"My dear, you are slow to appreciate the nuance. | agree with the other I|ncarnations that

God is not doing Hs job. That has been My experience over the centuries. But | do not want Him
replaced. | do not want His O fice declared
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vacant. | have activated My m nions anong the nortals to oppose this declaration, and the
decision in one |leading nation is very close. In fact if Luna does not vote, it will be atie,
which will allow the prior position to stand, and therefore represent a defeat of the resolution
and God will not be replaced. So you can see that what | ask of you is not contrary to your beli ef
or preference. | support the status quo, as do you."

"But if there is to be ruin -- "

"Ah yes, we nust not forget that. Action certainly nust be taken. A new God would surely
take it, and perhaps succeed in averting disaster. But if there is no new God, and the present

i naction continues, the remaining Incarnations will have in the end to turn to the nost effective
remai ni ng prospect. That, of course, is the Incarnation of Evil."
"You -- You support CGod -- because you think this will bring you ultimte power?"

"Now at last you have it. My dear. That is the essence of My notive. Certainly | will act
to avert the crisis; the nortal realmw |l survive. But the power will be Mne."

"I just can't believe -- God cannot be so -- "

"And if you will nerely express that sanme support to Luna, and encourage her to sit out
that key vote, | will call Nox and she will return your baby to you now. | think this is a
generous offer.’

Oriene stood still, trying to cone to terms with this. Satan urging her to support CGod --

and offering what anbunted to a handsone bribe to that end! Her entire quest could be conpleted
this monment, nerely by agreeing.

“I think," she said at last, "that you know nore of this than | do. If you believe that ny
plea to Luna will be effective, then it may be. If you believe that this would give you ultimte
power, then it must be. Therefore | must not do this. | rmust trust in Luna's judgment, trust in
her to do what is right, even though it runs contrary to ny instincts."

"Even though it costs you your baby?" Satan asked softly.

AND ETERNI TY

303
Oi ene squeezed her eyes closed, trying to dam back her tears. "How can | weigh ny baby --
agai nst the welfare of the world? | do want ny baby, but not at such a price. | nust do what |

believe is right, even though it pains nme, even though I amuncertain what is right."
"Are you sure?" Satan | ooked grim
"No, | amthe least certain ghost in the world! But | think this is the way it nust be."
"Then it shall be Nox's way," Satan nurnured. "Her way?"
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"We made a deal, she and |I. She woul d support My way, by yielding the baby, if | could
make it work. | would support her way, if | failed. | have failed to Tenpt you, so must honor the
bargain | made."

"But what is that bargain?"

"I'f the Ofice of Good is declared vacant, there will be a nomination and voting by the

remai ning maj or Incarna -- tions. Nox can neither nominate nor vote in that, because she is not of
the forces of Day. But now she can act through Me. | will support her candidate."

"\N]O - n

Sat an shook his head. "Nox is excellent at secrets. | nust keep hers, until the tinme, |est

the others marshal against it. No other is privileged to know her will."
"Her will has nade endl ess mischief for ne!" Oriene flared.

"So it seens. It nmay be that you would prefer to have the deal | proffered, instead of the
alternative." He paused, but Oiene did not change her tormented nind. "But your options are not
exhausted. What | proffered was a deal to shortcut your quest to My profit. You may still earn My

curse, if you choose, and try to save your baby as you have planned."

"Ch," Oiene said, nonplussed. "I had forgotten, or thought you would no | onger honor
that."

“I honor every deal | nmake," Satan said. "Do Me My service, and | wll guarantee your
curse."
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"Then | will do your service," she said. "What is it?"

"There is a new client who is uncooperative, as evil souls tend to be. I wi sh you to
obtain his cooperation.”

"But | know not hing of dammed soul s!" she protested.

"I believe you do know this one. H's nane is Kane."

CGood God! Vita thought.

"Pl ease refrain fromusing such | anguage here. Vita," Satan said. "You nust be aware it is
out of place.”

"W -- W did kill hin?" Oiene asked, disturbed

anew.

"Technically, he killed hinself. You were not truly at fault, and very little sin attaches
to any of the four of you who were involved. He did, after all, initiate the sequence, and it was
your right to defend the host. | will say that |I regard your nethod as ingenious, however; sel dom

is a person killed by a story.™
"I suppose we could try,

Oiene said. "He can't kill us here, can he? | nean. Vita's
body?"

"You will remain in the privileged passage, where no harm can cone to you. Do not |eave
it, for a nortal host may not enter Hell proper. You will only talk to him and persuade himto
cooperate.”

"What do you want from hi n?"

"The nanes of all the wonen he killed. There are, | believe, a fair nunber."

"You do not know thenP"

"Oriene, Hell receives many thousands of souls every day! W process themin as well as we
can, but we cannot pay close attention to all the details. In any event, the majority, of the
worren probably did not cone to Hell, so we cannot interrogate them The information must cone from
the ones we do have: the nurderers.”

"But what good can that information do? The girls arc already dead, and the nurderer is
al ready suffering!"

"But not as appropriately as he should be. Each dammed soul should suffer the Atonements

of his victinms, according to the ancient convention. | cannot set these up until | have
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the identities of the wonen. Wth those, | can subpoena the records from Purgatory, and

proper Atonenent can begin."

"That never gets past the first one?" she asked sharply.

"That is not always the case. Sonetines they make it through a nunber before entering a
cl osed | oop. "

“I'f I had any say in the matter, 1'd get that fixed!" she cried. "I agree that they ought
to do penance, but this only |l eads to bureaucratic gridl ock! Nobody benefits!"

"Agreed. At such tinme as | have the final say, | shall nmake that little reform"

She sighed. "Show ne the man. |I'l|l do what little | can."

"dadly. He is in the chanber nearest to this one, along the privileged passage. |f you
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succeed in nmaking himcoop -- erate, | will knowit, and | will reserve My curse for your use when
the tine conmes. You nmay proceed directly down the passage to the other chanber, where you will be
bonme back to Purgatory. You will not have to face Me again.”

She | ooked at him wuncertain of his slant. Then she turned and exited.

The chanber was right there -- and within it was Kane, still in his clothing, |lying on his
stomach, blood flowing fromhis groin. Evidently he had bled to death, but here there was no
relief of unconsciousness, and he had to suffer consciously.

You know, Jolie told the story. Vita rem nded them Should she take over for this?

"No, it is ny favorl amseeking," Oiene said. "I must do it. But | confess to having
little notion how "

The nman heard her. Hs head lifted. He grinmaced. "Who are you? Another bad wonman, cone to
tornment nme?"

"I think you are already in sufficient tornent," Oriene said. "But it is true that | am
associ ated with one you thought to make your victim Do you renenber the | ast one?"

"The black bitch? How could | forget! Look what she
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did to ne!" He squinted at her. "But you aren't that one. | don't renenber you."

"I was with her, in spirit, with two others. W told you the story oflLorelie. W were the
ones who orchestrated your denise. The living host-girl could not haye done it alone."

"For sure!" he agreed, wincing as his exclamation triggered nore pain fromthe knife
enbedded in his flesh. "I killed a dozen before her, and none ever cane close to getting away, |et
alone killing ne.™

"It was tine to stop you," Olene said. The man bothered her, and his condition; she knew
he deserved it, but she hated seeing the pain

"Maybe. Now take off; | don't need any nore whores to laugh at me. I'msorry | didn't get
rid of all of you."

"I amhere to ask you to cooperate with Satan. He needs the names of the women you
killed."

Kane | aughed, wincing as he did so. "Go ramthis knife up yourself, you dammed sl ut!
know what happens when Satan gets those nanes! Think | want to suffer for the whores? |'d rather
| eave this knife in nme!" But after a pained pause, he qualified that. "Gak, it hurts, though!"

" Gak?"

"We can't say the Gword here; didn't you know? Now get out; | won't give you that | ast
| augh. ™

"But you can't progress, you can't be absolved of your sins, if you don't do this," Olene
argued. "You will be locked at this initial stage, forever suffering the knife. Surely you can't
want that!"

"I'"mstuck -- ha-ha -- with it!" he gasped. "It's better than giving those bitches the
satisfaction. Let themwork out their own sins; Gak knows they deserve to!"

He was certainly recalcitrant. Orlene did not know what el se to say.

What about Laurie? Jolie thought. She's the one wonan he worships. If she asked him--

Say, yeah.' Vita agreed. Do you think she could be down here too? | nean, she nust've
whored just to survive, and she would' ve conme back/or himif she'd lived, so --
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"Let's ask," Olene said. She returned to Satan's door and knocked.

Again the door went up in flame. Satan stood within. "You have conpl eted your assignnent
al ready?"

"I may be naking progress. | need to know whether a certain worman is here in Hell."

Sat an snapped his fingers. Imediately Ozynmandi as stood beside him "Her nanme?" Satan

asked.

"Laurel. | don't know her last nane."

Ozymandi as frowned. "That narrows it to about half a million. W could |ine themup for
your inspection.”

Descri be her fromhis nenory, Jolie thought. She nade a nental picture of the nadonna
figure she had seen in Kane's mnd

"She is pretty -- beautiful, really, even at age fifteen," Olene said. "Perhaps not so
when she died. Hair waist -- length, dark, brown verging on black, figure slender, not pronounced.
Eyes brown. She nay have had to go into prostitution to survive when she ran away from hone."

"About four thousand of that name answer that descrip -- tion," Ozymandi as sai d, checking

a notepad which ap -- peared in his hand.
"She ran away about thirty years ago." He flipped a page. "Three hundred." "She has a
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brot her nanmed Kane." "Twelve."
"Who is five years younger than she.'
“I'f I could interviewthose two -- "
"One nonent." Ozynandi as di sappear ed.
"Good nman," Satan said. "I bless, if you will pardon
the expression, the day | rescued himfrom anonymty.
Laurel is the client's ol der sister?"
"Yes. | think she will have influence on him if we can put themtogether."
"That would be irregular.”
Ol ene repressed a smile. "Just how serious is your interest in the client's cooperation

"Two. "

Sat an?"
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He alnost smiled in return. "No doubt a deal can be

made. "

Jolie knew that Satan was pl eased, but she wasn't sure why. Normally he did not appreciate
backtal k fromthe denizens of Hell. O course this was his stepdaughter; he |iked seeing her take
hold. But Jolie wasn't sure that was al

of it.

Ozymandi as reappeared. Behind himstood two young wonen. Both were pretty, but both had
had hard use. Neither quite fitted Kane's nmental picture.
But Olene didn't give up. ' 'Wich one of you prom sed to return for your ten-year-old

br ot her ?"

"What's it to you?" the |eft one asked.

"He is here."

She put her hands to her face. "Ch, the poor boy! | was sure he was bound for H-- " she
choked.

"Heaven," Satan said. "The dammed cannot say that

word. "

"She is the one," Orlene said. "I nmust talk to her, and then have her talk to him What

can | offer her for her

cooperati on?"

"One mnute per hour, with him" Satan said. "If she

is instrumental in making himcooperate.” Get a | oad of his generosity! Vita thought.
Ol ene decided not to argue. "May | talk to her alone?" "One minute," Satan said. He and
Ozymandi as and the other Laurel disappeared, |leaving only Ol ene and the womman in the office.

"We have only one minute," Olene said. "Laurel, your brother |oves you, and | think wll
do anything you ask of him You are his nadonna figure, his perfect woman. He is a nmass mnurderer
who was knifed to death at age forty, but he | oves you. H's Atonenment can proceed faster if he
cooperates. You can spend one mnute of each hour with himif you get himto do that. WII you?"

“"No!" Laurel cried. "He nustn't know how far | sank! Let himkeep his good i mage of ne!"

“I'f you don't tell himabout your life, | won't. Just tell himto cooperate. Then, every
hour, you can console him | don't think he'll ever ask how you died, or how you came to be here
All he will care is that you have returned for him even here in Hell. For one mnute each hour he

won't suffer so nmuch. You can keep your promse."

"My pronise!l” she breathed. "My one good hope --

Sat an reappeared. "Well?"

"l nust take her to the client's cell,"’
her out the door and down the hall. "You can enter
himto cooperate, and the reward is yours."

Laurel saw the suffering man |lying on the bl ood-soaked bed. Suddenly he assumed the form
of a ten-year-old boy, uninjured. "Oh, Kane!" she cried, running in to him Now she, too, was
younger, fifteen and | ovely.

“"Laurel! You cane!" he cried.

They enbraced. "I said | would! But | cannot stay! You know this is Hell, Kane; you nust
do what they want, or you will never get out of it!"

“I'f you ask me -- "

"W can be together -- one ninute each hour!"

"Then | will do it." H's capitulation was that sinple, once his deepest dream had been
tapped. Orlene's effort of understandi ng and conpassi on had acconplished what Hell's torture had
not .

Ol ene said. She took Laurel by the arm and gui ded
" she told Laurel. "I cannot. Talk to him GCet

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (141 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:04 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

Ozymandi as appeared in the cell. "The nanes."

Kane, still held by his loving sister, started giving the nanes. Ozymandi as noted them on
a scroll with deft strikes of a quill.

Then he gestured. Laurel vani shed, and Kane was back as an adult, with the knife. "She
will return next hour," Ozymandi as sai d, and vani shed hi nsel f.

Kane gazed at Olene. "You did this," he said.

"Yes."

He grunted sonething that al nost sounded |ike "Thanks."

210
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| still can't stand him but I'mglad we did it. Vita thought. She spoke for them all

Oiene turned away. She wal ked down the hall toward the exit. But when she came to the nan
she had tal ked with before, she paused.

"I asked Satan, but he said he couldn't change the rules. | amgoing to visit God next,
and I will ask Hm"
"I thank you," the man gasped, turning color. He was going into his suffocation stage.

"No, this isn't fair!" Oiene cried. "Atonenent, yes, but not pointless torture!" She
stepped into the chanber.

Halt! Jolie thought in desperation. You can't go there! It's off the --

But Oriene had already done it. Vita's nortal body came up against an invisible barrier
and stopped, but Olene's spirit went on. It was |eaving the host, gl ow ng.

What happens now? Vita thought, horrified.

We nust pull her back! Jolie responded. She nust not be discorporate in Hell!

They both grabbed at Olene's spirit. But it stretched, the bulk of it going on into the
cell. They were left holding the tail of the ghost, while the front reached the man.

Oriene put her faint hand on the man's head. The glow intensified, surrounding him Go on
to the next! she thought. Break the chain! You nust do it!

The man stopped choking. He sat up, becoming gaunt. "I'mstarving!" he exclai ned.

The joint pull exerted by Jolie and Vita finally prevailed. Oiene was drawn back into the
host .

He's in the next torture! Vita thought, amazed.

"That boy -- he stole noney froma friend, and so the friend went hungry," the man said.
"I amsuffering that hunger. GCh, thank you, lovely spirit!"

/ didn't know you could do such nmagic! Jolie thought.

"I can't," Oiene said, dazed. "He nust have done it hinmself. | only encouraged him"
But Jolie had seen the glow. She knew that it required
AND ETES

nore than encouragenent. Apps conponent as well as a passivt nmagic.

Oriene went on, not quite und of what she had done, at the dir< not been haul ed back, she
woul d unabl e to escape despite her evi<

They reached the end of the about them They nobved upwan
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-- 13

GOooD

They energed before Gaea's Treehouse. They heard the voice of the Purgatory News announcer
coming fromw thin; evidently the set was on. "All Purgatory is agog over the visit of one
'Nat asha' to the abode of the Incarna -- tion of Nature. Gaea is, of course, married to the
Incarnation of Evil, and remains nominally faithful to him though the marri age was never
consummat ed. For her to entertain

anot her man..."

Olene sniled briefly as she knocked on the door. They knew who Natasha was, now, and why
he had come. There was no scandal. The Purgatory News, like that of the nmortals, was
sensationalist and not too scrupul ous about its inplications.

Gaea opened the door. "You succeeded?" "Yes. But now | nust go to Heaven, and not with ny
soul al one, because | nmean to return. | have no idea howto

get there."
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"l think Natasha will have to guide you again," Gaea said, with a snmile simlar to
Ol ene's own.

"I shall be glad to," Natasha said, appearing outside. "As it happens, | have a friend who
knows the way through chaos."

312

Yeah, that bitch Nox! Vita thought.

"Ch? Perhaps | should cone too," Gaea said.

/| keep forgetting they can hear us! Vita thought, chagrined.

"By all means cone along!" Natasha said, extending one elbow to her and the other to
O | ene.

They took the el bows. The region darkened, then turned gray. They were traveling into the
vagueness of the Void.

Then Nat asha called to someone beyond. Hi s voice nade the ether ripple nagically; the
pattern of it could be seen all around them curling in strange wave patterns into dininishing
spirals and out to infinity. The effect was weird and beautiful and hypnotic, both auditory and
vi sual

It's an aspect of the Llano, Jolie explained. The Llano is one of the only things that
penetrates the Void. Gaea uses it to control the forces of nature, but she's not adept w th chaos.

There came an answering call. The waves and spirals changed, assuming a new configuration
The restless tap -- estry of their convol uti ons became the walls of an austere chanber.

They faced a kindly, bearded man. "Thank You for answering, JHVH " Natasha said. "This is
Gaea, the Incarnation of Nature.”

"I have admired your work," JHVH said politely.

"And this is Olene, her daughter. My stepdaughter, in the nortal host of another person."

"And Jolie too," JHVH remarked, glancing at them

"Jolie too," Natasha agreed. "I asked Jolie to watch over Olene in life, and when Ol ene
died, she felt respon -- sible, and is hel ping her acconmplish a task set by the Incarnation of
Ni ght."

"“Ah, | have known Nox of old."

"Have | been naned?" It was Nox, coal escing beside them Her vague outline solidified,
until she had the formof a stunningly beautiful woman. But she was in black and white, while the
others were in full color.
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That's weird! Vita thought.

"Nox has nmy baby," Olene said. "He has a mal ady of the soul, which can be cured only by
speci al things provided by each of the major Incarnations. | have obtained the agreenents of six,
and now rmust gain the last from God."

"I shall be happy to guide you to Heaven," JHVH said. "But | am curious about the
i nvol venent of the Incarnation of N ght, who is not of your pantheon, any nore than | am | am not
conversant with the politics of such interactions, but suspect this is rare.”

"It is the first time in the current millenniuml| have done so," Nox said.

"I should think you would have a nore inportant concern than the welfare of a single
baby," JHVH said. "Such as the approaching term nation of nmpst nortal existence.”

"I have no power over that. | do have power over the baby." As she spoke, the baby
appeared in her arns. Nox opened her robe to expose one breast, and nursed him

The three sharing the host reacted in different ways. O lene felt an exquisite pang to see
anot her woman nursing her baby, yet noted that the baby was being well cared for. Nox held him
closely, with evident concern and even | ove, and Gaw Two seemed quite confortable with her. Ol ene
renenbered how her own nother, here right now, had given her up; was this the way it felt? She
wanted so nuch to go and take her baby back! She made an effort and buried her m xed enotions,
| est she enbarrass herself by breaking down in tears. Her thoughts, hitherto unguarded, abruptly
becanme opaque to Jolie.

How can she nurse when she hasn't given birth? Vita thought, amazed. She had no awareness
of the pang of separation Olene felt, but was sinply curious about the technical aspect.

She isn't human, Jolie replied. She can adapt herself to any form and function she
chooses. But Jolie herself was amazed that Nox, the nost al oof of I|ncarnations, should
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have chosen to do this, and indeed to be so open about it. There was no need for the baby
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to feed in the Afterlife; this was only to give himconfort. Wy should Nox care? O was Nox
deliberately torturing Ol ene? Was she trying to make Ol ene do sonething foolish, and so forfeit
the recovery of her baby which she had | abored so hard to achieve?

Gaea | ooked at the Incarnation of Night. "Dreans nmay seemto the uninforned to be the
stuff of chaos, but it is only ignorance that nakes it seem so. Your realmmrrors ours, Nox; what
is it you see that we do not?"

Nox nerely smiled and faded out, still nursing Gaw.

"She is up to sonething,” JHVH remarked. "But let us attend to the business at hand.
will guide you to Heaven, Olene, though I will not enter it with you. Take My hand."

Ol ene took his hand. Suddenly chaos was rushing past them It was fornless, yet seened to
suggest form efforts to perceive it were frustrating, yet it was hard to ignore.

Ahead | ooned a star. It expanded to a sun, and then to a globe of light which filled their
vision. They cane right up to the fringe, and the brilliance dininished with proximty. Beyond it
lay a shining terrain.

"This is your Heaven," JHVH said. "Pass through the veil of light, and return to this
poi nt when you are finished. | will await you here."

"Thank you." O'lene floated through the veil

Who is that guy? Vita asked. How conme he knows his way here when the Incarnations don't?

He is the God of the Hebrews. Jolie replied. Once the God of all, but his power has
declined with the ascent of newer religions, such as Christianity.

But | thought it was the sanme God!

In theory, perhaps -- but in practice, no. The Christians have becone a different and nore
aggressive tribe.

Then why does he hel p us?

He has becone tolerant in his age, and | understand that Satan once did hima favor
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Vita made a thought of |aughter. / wonder if Satan was trying to corrupt JHVH, the sane as
he does everyone else! | don't think it worked.

Ol ene stood at the edge of Heaven, uncertain where to proceed. She stood on a white
cl oudbank, which merged with others, the | andscape resenbling a giant mattress. The inhabitants of
Heaven stood around, faintly gl ow ng. They | ooked bored.

Ol ene approached the nearest. This was an old wonan who | ooked rmuch the way she nust have

inlife before she died. "Excuse me -- how do |I find God?"

"Live better than you did," the wonan replied, unin -- terested.

"Ch, |I'mnot dead, exactly. | nmean, |I'mjust visiting, in a nortal host. | have to see
God. "

"Well, God isn't here in Linbo! We are the inperfect souls, just barely good enough to
qualify. We have evil in us and cannot proceed to the nore pleasant aspects of Heaven until we
expunge it."

"How do you do that?"

“I"mnot sure, and not very curious."

"Can you tell nme some path to follow that perhaps |eads to God?"

The woman shrugged. "Wy should | bot her?"

/ don't think this biddy's going to nake fast progress! Vita thought.

Per haps you shoul d use your magic, Jolie suggested.

Ol ene brightened. The nmonent she oriented, the glows of the souls in Heaven changed. Now
sone were brighter than others. But none seemed bright enough

Way not just yell? Vita thought.

Ol ene considered, then tried it. "Please, anybody!" she called. "I ama visitor here, and
I need guidance. WII| anyone help ne to go in the direction of God?"

There was no reaction. The souls in Linbo just weren't interested.

Then a new one appeared. This was a young wonan

who | ooked sonmewhat worn, but she glowed brightly. "Hello. | amRita

/ like that nane! Vita thought. And she's young, like ne!

"I amOlene. Are you coming in answer to -- "

"Did you save a baby?" she asked.

"I lost nmy baby,"” Olene said. "I amtrying to recover him"
"No -- a baby in a Dunpster. Newbom"
Ol ene gazed at her nore closely. "Wy, yes! The Incarnation of Death told nme to -- but |
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couldn't -- "

"I am his nother."

"Ch! You nean you died, Rita? That's why -- "

"Not exactly. | had to work -- | had taken all ny vacation tine, and | had used a slim
spell to hide ny pregnancy -- but | would have lost ny job at the restaurant if they knew. So

brought the baby with me and hid himin the Dunpster, where nobody woul d suspect, so | could run
out and tend to him | knew the collection schedule, see, so | could nove himbefore they cane.
But | pushed it too hard, being back on ny feet all day so soon after, and | henorrhaged, and they

didn't know and | didn't tell, so as not to lose ny job -- and, well, | lost ny life instead.
was in Heaven before | knew, and couldn't get back -- and what could | have done as a ghost,
anyway? | knew ny baby would die, and oh, how that hurt -- "

"Ch, | know, don't | know" Orlene said, putting her arns around the young wonan as she
choked up.

"Al'l 1 could do was watch. But then you cane, and you took him and brought himto the
hospital, so he lived, after all, and now he's been adopted by a nice couple, and he's nuch better
off than | could ever -- | nmean, even if | had lived -- "

"Yes. | was adopted too. | never knew ny natural parents until after | died."

"So | owe you a debt of thanks | thought | could never repay! | can't go to the highest

| evel s, because of the sin of

318 Piers Anthony having the baby out of wedl ock, but | can take you nost of

the way."

"You didn't marry?" Oiene asked.

"Well, we were going to, you know, but he had to get through college first -- and then
when | learned I was -- "

"He di sappeared,” Oiene finished, and Rita nodded tearfully. "And for that you have sin
on your soul."

"Yes. | never had nuch sin before, but | loved himso

much, | really thought -- "

"I think we need new definitions,

Oriene nuttered.

"I"'mglad | saved your baby. | didn't realize that | would
ever neet you."
Rita brightened. "Cone, | nmust show you the way! I'm

so glad to be able to do this!"

They foll owed the young woman. There were stairs at sone places where the cl oud banks
intersected, spiraling up to the higher levels, and they clinbed these. "Half way up was a
guardi an angel, a forbidding figure with solid, birdlike wings furled behind. "Wat is this?" he
denmanded

gruffly.

"This is Oiene," Rita said. "She has come to see

God. "

"Cet out of here!" the angel snapped, barring the way.

"But she has inmportant business!" "I don't care what she clains! She has no clearance for
this ascent. Now vacate, before | lay an Atonenment on you

both!" He raised his fist.

Oiene lifted her hand, intercepting his. Her glow

bri ghtened. The angel froze in place.

She's doing it again! Vita thought. / bet she really could

have used that magic in life, instead of just seeing whether

anyone's right for anyone el se.

Jolie did not respond. She wasn't sure whether this was a newy discovered talent or a
newl y devel oped one. Certainly there had been no hint of it before that nonent in Hell. She didn't
understand it, so was disquieted by it. Could Nox have done sonething else to Oriene, wthout her
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know edge? If so, to what would it [ead? Jolie had no confidence at all in the notives of
the Incarnation of N ght;

she renenbered too well that episode of Oriene's mal eness.

They passed the still angel and went on up to the next level -- where they were sinmlarly
chal | enged by an angel who seened nore |ike a bureaucratic thug than any spirit of goodness.
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Oiene touched himas she had the first, and he was simlarly nullified. In this manner they
ascended several levels. "This is as high as | can go," Rita said. "W've passed Linbo, and the
Moon, and Venus, and the Sphere of the Sun. This is the Fifth Heaven, which is the Sphere of Mars,
with the idle warrior spirits. I"'mnot a warrior, of course; I'min a different part of the Ievel
for those who tried to fight discrimnation. There are five nore Heavens, and in the Tenth Heaven
you'll find God."

"Per haps you can show nme farther," Oriene said. "Let's see."

They ascended to the Sixth Heaven, where the Righ -- teous Rulers dwelt. The guardi an
angel on duty tried to bar them as the others had, but with no better success. Olene' s new power
triunphed.

In the Ninth Heaven t hey encountered resistance of another nature. "Greetings, girls. | am
the Angel Gabriel. | will deal with you."

They gazed at Gabriel. He | ooked exactly like a nman, in contrast to the guardi an angels,
who had sported anything fromtwo to six w ngs each. That argued for his legitimacy:

he felt no need for affectation

"I amOiene, visiting in nortal host. | have come to talk with God."

"So | understand. You have generated sone disruption here. W do not encourage norta
visits, and we adnit to a certain prejudice against brides of Satan."

"Please let nme pass," Oiene said. "I will depart with my friends as soon as my busi ness
with God is done."

"CGod is distracted at the nmonment. Perhaps | can settle your business instead."
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Orlene, growi ng inpatient, sought to brmsh past him but Gabriel gently barred her. She
tried to use the glowto immobilize him but it had no effect.

"Such magi c can not affect Seraphi mor above," Gabriel said. "Now that you have nade pr oof
of it, perhaps you will reconsider my offer."

He's legitimate, Jolie thought. Better talk with him

"Al'l right," Olene said, disgruntled.

Gabriel made a gesture as of drawing a curtain around them The stairs faded out, and they
were in a conpact office. Gabriel sat behind a square desk, checking a scroll

"I see you have been to six major Incarnations and obtained comitnments fromthemall,k"
Gabriel remarked.

"Yes. | need only a blessing fromGod and | can recover ny baby fromthe Incarnation of
Ni ght. Then | can relax, ny nission acconplished.”

Gabriel gazed at her with what seenmed like nore than ordinary interest. "You expect to
retire thereafter to Heaven, taking no further interest in worldly things?"

Olene had to snmile. "More likely Hell, because of the disruption | have caused to
I ncarnations during my quest."

"You do not, then, regard yourself as perfect."

She | aughed. "Hardly! | knew when | committed suicide that | placed ny soul in peril, and
I have not inproved ny bal ance since.”

"Yet | have the inpression that you seek to criticize God, who is by definition perfect."”

"Even that!" she agreed ruefully. "In nmy mnd | have indeed criticized God, and | know
that is sinful. But in ny heart | know that | must do what | nust do, without heeding the cost to
my own poor soul. | have encountered errors of application which only God can correct, and | do
mean to bring themto His attention. | have just learned -- " She broke off, fearing that she had

no right to continue.

"That the other Incarnations seek to replace God," Gabriel finished for her. "Set your
m nd at ease about that;

this is not your doing. Satan has fromtime i nenorial coveted the power and glory of the
hi ghest office, and once

agai n sees what he takes to be an opportunity to forward his suit. | negotiated with him
some centuries back, and we agreed to a challenge involving your grandnother, N obe, now an Aspect
of the Incarnation of Fate."

"My grandnother!" Ol ene exclai ned.

"The chal l enge was of this nature: | designated the individual, whose influence could be
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critical to world events. If he could not corrupt that person, or her child or grandchild, in such
a way as to enable himto take power, then he would forever abate his effort. | would say that he
has not succeeded in corrupting N obe, or her daughter Ob, who now holds the Ofice of the

I ncarnation of Nature. One generation renmins, in which there are two representatives:

Luna and yoursel f. Wen you di ed, your onus abated. Now only Luna remains. Satan's effort
to corrupt her or neutralize her has been ceasel ess, for she is his last chance. The fina
showdown is now cl ose, and nuch attention focuses on it."

Ol ene nodded. "I had not known that this was the result of a deal between you and Satan!
He tried to Tenpt ne to influence Luna, so that she would sit out the big vote."

"Of course. The fact that you are here now indicates that you turned hi mdown."

"Yes. | want ny baby nore than anything -- but not at the expense of the world! So | nust
talk to God and obtain H s blessing, and then | can recover ny baby w thout w onging others."

"I amafraid you will be di sappointed."

"I have not come this far only to be balked!" she flared. "Only let ne talk to Hm and |
will not bother you again!"

"There is sonmething you nust understand about God. He no longer talks to supplicants.”

"I can't accept that. Just let ne see Hm" she pl eaded.

“I really think you would be better off to let this go. Your baby seens to be in conpetent
hands. "

"I have no idea why Nox got into this!" Orlene said. "But | can't just let her take ny
baby with inmpunity!"

"I agree that it is a curious matter. Ordinarily she has no
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interest in the affairs of nortals or Incarnations, other than their dreans. It seens that
she sel ected your baby by no coincidence. She evidently has sone interest in you."

"I don't care what her interest is! If she thought |I wouldn't do everything |I could to
recover ny baby, she was m staken! Now let ne talk to God!"

"It iswith regret | do this. He is the Tenth Heaven. Do what you nust do." He gestured,
and the office disap -- peared.

She faced an enornous pattern of |ight, roughly globular in outline. She stared, trying to
fathom that grand radi ance. Slowy she discerned a great halo. Franed within it was a second,
brighter halo. Franmed within that was a third, blindingly brilliant halo. Wthin that was an
infinitely detailed and beautiful face, whose efful gence transcended all nortal understandi ng.
This was the Face of Cod.

Oiene fell to her knees and raised her hands in the position of prayer. "Ch, ny Lord
God!" she cried. "I have worshi pped You since childhood! | have tried always to do right by Your
definition! Now | come to You, a supplicant, to beg only for Your blessing for ny child. Please,
God, grant nme that!"

She waited, but there was no answer. The phenonenal face of God showed no reaction

Sonewhat out of sorts, she repeated her request. God still ignored her. It was as if He
hadn't heard.

Oi ene began to understand what others had hinted. It was hard to get God's attention.

But she had not conme all this way just to be ignored. "Listen to me, ny Lord!" she cried
"Your enenies are gathering. Satan seeks to displace You. The Incarnations are naking ready to
repl ace You! You nust act to stop that! You nust take an interest in the affairs of the world!"

The huge face stared strai ght ahead. Now she was able to nmake out the spherical curves of
the three halos. God's face was reflected there, triply, each surface showing a different aspect.
God was contenpl ating Hi nsel f!

"And the world is going to Hell!" she cried, getting desperate. "Satan hopes to assune
Your power, in the face of Your inaction. You nust stop him for the sake of all!"

CGod's narcissistic contenplation continued without in -- terruption

"And World War Three is coming! In five years all nortality will be in peril. Only You can
act to prevent this, or soneone w elding the power that should be Yours. Don't leave it to
Gabriel, for he will only be displaced by the Incarnation of Evil! | beg of you. Cod, give ne a
sign. | will give up ny baby, if only You will take sone interest in the world before it is too

late! Gve ne a sign that You understand!”
She waited, her tears flowi ng. There was no sign
"l would have preferred to conceal this fromyou," Gabriel said. "You cannot obtain God's
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bl essing, for He does not respond to any outside input. He is contenplating H s own greatness, to
the exclusion of all else.”

"How | ong has this been the case?" Oiene asked, nunbed by the discovery.

"It is hard to say. It canme on H mgradually. Perhaps a thousand years, for this end-
stage. | have covered for Hmas well as | could, but it has becone increasingly difficult."

"Al'l nmy prayers -- all the prayers of every nortal -- He has heard none of then"

"I'f He hears. He doesn't care. No prayer has been directly granted in the past five
hundred years, that | know of."

"But | know that some have been answered!”

"My own powers are quite linmted, but sonetinmes | have been able to effect cures or other
beneficial occur -- rences."

“You? In lieu of God?"

"l nadequate as that nmay be," he agreed. "But nore often | have been unable to act, and so
the prayers of npbst nortals have been unanswered, even the nbst worthy ones.
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| note this with extrene regret. Yet, short of blowing ny Horn, I amhelpless. | amthe
nost powerful of angels, but can never approach the power of the |east of Incarnations. Only Cod
can do what nust be done -- yet He will not." "But the world rmay end, without His intercession!"

"No, | suspect it will nerely be dammed, as Satan assunes greater power. This is why it is
so inportant for Luna to cast her vote. This will prevent Satan from achi eving power by default.
Then the Incarnations can choose another O ficeholder, and we shall have an activist God."

"But you support this God!"

"l have supported HHmto the best of ny ability throughout," Gabriel agreed. "But | find
have a greater loyalty: to the Ofice itself, rather than to the Oficeholder. I can now serve Cod
best by letting the Ofice change hands. That will save the world. This God will never notice." He
made a wan smle. "So, instead of your baby, you have found truth. But perhaps the next God wll
grant your request."

Oiene stared at him appalled by the realization. It was now to her interest to
facilitate the replacenent of CGod! Satan had tried to persuade her to support the existing
O ficehol der, but she could prevail by doing the opposite. Never in all her life and death had she
dreanmed of such a thing, yet it made sense.

Jolie and Vita were simlarly awed by the thought.

"What will happen to you?" Oiene asked, trying to bring her churning enptions into a
senbl ance of order.

"I will serve whoever holds the Ofice, if He wishes ny services. O herwi se, | do have
anot her offer."

"Anot her offer? You mean, sone other Incarnation?"

"Satan. "

"How can you serve himafter serving God?" she demanded, appall ed.

"I amnot a nortal, or a spirit," he explained. "I aman angel. It is my nature to serve
one power or another, loyally

until dismissed. My present position is not ny first -- or, | think, ny last. | wll, of
course, be sorry to see this tour end, but few things are eternal."

"But Satan!"

"He is not truly evil. He is the Incarnation of Evil, which is another natter. He

supervi ses the disposition of souls on which evil remains, but he hinself is good. Did you know
that he saved JHVH s people froma persecution so severe that virtually none remained in Europe?"

"But there are mllions of Jews in Europe!"

"Precisely. But without his intercession, there would have been al nost none -- and no
Romani , either.”

"GQypsies!" Oriene exclained. "It was a Gypsy girl who took care of ne when ny nother had

to | eave ne, and who arranged for ny adoption by tourists! Nowthat girl's father is an aspect of
Fate! Do you nean to say that Satan -- "

"It is not generally known today, or even anmpbng |ncarnations, but it is true. Satan owed
JHVH a favor, and when the occasion cane to repay it, he did so in singular fashion. In fact, |
woul d deemthe current Incarnation of Evil to be the nost effective Oficeholder of that I|ine,
because he has not been corrupted by his power.'

Oiene glanced in the direction of the Tenth Heaven. "As the Incarnation of Good has been
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corrupted by Hi s power?"

"So it would seem The power of an Incarnation is great indeed, but it is there to be
used, not enjoyed. God cane to the Ofice of Good with excellent credentials. | think perhaps they
were too apt; as it turned out. He had little concept of nortal frailty. He sinply did not
under stand human weakness, and in tinme lost what little interest He had had in it."

"He tuned out," Oiene said.

"He tuned out. It seens that He | acked sufficient evil in His being to relate to the evi
in others, so could not properly address it. As a result, the nortal world was |eft
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increasingly to fend for itself, and is nowin an unfortunate state. It grieves ne to see
this, but I cannot deny it."

"It grieves nme too," Olene said. "I thank you for explaining things to ne. | see that ny
concern is trivial conpared to yours, and | will |eave now "

"We each must follow our own paths," Gabriel said. "You have been forthright in yours, and
I in mne. | do not regret that they have crossed." He extended his hand.

Surprised, she took it. Then she wal ked to the stairs.

VWhat a surprise! Vita thought as they descended. God zonked out on His own |Inage, and the
world going to Hell!

And God to be replaced, Jolie thought. W exist in truly nonentous tines!

At the Fifth Heaven, Rita was waiting for them "D d you talk to God?" she asked eagerly.

"I talked to God," Olene agreed. "But He did not respond."

"Ch. They say that He hasn't taken nuch of an interest in recent events. Maybe He's ill."

"Maybe," Ol ene agreed.

Mentally ill! Vita thought.

They proceeded on down to First Heaven, and to the fringe. Now it was clear why the folk
here in Linbo -- and in the other Heavens -- weren't nuch interested in anything. The benign
negl ect extended fromthe top to the bottom

Olene turned to Rita. "Good-bye," she said. "I amglad | was able to hel p your baby, even

if I couldn't help mne. Thank you for putting ne on the right track to find God."

"Ch, you are nobst wel come! When | saw ny baby safe after all -- "

"I understand," Ol ene said, concealing the sudden surge of grief she felt for her own
baby. She hugged Rita, then turned and stepped through the gl ow ng veil

JHVH was there. "Ch -- were you waiting the whole time?" Ol ene asked, surprised. "I
t hought you woul d be back with Gaea and Sa -- Natasha!"

"I thought they night prefer to be alone for a tine."

I n chaos, where none can know, Jolie agreed wistfully. Al ways before, she had been al ong,
so that technically Satan's second nmarriage had never been consumated, only his first. But she
really could not resent their joy; it did not exclude her

Ol ene took JHVH s hand and they noved through chaos. Again the fascinating pseudoi mages
mani f est ed, understandably inchoate. This was the raw stuff of the universe, which was being

systematically refined and sep -- arated. Eventually there would be no nore chaos; all would be in
order. That al nost seened sad.

Not if World War Three bl ows everything to snmith -- ereens! Vita thought. Then it'll be
right back to the start!

"Let us hope it does not conme to that. Vita," JHVH said. "I confess to sone alarmat the

prospect of all My work, and that of all other Gods and Incarnations, being so summarily
abol i shed. "

"The Angel Gabriel nentioned you,” Ol ene said cautiously.

"Yes, he once was in My enploy," JHVH agreed. "He does good work."

"I's it true that Satan saved the Jews and the Gypsies?"

"It is true, in this franework. But he never speaks of it, because he has an image to
mai ntain."

"I see." Indeed, she was coning to see nmuch that she had never suspected. No wonder JHVH
was glad to do Satan a favor! She herself owed Satan far nore than she had dreaned.

Did Gaea know? Then no wonder she | oved Satan! Her best friend in her pre-Incamati on days
had been a Gypsy -- who woul d never have existed without Satan's action
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/ hadn't known! Jolie thought. But it's the kind of thing Parry would do.
You nean Satan? Vita asked.

/ mean the man | |ove, by whatever nane.

They arrived back at the chanber JHVH had fashi oned
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in chaos. Gaea and Natasha were within, |ooking satisfied. No one conment ed.

"I suspect | do not need to inquire as to the success of your mssion,” Natasha said.

"It was a failure,"” Oriene replied bluntly. "God would not respond.”

Gaea nodded. "We wanted you to understand why we feel it necessary to replace Hm Al
t hrough the cosnps, pleas as significant as yours are being deni ed, because God does not respond.
W ot her Incarnations have done our best to nake up the difference, but we are near our linmt now.
We nust have a functioning Deity."

"But who could replace H n?" Oiene asked. "Unless..." She | ooked at JHVH

"No, My turn is past," JHVH said. "A Christian will have to be appointed. I amsure a
nunmber of candi dates have been consi dered."

We know of one, Jolie thought, renmenbering Roque.

"But few candi dates woul d be acceptable to all," Natasha said. "It may be that it would be
best to allow the default -- "

"Forget it!" Gaea snapped, el bowi ng him

They all | aughed. But beneath the banter was a serious core. Wen the crisis canme, they
woul d be on opposite sides -- with the world at stake.

14

DECI SI ON

They returned to the nortal realmand to Luna's house. Two nore years had passed, and now
the crisis of the vote was upon the world.

Roque explained it, after Vita had had her passionate fling with him "All over the world,
wher ever those who follow the Christian God hold sway, the vote has been taken: whether to declare
the O fice vacant, so that the remaining Incarnations can name a new | ncarnation of Good. Those
who foll ow other Gods have not participated, but are watching with interest, because it is the
warl i ke Christian forces that are generating the pressures |eading toward World War Three. That
war woul d destroy the non-Christians, too, you see. So the fate of the world does hang on this
decision. It is widely believed that only the establishnment of a new Deity can enable the
Incarnations to alleviate the pressing problens that have arisen in the past few centuries.”

"Then why is there any fuss about it?" Vita asked, for of course she was in control of her
body now. "Wy not just put in a new God and save the worl d?"

Roque smiled indulgently. "This is reminiscent of the problemof the Constitutiona
Convention in Arerica. On
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occasion an effort has been made to convene one, but it has failed because too many are
afraid that the Convention would not necessarily Iimt itself to the issue for which it was
convened. Once the genie is out of the bottle -- "

"Nobody can put it back! Coteha! But you know, if | had to choose between the genie and
Wrld War Three, |1'd sure take my chances with the genie!"”

He stroked her hair, a gesture so natural and loving that Jolie felt a wash of |ove for
himherself. "Surely you would, ny straight-speaking delight! But there are those who doubt the
inevitability of war, and those who hope to make sone significant profit fromit, and, of course,
the forces of Satan are active. An ad hoc coalition has forned in opposition to this nove. Its
el ements are renarkabl e:

many | eaders of Christian denom nations, and those who support Satan. They prefer the
exi sting order and distrust any change -- and | cannot say that their concernis unjus -- tified."

"Hey, which side are you on?" she denanded.

"The side of sanity, ny earthly angel. Consider the consequence if a nonminee of Satan's
were to achieve the Ofice of the Incarnation of Good. Satan is the Lord of Lies;

he might arrange for a seemngly good person to be chosen -- and thereafter Satan's wll
woul d govern. ™

"But Satan is fighting the change!"

"So he clainms. But how can we know what is in his nmind?"
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Satan did say sonething about a deal with Nox, Jolie thought. Still, he seens to have nore
to gain by maintaining the status quo.

Vita relayed that thought, and Roque agreed. "Satan is alnost certain to gain if the vote
is against the declaration. He will naturally go for the certainty, rather than take a chance. But
he surely has a strategy to inplenment in the event he loses this vote. | nmerely point out that a
case can be made: stick with the known situation, nake no change, and | et Satan assune greater
power. He has no nore desire for World War Three than the others do."

"But you don't really believe that!" Vita said. "Do

you?"

He smled. "No. | prefer to take ny chances with a new God, arduous though the change may
be at first. | amsure the Incarnations will not allow Satan to decei ve them about any noni nee
Still, it is certain to be a very difficult decision."

"Because Satan won't let any good man in, and the others won't let any bad man in," Vita
said. "But they've got to agree sonetine!"

"Sonetine," he agreed.

Luna returned in the evening, looking worn. "It is indeed going to be close," she said.
"The ot her bodies have cone to a tie; tonorrow the Senate takes its vote, according to the terns
wor ked out by arduous conpronmise. It is very nearly even there too."

"As it was fated to be," Roque said.

"As it was fated to be," she agreed grimy. "All ny research and action has succeeded only
in preserving parity;

my vote will be critical. W have known it would cone to this for twenty years, but it is
not easier nowthat it is at hand."

"At least it will be done."

"My part, perhaps. But | will not be able to rest until | know there is an activist Deity
in Ofice."

"Your endeavor has been selfless, for twenty years,'
been a better person to see it through.”

Luna shrugged that off. "You will stay for supper?"

Roque said. "There could not have

"Way, | was about to leave -- " But he saw how tired she was. "OfF course, ny old friend.
My support is always
yours."

"Thank you." Luna lifted a bright garnet fromthe mantel, set it on the table and tapped
it. The stone expanded, becoming irregular. It spread across the table.

It becane a banquet for three, the sundry dishes steaning. "Cee," Vita renarked.

"My father was a Magician," Luna explained with a
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smle. "He left me a nunber of unusual stones. | use themonly for special occasions, as

ones of this nature are good for only a single invocation." She glanced at Roque. "If you wll
serve the wine..."

"Wth pleasure,” he said, lifting a bottle fromits cold support.

"But I'munderage!"” Vita protested. "I'd better put Oriene on!"

"I believe you are now nineteen," Roque said. "In this region, eighteen is sufficient. The

| egal age of consent brings the rights to drive car or carpet, to vote, to serve in the nilitary
or social services, to eschew further schooling, to live apart fromfanily, participate in such
I'iai sons of whatever nature one chooses, and to indulge in the popular vices. There is no need to
attenpt themall at once, however."

"Ch. Sure. | forgot. But you know, I've only lived fifteen years."

He turned to Luna. "Does the cal endar lie. Senator?"

Luna smled. "W would not wish to accuse it of that. There is already enough deception
el sewhere to concern us."

Roque poured Vita a small glass. She took it gingerly. She had had experience with the
wor st of drugs, Spelled H, but treated this glass as if it were her first flirtation with adult
privilege -- as perhaps it was.

It was a fine neal. Wen Vita's nmanners faltered, Oriene pronpted her, so that she behaved
like a perfect little lady. She reveled in it. Her appetite was excellent, after the two days in
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Pur gat ory.

"And what will the three of you be doing, after the decision?" Luna asked Vita. She seened
satisfied to relax with mnor concerns, after her efforts to stave off world disaster

"Cee -- | guess Oriene and Jolie won't want to stay, once it's done," Vita said. "They
only cane to get nme off the H and out of trouble." She clouded up. "But | don't know if | can make
it alone."

"You need not be alone," Roque said. "You are now of age to marry."

"Yeah, | guess. But -- " She did a double-take. "Hey, did you nean -- | nmean -- " She
gazed at himw th round eyes.

"I suspect | do. | have been busy, the past four years, but the hope of a union with you
sust ai ned ne."

"Ch, Roque! O course | -- " Then she sobered. "But you don't know ne alone! | nean, from
when | first nmet you |I've had Oriene with ne, and Jolie, too, nmostly. Wthout themI|'d be just an
underage snot. | couldn't stand to turn you off like that!"

"Such is the sin on nmy soul, the very qualities that you feel are tunoffs are in fact tum
ons, to use your |anguage. | do not think there would be a problem"

"I do! I'd get the shakes, trying to be a lady! It sure doesn't cone naturally! But with

them-- oh, Oiene, Jolie, will you stay?"

Luna took another stone. "This will enable spirits to manifest tangibly within its
anbi ence. Perhaps they shoul d speak for thenselves." The stone gl owed.

Jolie noved out of the host and manifested in her own form "Thank you, Luna."

Oriene foll owed, beconmi ng as she had been after her recovery fromthe ravages of her
deat h.
"I came to help Oriene," Jolie said. "I think she is now well established in the
Afterlife, and no | onger needs ny support. | will return to Gaea, who needs nme in another way."
But as she spoke, a sadness cane on her. She had enjoyed the conpany of both ghost and nortal, and
felt alive. She had al ways known it was tenporary, but it would be painful to |eave.

"And you, Oiene?" Luna asked.

Oriene considered for sone tine before answering. "I fought to remain a ghost, uncommitted
to Heaven, Hell or Purgatory, so that | could try to rescue ny baby. Now |I know | cannot recover
Gaw Two, and sonehow that is not the disaster | expected, for | have seen that he is in
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conpetent and perhaps | oving hands. The Incarnation of N ght evidently wanted him for
herself, and | think I rmust accede to that in ny heart as well as in practice. So | am wi t hout

reason to remain anong the nortals. But after what | have seen of Heaven and Hell, | think | do
not care for either region. I think | would prefer to remain with Vita -- if she truly wishes ny
conpany."

"Ch, yes, Oriene, yes!" Vita cried, standing to enbrace her. The girl's hands and arnms
passed through Oriene's inmage w thout contact, but the gesture was sincere. "You -- | need you so
much, your maturity, your perspective, and if | have a baby -- "

"Ch," Olene said, awed by the thought. "You would share your baby with me?"

"Sure! What do | know about babies? I'd drop it for sure, or something."

They all had to smle at that. No woman dropped a baby! "But what we propose is not only
our business,” Olene said. "Roque --

"I have a confession to nake," Roque said. "I have always |iked and respected you, Oi ene.
As a matter of propriety, such as it was in the circunstance, | never expressed this to you. But
what Vita says is true: your relative maturity and experience contributed to her appeal fromthe
outset, and though I would be prepared to deal with her alone, | amalso prepared to deal with the
two of you. | have no objection to your continued presence.”

"But | was being supported by Jolie!" Ol ene protested.

"The sane is true of her. Wiile | have been delighted by Vita's uncritical enthusiasm |
have been reassured by the presence of maturity. For brief liaisons the enthusiasmis sufficient,
but for an extended relationship, the maturity is necessary. The conbination represents the
conpl ete worman. " He shrugged. "But Jolie has another commit -- ment. If you do not -- "

"It seens | do not," Oriene said.

"I am pl eased that sone good has cone of this ordeal,"

Luna said. "I asked Jolie to help with Vita because | was in desperate need of the

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Incarnations%207%20-%20And%20Eternity.txt (152 of 172) [1/19/03 8:19:05 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20- %20l ncarnati ons%207%20-%20ANnd%20Eternity .txt

services of Vita's nother, ny re -- searcher Vera. There was also a need for a tenporary norta
host for Oriene. | had no idea that that |iaison of tenporary conveni ence would prove to be so
significant. Wen Judge Scott got involved, there was another surprise.” She smled. "I had not
realized that you were |lonely, Roque."

"Neither had I," he confessed. "My career had taken up all of ny attention, until Vita's
first outburst nmade ne aware that a buried dream ni ght achieve reality."

"So it seens that despite the nischief of the Incarnation of Night, things have turned out
satisfactorily on the personal |evel."

Roque frowned. "I amnot certain that Nox's involve -- nent was nmere m schief. | happened
to be along on one of her enterprises, and it seened nore |like a course of education. She nmde
clear that there has been a long history of nmagical and scientific interaction, with truth in both
the Creationist and Evol uti onary perspectives, and of course in the nergence that includes the
interaction of the several Incarnations of Imortality. Wy she should go to such trouble to
inmpress this on a small selection of nortals and ghosts is a mystery to me. | would like to know
her reason."

"I think I was the one she was after,” Ol ene said. "She took ny baby, and put ne through
extrenme unpleas -- antness when | sought to recover him but she did tell ne the way to succeed.
Per haps she thought | was neglecting ny pursuit."”

"What do you nean by unpl easant ness?" Luna asked.

O'lene grinmaced. "She turned ne into a man. | -- | let myself be overcone by the masculine
i mpul se, and -- " She shuddered. ' 'One thing that taught me was the nature of the engine that is
within men. It has caused ne to be consid -- erably nore tolerant. One of the things that
i mpressed ne about Roque was his control of that sane inpulse; | saw that when tamed, it could be

a good thing, just as fire when
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tamed is a nost useful tool. But even where it ran wild, at |least | understood how it
coul d happen, and that enabled nme to have sone conpassion even for rapists.”

"Yeah, she really hel ped Kane!" Vita said. "He was going to rape us and kill us, and he
went to Hell, but she helped him and | thought she was crazy, but | guess she knew better than I
did."

"Why shoul d Nox care about the conpassion of a ghost?" Luna asked.

"Maybe so | woul d better understand nmy son, when | got himback," Oiene said. "To know
why the procedure for saving himwas so conplicated. Now | do understand, and | see also that she
is equi pped to handle himas he is, so it nmakes it possible for ne to let himgo."

"Which still does not explain why she should review Evolution with you," Roque said. "O
clarify the nature of the Incarnations, as also occurred when | was present."

"AYes, until that time | had not properly appreciated that God was an Incarnation like the
rest," Oriene said. "Now | have nmuch | ess troubl e accepting the notion of His replacenent.

O herwise | think I would have had to join the forces of Satan, in their support of the status
quo. "

"She was the one who sent you on a tour that introduced you to all the najor I|ncarnations
i ncluding God!" Luna said. "This grows nore interesting."

"Well, of course, Jolie was along," Oiene said.

Luna | ooked at Jolie. "Satan's bride -- and Gaea's handmai d,"” she said. "And Nox has had
an interest in Satan. Could it be that all this was a device to distract Jolie for an extended
peri od?"

Jolie was startled. "But to what point? |I have no power -- |I'ma ghost!"
"Suppose sonet hi ng had happened to you?" Luna asked. "Such as getting lost in chaos, where
even Incarna -- tions could not find you?"

"Both Satan and Gaea woul d have been distracted, of course, in nuch the manner Vita's
not her was distracted by Vita's absence, but -- "
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"Between them those two Incarnations hold the bal -- ance of imortal power," Roque said.
"Wth God not functioning, that would | eave the entire Incarnations frame -- work in peril. Could
it be that Nox essayed a devious ploy to west power fromthe Incarnations of Day?"

They gazed at each other, nmutually horrified. Suddenly the great mystery of the actions of
the Incarnation of Ni ght was being resolved. Oiene had been used as a decoy to distract Jolie,
and neanwhil e Nox had been active, sone -- tines openly, sonetinmes covertly -- who knew to what
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extent? Satan had nentioned a deal he had made with her, to do sonething Nox's way. To do what,
what way?

"I don't think this is over," Jolie said.

"I think the Incarnations of Day had better get their act in order in a hurry," Roque

sai d.

"I think you, Oriene, had better remain with me for the next few days," Luna said. "And
Vita and Roque too. You, Jolie, should return i mediately to Gaea, where you will be safe unti
the current issues are settled.”

"Yes." Jolie turned to Oriene. "I must bid you adieu, for the tinme being. It has been
wonderful being with you -- and with you, Vital"

"But cone back when it's over!" Vita cried as Jolie faded out.

"When it's over!" Jolie agreed. Then she was racing through the ether, hone to her drop of
bl ood on Gaea's wrist.

She arrived safely. It had never before occurred to her that she could be in danger
ghosts were proof against nolestation by nortals, and not of much interest to imor -- tals. But
Nox had all the powers of the night, and it was evident that she could touch ghosts when she
chose.

That business of making Oriene into a man, for exanple:

they had assumed that this was intended to discourage Oiene fromher quest for her baby.
But suppose she had intended to get Jolie raped? How woul d that have affected Satan, or Gaea? Had
Nox believed that Jolie, shanmed, would have vacated the drop of blood that tied her to the

338 Piers Anthony AND ETERNI TY 339

nortal real mand gone to Heaven as a spirit, so that Gaea could no | onger arrange private

liaisons with Satan? O, later, in the debate between Creationismand Evolution -- had this been
i ntended as a wedge between Jolie and Orlene, to break up their association?
It was inmpossible to know -- but certainly a case could be nmade for it. Nox m ght have

sought first to put Jolie and Ol ene together, and then to fonment stress between them whether
sexual or intellectual. Al this could have been a nere bypath on the Incarnation of N ght's

| arger play for nischief. Now that Nox had nade a deal with Satan -- using Olene! -- did it nean
that she expected to wi n? What was that deal ?

Jolie decided that she had better find out. CGaea.' she call ed.

Gaea, at the nonent attending to an obscure el ement of weather, heard her, for Jolie was
now with her. "Yes, Jolie;

| had not realized that you were back. What is it?"

| fear a ploy by Nox.

Gaea paused in her work. "OF what nature?"

/(involves Olene. Nox involved herself with Olene's activities three times, and the
third time may be critical. She nade a deal with Satan, to try something his way, then to try it
her way. He Tenpted Ol ene by saying he could get her baby back for her, with Nox's acqui escence,
but she declined. That neans that Satan will now do it Nox's way. | fear that Olene is just a
tool for sone nore devious ploy that may involve ne. Orlene is close to both of you, as aml; if
one or both of us were put into serious trouble, what inplications for the comng crisis would
this have?

Gaea considered. "Nox is the only female | fear, as far as Satan is concerned. She can
take any nan she wi shes, at any tine. But she has no need to bargain; she can do it at her whim |
don't think her interest in himis of that nature.”

/| agree. He would tell you -- and ne -- if she made himunfaithful to us. But Olene is
your daughter. A threat to her could nake himreact. Do you think Nox did that?

"We had better find out," Gaea said grimy. "Take the body."

Jolie noved into control and shaped the body to her living i mage. Then she turned a page
and stood in Hell.

Ozymandi as | ooked up. "Satan is busy on Earth at the nonent,

he said. "Shall | notify
Hi n?"
"Yes."
Ozymandi as pi cked up the tel ephone on his desk. "Priority call to the Master," he said.
Then: "Your wife is here, and | think she is not in quest of |ove."
Sat an appeared beside themin a puff of snmoke. "Jolie! Wat brings you here out of turn?"
"A private concern.”
He extended his hand. She took it. Ozymandi as' office faded, and Satan's suite appeared.
"What is the nature of your deal with Nox?" Jolie asked.
"Ch, that. | amnot free to tell you."
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"You are keeping secrets fromnme -- and her whose body | borrow?" Jolie asked angrily.

"I amthe Lord of Lies, and Nox is the Mstress of Secrets. There is a deal between us,
and it nust not be shared with any other at this tine."

Jolie felt Gaea's own anger rising, and knew that storns were formng all over the norta

globe. "I nust insist on informati on. How can you have a loyalty to Nox you do not have to ne?"
She neant herself and Gaea, as he knew.

Satan frowned. "I have never reneged on a deal. | made one with Nox, and nmust honor it.
Exposure could spoil it. | think you know | would not rmake a deal that would harmyou."

"That depends on your definition of harm"

He sighed. "The inquisitivity of wonen! Let ne com-- promise only to this extent: | wll

answer three peripheral questions about it. Wth those you nust be satisfied, until the deal is
compl ete. That nay not be long."
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He is a nan of honor, Gaea thought. We had better settle for what he offers.

"Agreed," Jolie said tightly. "Does your deal involve sex with her?"

"No. "

"Does it threaten Oriene, or any other person close to us?"

"No. "

Jolie checked with Gaea, then asked the third: "Does it affect the welfare of the norta
real n?"

"Yes."

That was it. Nox was interfering with the affairs of the Incarnations, and was now using
Satan hinself as her agent. Yet wi thout using Nox's power of sex, or threatening anyone close to
them how could she do it?

"Thank you," she said shortly, and turned a page back to Gaea's Treehouse. There she
returned the body to the Incarnation

“I think we wasted a question," Gaea said. "We already knew that no ploy is needed for Nox
to take himsexually. But it may have been futile anyway; no one can nmake Satan give information
he doesn't choose to give. At |east now we have confirmation of Nox's interest in the present
crisis and know that no one close to us is to be hurt. That will have to suffice.”

Dam the man! Jolie thought. / can't stand such a nystery!

"Well, we shall play it through one stage at a tine. If we prevail on the Declaration of
Vacancy, and manage to install an active God, his deal with Nox should not nmatter. W must watch
our nmoves nost carefully.”

One hour before the schedul ed vote, the news flashed across the holo nets: a senator had
died abruptly froma stroke. There was no foul play; Gaea would have known about that. His thread
had ended legitinmately. Unfortu -- nately, he happened to be a staunch supporter of the

Decl aration. The vote, indicated to be 51 to 49 in favor, was now 50 to 49. |If even one
senat or changed his vote, the case would be |ost.

Jolie and Gaea watched the key nortal vote through their window It was oriented on the
Senate, and there had evidently been some commotion, for armed guards were stationed at the
peri phery. There had been a great deal of controversy in the nortal press, and the partisans of
either side ranged fromcomitted to fanatic.

Jolie, in tangi ble ghost form sat beside Gaea. "But where is Luna?" she asked, peering at
the Senate fl oor.

"I don't know. She's supposed to be there for the

vote."

She was not there. The vote proceeded, headed for a likely tie, 49 to 49, in Luna's
absence. Gaea turned a page to check on Luna's house, but it was enpty, w thout sign of

di sturbance. She oriented on Thanatos -- and there he was, riding through the worst traffic jam of
the year, cars in gridlock on the road and carpets janmed above. There was no free avenue for
progr ess.

"Satan's ploy!" Gaea nuttered with rueful respect. "The oldest trick in the business --
and we never prepared for it! To make her arrive too late for the vote."

But Thanatos sinply rode his horse. Mrtis, over the cars and under the carpets until he
came to the carpet with Luna, Vita and Judge Scott. He lifted Luna onto the horse, who then
gal | oped through the carpets and buil dings, ghostlike, to the Senate building. As the roll-cal
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vote came to its conclusion, Luna appeared in her place. "M. Chairnman!" she called.

Thanat os went back for Roque and Vita, but already the jamwas unsnarling. It had indeed
been magi cally i nduced:

a nomnally harm ess, but potentially devastating device. By the tinme they reached the
buil di ng, the vote had been concluded. By a margin of one, the nortal vote to declare the Ofice
of the Incarnation of Good vacant had been confirned.
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"The first hurdle is over!" Jolie exclained. "The one for which Luna prepared for twenty
years! But | think the second will be worse."

"It will be," CGaea agreed.

There was furor all across the nortal real mas the decision was spread. Churches held
speci al services wherein the vacancy was denounced. Mock Hell was closed in dishonor of the
occasi on. Messages of outrage were pouring in. There were riots in all the major western cities.
Martial |aw was declared in several regions. But it was done. The next step was up to the
I ncar nati ons.

The nortals would not be privy to the deliberations of the six remaining |Incarnations, but
their decision would be publicized. The nortal identity of the one who becane the next God woul d
be announced, but there would be no interviews, for that person would be gone fromthe norta
scene.

The deci sion was to be announced one hour fromthe time of the Senate's declaration
During that hour the normal functions of the Incarnations were suspended. No one was to die, or be
born, or marry, or suffer any significant change. Al wars were put on hold. The weather assuned a
state of perfect blandness. Al exercises of great good and evil were suspended. The world waited,
there was link else for it to do

The I ncarnations would neet at the Mansion of Tinme, where for this occasion tinme, too, was
suspended. They coul d debate the matter for a hundred years, but at the end only a single hour
woul d have passed. Chronos hinself declined to participate, because for himit was a conflict of
interest. If he acted in any way to affect the decision, it could change the outcone and thus his
own past, generating a paradox fromwhich even he was not i mune. So he remai ned apart, and
al | owed his successor of two years down the line to return for this occasion. H s successor was
the Chronos they had all known for nost of their tenures,

who had been replaced, by nortal definition, two years before this event. He was able to
cone here/now by orienting on the grain of sand fromthe Hourglass which Oiene had given up. He
woul d participate only this hour, then return to his own tine. In this manner Nox's partici --
pati on had had perhaps the opposite effect intended, because instead of interfering with the vote,
it facilitated it. Had Oriene not gone to Chronos for that grain of sand, this substitution of the
I ncarnation of Tine would not have been

possi bl e.

"But how will it actually be done?" Jolie asked. "I mean, it's such a big step, deciding
on CGod!"

"The process is sinple," Gaea said. "The Incarnations will take turns nomi nating nortals
for the office. Any Incarnation can nom nate, and any can speak for the nom nee, and any can veto.
Only a unani nous decision, all six votes, will be decisive. Now nerge with ne; you will get to see
it directly."

They went. Deck chairs had been set in Chronos' garden, and the six settled into them
They | ooked |ike ordinary people, four nen and two wonen, gathering for a social occasion. Gaea
went to say hello to Chronos, whom she had not seen in two years. She had known hi m nmuch | onger
but he had known her only for two, because of the point in his tenure fromwhich he had conme here.
The grain of sand aligned exactly with its point of separation fromthe Hourgl ass.

They settled down for business, knowing that it could be grueling. It mght be hours
before they got down to the necessary business of serious conpronise.

"I have a nomination to nake for the Ofice of the Incarnation of Good," Thanatos said.
"This nmortal is a good man, experienced in |aw and governnent. In fact, he is one of the senators
who supported the Declaration of Vacancy." He naned the nan

The others checked their notes. Satan | ooked up. "Veto," he said. "This man is too good to
suit Me."
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They had expected this. It was the main reason they had spent years researching for good
men. They m ght have to nom nate hundreds before one was accepted.

Chronos nom nated a man he had known in life, a nodel of fairness and perspective. Satan
checked his notes, and vetoed.

Fate nomi nated a man who not only was good, but who had nade a study of the interactions
of the threads of fate. Satan vetoed him

Mars nominated a top nartial artist who had in his senior years gone far to define a
wor kabl e phil osophy of peace through force. Satan vetoed.

Gaea nom nated Judge Roque Scott.

They | ooked to Satan, expecting his veto.

"Now, this one is interesting," Satan said. "According to My notes, this man has had an
illicit affair with an underage girl put in his charge. There is a fair anpbunt of sin associated
with that."

"Since you will not accept any nomi nee w thout sin, we are constrained to nom nate one
with sin we can accept," Gaea said evenly.

"Then let's take a look at him Let the object of his sinning speak for him if she cares
to."

Fate, in her mddle guise of Lachesis, pursed her lips. This was an interesting ganmbit.
Surely Satan would not accept as good a man as Roque. What was he up to? "Rather than bring her
here, let us go to her," she said. "Chronos can suspend outside tine as readily fromthe field as
from his residence."

"I ndeed, " Chronos agreed.

They stood, cane together, and |inked hands. Then Gaea turned a page to Luna's house.
Abruptly the six of themwere standing in Luna's living room

The noon noth, Miir, gave a start. He was visible through the eyes of the Incarnations.
But he did not protest;

he blinked out of sight, sunmmoning Luna

Luna entered. "All six?" she asked, taken aback

"W have business with Judge Scott," Gaea said. "He is here at the nmonent, and this is a
suitably private place, so we shall settle the matter here. Please have himand Vita cone in."

Luna turned away, and returned a nmonent |ater with Roque and Vita. Both were wearing
little kitchen aprons; it seened they had been helping with the chores the old -- fashioned way.
Luna, with nuch magic available, had a rather sedate lifestyle.

"It's the Incarnations!" Vita excl ai med, round-eyed.

"Why, hello, all,” Roque said. "Wat can we do for you?"

"I have nom nated you to assune the Ofice of the Incarnation of Good," Gaea said
formally. "We are asking Vita to speak on your behal f."

Roque, ordinarily conposed, was caught conpletely off guard. "But that's inpossible!" he
pr ot est ed.

"You may not speak for yourself," CGaea said. "Vita, if you will, please."

Vita had known that Roque was a potential nom nee, but she seened as aghast as he by the
event. "Ch, | can't!" she protested. "I love him"

"It has been suggested that his relationship with you is sinful," Gaea said. "This makes

it possible for Satan to accept him as Satan will not accept any candi date wi thout sufficient
sin. Conpronise is necessary. Speak."
But Vita, realizing the significance of the matter, yet know ng al so that she would | ose

Roque if he were confirmed, could not. Her awe and conflict were too great. "Maybe -- Maybe Ol ene
can do it," she said, her eyes brinmmng over
Sat an nmade a negligent gesture. "Very well, so that we can get on with this. Let Ol ene

nmake the case.”

The figure of Vita straightened. She brought out a handkerchi ef and w ped her face. Jolie
was interested; she had not seen this change as it | ooked from outside, before. The entire bearing
was different.
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"I amOlene,” Oriene said. "I can speak from experience of this nman's credentials to
assurme the Ofice for which he has been nom nated. He is a good man, the best of nen; indeed, he
was recogni zed as such years ago, when Jolie was allowed to observe himas a prospect for Immor --
tality. But there is no need to dwell on this. The question is whether Satan can accept him
knowi ng his goodness. | will address his evil."

There was a master stroke, Jolie realized. Satan was the probleny Satan's objection had to
be met. Ol ene had caught on to this inmediately. The worman had grown steadily in conpetence and
poi se since her early setbacks, and now mi ght do as great a service for manki nd as Luna had.
Olene was, after all, of that fateful third generation, Ni obe's grandchild.

She paused, collecting her thoughts. "I went to see God, and God would not respond to ne.
He was absorbed in H's contenplation of H's own greatness. He had no faults, no flaws, no sin. He
could not relate to these things. But the nortal realmis rife with faults and flaws and sin. |
think that only a person who knows sonething of evil can relate to the nortal human condition well
enough to lead nortals to goodness.

"Judge Scott has sinned. He had an affair with a girl he knew to be underage. This was in
violation of his principles as an adm nistrator of the law, and a betrayal of his personal trust.
He knew it was wong. But he yielded to his masculine inpulse and did it. The girl was willing,
even eager, and not inexperienced, but the | aw and consci ence were clear. Judge Scott did w ong.
At one tine he thought to resign his position, but he did not, and so he retained his status and
power because of that guilty secret.

"I cannot see Judge Scott being deaf to the pleas of those who have sinned or are
otherwi se inperfect. He knows what it is to be tenpted, to be weak, to succunb. He knows hi nsel f
to be inperfect, so will not hasten to disniss others of this way. | think he can serve the Ofice
better

because of his sin than he could have without it. God is the Incarnation of Good; that
does not nean that He hinself nust be absolutely good, any nore than the Incarnation of Evil mnust
be absolutely evil, or the Incarnation of Death nust be dead. It neans only that he nust strive to
forward the cause of good to the best of his ability, always.

"Perhaps Satan does not want an effective Incarnation of Good. But the world faces a

crisis that will bring down us all, nortal and imortal alike, unless an effective Deity is naned.
I can recomend Judge Scott as a choice who will do nore good for all of us, even for Satan, than
any other likely conmprom se. | believe he should be confirmed to this Ofice."

There was a silence. Jolie wanted to applaud; Ol ene had done a superlative job! Even
Satan nust have felt the force of her argunent. WAs he to reject the logic of the one he had cared
for so much that he had sent Jolie herself to watch her?

Then Satan spoke. "I think this wonan is in love with this nan."

"I think I am" Olene replied, undismayed. "But | think what | have said of himis
correct. My enotion has no relevance. | ama ghost, with no body of ny own. The loss is to the
nmortal who Ioves him and will lose him and for her | suffer, but the need of the world is
greater than the joy of any one person. | will return the body to her now, so she can speak for
herself, if you feel this is relevant."

"No, wait," Roque said. "It is not relevant. | nust with all due respect decline the honor

of this nom nation."
Gaea stared at him "You decline?"
"I do. It is not that I feel unworthy, though |I do. It is not that | amindifferent to the

cares of the world, for | amnot. It is that | amweak. | cannot bring nyself to desert the woman
I love. Such sin as | have had | can now aneliorate, and | wish only to conplete nmy nortal tenure
with an open realization of what was secret. | cannot |eave Vita, and do not wish to | eave that

conponent of her present existence
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which is Oriene, who has defended nme so ably. My place is here anpobng the nortals."

Gaea nodded. "Then we must |let you go, good man." She extended her hands, ready for the
return to Purgatory.

“Let's hold a nonent nore
i s another right here who would do."

Satan said. "You hyp -- ocrites are m ssing the obvious. There
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Thanat os' skull lifted. "Hypocrites?"

Fate angl ed her head at Satan. "What are you tal king about? There is no other nortal nan
here. ™
"Indeed there is not," Satan agreed. "But there is a prospect. You have excluded from
consideration half of the nortals! Every one of your nom nees has been a nan!"

The others stared at him He's right! Jolie thought. Fate took a man as an Aspect; why
can't God be a woman?

Slowmy Gaea turned to face Luna. "Then shall we nomi nate Luna Kaftan?"

Thanat os j unped.

"No!" Luna exclained. "I decline also! My business is here!"

"Then let Me take My turn," Satan said. "I nomnate the bastard.'

They | ooked at him baffl ed.

"Ch, cone now" Satan said. "W all know that a bastard is born with a significant charge
of sin, by current definition. W all know that this is unjustified, for the one person who is
bl anel ess in that matter is the bastard hinself. Such a person, in the Ofice of Good, would be
sure to update the definitions of such sins, and nake My job easier. | am swanped with souls who
really don't belong in Hell, because they are good folk who only by definition are evil. | say it
is tine for a bastard! Do you di sagree, Gaea? Wuld you veto such a nom nee?"

Gaea stood frozen, her mouth open. She had caught his neaning and was awed. She did not
reply.

Jolie tried to read what Gaea had seen, but could not. Al she could discover was that
Satan had conpletely floored her. Wiom was he nom nati ng?

"And you, Thanatos!" Satan said, turning on the figure of Death. "You are just as big a
hypocrite! You fought Me fromthe first, to prevent your paranmour from being taken -- but did you
nom nate any from your domain? / nom nate the dead!"

"The dead are not eligible,"” Thanatos replied, shaken. "Once they reach Heaven, Hell or
Purgatory, they are gone. Only those who remain of the nortal realm-- "

"Suchas the ghosts,” Satan said. "The rules do not say the dead are ineligible, only that
the choi ce nust be from anong those who renain in the nortal realm Can you deny the ghosts?"

Now it was the fleshless jaw of Thanatos that dropped. The eye sockets stared at Satan

"And you, Chronos," Satan continued, turning on the Incarnation of Tinme. "You nom nated
one of your period of tenure. Wat of those who pass beyond your tenure? Wat of an adul teress?"
The Incarnation of Time stared, amazed.

He turned to Fate. "And what of one whose thread you have cut ?"

And to Mars. "Wat of one who never fought a war or conpeted for power?"

Al of them stood amazed, understanding Satan's refer -- ences. But Jolie didn't! About
whom was he tal ki ng?

Satan's gaze swung back to cover Gaea. "Jolie!" he said.

Vhat ?!

"Speak for My nom nee,"” he said. "You know her best."

Then, in a blaze of revelation, Jolie understood. She found herself in charge of Gaea's
body, facing Oiene.

"I ndeed | know her," Jolie said. "I cane to her when she was a child, a love child,
adopted into a worthy fanmily. She always knew she was a bastard, denied by her own parents. She
sought in consequence to right the wong of her origin, and to becone the finest nother a wonan
could be. She resolved never to abandon her own child in the way she herself had been abandoned.
Her baby was concei ved
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by a man ot her than her husband, bringing nore evil on her soul, but she loved him
perfectly and intended never to give himup. Wen he died, through no fault of hers, she was
unable to survive this denial of her notherhood, and killed herself, thereby bringing yet nore
evil on her soul. But all of this evil was by definition; none of it related to her true nature,
whi ch was as good and ki nd and conpassionate as it was possible for a nortal to be.”

Now Orlene, in Vita's body, was staring.

' 'l cane again to her after she died, and hel ped her pursue her baby," Jolie continued.
"Even in death she renmained true to her ideal. Despite the sin charged to her soul, she was so
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conpl etely good in other respects that her bal ance was positive, and she was bound for Heaven. But
she fought to remain anong the nortals, as a ghost, so that she could take her baby with her. She
put her own soul in peril for the sake of the one she loved. | know no greater love than this: to
turn down Heaven itself for the sake of her baby. |I know of no person nore deserving of Heaven
than that one."

Ol ene found her voice. "No..."

"Yet when offered the chance to save her baby at the expense of others," Jolie continued,
"she did not. When she |learned that the girl she was helping. Vita, would suffer if the course of
time were changed to spare the baby, she refused. She wanted her baby safe and well nore than
anything else -- except at the price of harm ng anot her person. Yet even this was not the limt.
In Hell she was offered the recovery of her baby without harmto any other, in return for a sinple
action which mght well have had no effect. She felt that action was wong, so again she gave up

her baby. Yet even there in Hell she risked her soul to help one she knew to be evil, because of
t he unfai ness of his punishment."”
Ol ene | ooked at the assenbled Incarnations. "I could go on, but |I think I don't need to.

Sat an has made a nonmi nation none of you can oppose, for it is in keeping with the deal Satan nade
|l ong ago with the Angel Gabriel. This

worman, Orlene, is the third generation, the grandchild of N obe, whom Satan had to corrupt
within three generations. Satan could not corrupt her, and indeed | think did not wish to, for she
is the daughter of the woman he | oves, and his stepdaughter. Satan nmade a deal with the
I ncarnation of N ght, who agreed to give up Olene's baby if Satan could use himto corrupt
Orlene. If he failed, Nox would keep the baby, and Satan woul d noni nate her candidate -- the one
she had been grooming all along for this Ofice -- to be God. Now he has done so, and it is good
She is a bastard, an adulteress, a rapist, and a suicide -- surely a creature des -- tined for
Hel | by current definitions. She is also marvel ously conpetent, conpassionate, and good -- and the
very items she | abored so hard to obtain to save her baby can now be used to facilitate her
adm ssion as an Incarnation.”

Jolie turned on Thanatos. "Can you veto a ghost, whom you know to be good despite the
record on her soul, so closely related to the woman you | ove? G ve her the blank soul you
proni sed, that her slate may be clean." She turned to Chronos. "Can you veto the woman you | oved
inlife, who died in the pursuit of your baby? Let your grain of sand facilitate her transfer to

that clean soul." And to Fate, in the formof Lachesis:' 'Your granddaughter? Use your thread to
realign her life after death.” To Mars: "Your daughter? G ve her your seed!"”
The Incarnation of War smled grimy. "I gave it at her conception.™

"And | gave My curse, when | dammed the hypocrites and nom nated her," Satan said.

Then Joli e addressed Gaea, whose body she was using:

"And your daughter, whom you could not keep? G ve her your tear, to animate her in her new
soul!'" She discovered that the host was weeping, and not for grief; the tears were streani ng down
her face.

Jolie turned around, addressing themall. "Satan has nom nated the bastard; which anong

you can deny himhis choice?"
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None of them spoke. Their astoni shment was giving way to understanding -- and acceptance
I ndeed, they could not deny this one, for either ethical or personal reasons.

Jolie turned again to Ol ene. Now, behind her, two glow ng figures appeared, one nale, one
fermal e. The Angel Gabriel and the Incarnation of N ght, holding the baby. A glow was pl ayi ng about
Olene, too, as the gifts of the Incarnations came to her. "And can you decline this nost deserved
of all nom nations, Olene?" Jolie denmanded. "You, nobst of all, know what is needed in Heaven! You
know what has to be done, and you have the training and educati on and conpassion to do it. Al
that has been wwong in the cosnps, you may now address -- with the cooperation of those who cannot
deny you. Yea, not even Satan, who |oved you fromthe start, as did I. Al of us |love you, and you
| ove us, and you cannot deny us or the cosnps. You can do no other than accept. You nust be the
new I ncarnation of Good -- for now, and Eternity!"

"And Eternity," Roque echoed.

Ol ene struggled to speak but could not. Tears stood on her face. The gl ow about her
intensified. Now Jolie under -- stood what had happened when Ol ene hel ped the soul in Hell: her
glow of suitability had been but the hint of her larger potential. As with the nusical nmagic of
Ob, which had becone the ability to use the phenonenal power of the Llano and equip her to be the
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Incarnation of Nature, Olene's ability to see the gl ow had becone the ability to use the glowto

make things right -- and, ultimtely, to nake the world right, as God. Wen she had w t hst ood
Satan's Tenptation, she had seal ed her fate, unknowingly, for that had led directly to this
nom nati on. She had not known, but Satan had known, and perhaps Gabriel -- and certainly Nox. Her

power had begun to nanifest. Now she was assuming the aspect of the Ofice, beconing imortal.

O | ene bowed Her head, nodding in acqui escence. She had given up Her baby, but now She
woul d be Mother to the cosnos itself. She wal ked slowy across to Satan, who

stood watching Her. "All that you hoped for shall be, for the love of Evil, and for the
| ove of Good, for now -- and Eternity,"” She said. She put Her arnms around him drew his head down,
and ki ssed him

Chronos, who had | oved Her as a woman, appl auded. Then the others joined in, and Jolie
too. When God Kisses Satan, and the Incarnations appl aud, she renenbered. Ol ene herself had
pronpted that answer to the hijackers of the saucer: the Captain's declarati on when he would capit
-- ulate. Now it had cone to pass! It was indeed the beginning of a new era.

She turned to Jolie. "I think you nmust help Vita, for | have assuned other duties."”

Go to her, Jolie, Gaea thought. You will always be welcone with nme, too, but | think you
are not yet done with the nortal realm

Jolie enbraced Orlene. She felt the awesone Presence, in that noment of their contact, not
di stant and al oof as it had been in the Tenth Heaven, but inmedi ate and generous and | oving. Then
she transferred to the other host, and Orlene rose out of it. Vita would not be left to fend for
hersel f.

Ol ene, a ghost again, but inmbued by the substance of the Incarnation of Good, turned to
the Incarnation of Night. "I give My baby to you -- and My blessing. My Ofice will always be open
to you." Nox nodded, and faded out.

CGod turned to the Angel Gabriel. "WIIl you serve and advise the Ofice, as before?" she

asked.

"Al ways, Lord Coddess."

"Then gui de Me now to Heaven, for there is nuch to do. | shall depend on your advice." She
took his hand. "I will be seeing all of you again, soon."

The gl ow becanme blinding. Then it was gone, and She with it, and the Angel Gabriel. But
Her Presence |ingered.

"We have business too," Gaea said. "Luna, make the announcement: we have chosen God, and
She is Ghost and Goddess."
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Luna nodded, and left the room In just a nmonent, it seened, there was a sound from al
around: the sound of the nortals of the world, cheering.

The I ncarnations |inked hands and di sappeared. Jolie was left with Roque. "I will remain
with Vita as long as she needs ne," she told him "I hope you can settle for that."

"l can settle for that," he said.

"W thought Nox was plotting something sinister, but instead she plotted to save the
cosnmos. Wiy do you think she did that?"

"l suspect she feared the ganme would end if she did not, and she wanted the gane to
continue. Even Nox must get bored with just dreans. Also, it may be that she really does like the
baby, with his omery nmal ady. She well understands the undisciplined passions of the male. So, in
effect, she traded for Gaw Two, giving good value in return."

"l suppose so," Jolie agreed, awed now by the audacity of it. "Certainly she nmade our
lives nore interesting."

Jolie returned the body to Vita. "Orlene's a Holy CGhost!" the girl said, and giggled. Then
she sobered. "Cee, Roque, you gave up being an Incarnation, to be with me!"

"It was selfish of ne, I know, " he agreed.
"You are still God to ne."
“You are still a nynphet to ne."

"Yeah? And what are you going to do about it?" But she gave himno tinme to decide. She
| eaped into his arms.

Jolie shook her head, in her thoughts. These were interesting tines!

AUTHOR S NOTE

During the course of nmy work on this novel, we noved. Did it affect ny witing? Perhaps
you can judge by the change in the text at what point the nove occurred. | will tell you later in
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this Note, so you don't have to wite nme any letters. Leave the letters to those who are properly
outraged by the novel's thenme and concl usi on.

This is the final novel of this series; | have no plan to wite another. Readers have
suggested that | follow up with the Lesser Incarnations, but | amdisinclined; after God, all else
is anticlimactic. Originally | planned on just five novels, because | thought that readers woul d
not care for the inclusion of Satan and God, but | becanme satisfied as | read my vol uni nous fan
mai |l that the readers did i ndeed want those Incarnations covered. So | extended the series, and
t hereby hangs a tale.

It happened that at about the point | nade the decision to extend the series, | also
deci ded to change publishers. | do not change w ves or publishers lightly, but the latter is nore
likely than the forner. | was having serious editorial problens, and felt that the integrity of ny
work coul d be guaranteed only by making the change. When push cane to
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shove, that counted nore than either nbney or conveni ence.

The change of publishers was conplicated. Options had to be voided and new under st andi ngs
worked out. My literary agent -- the man who handl ed ny American sales -- |abored heroically to
work things out with the old and new publishers. By the tine it was done, some 45 of ny novel s had
been affected to sone degree, and nore than half a mllion dollars was allocated. My first 17
fantasy novels remained with Del Rey, while the new Adept trilogy went to Putnamf Ace and the fina
two novels of the Incarnations series to Morrow Avon. A new Xanth trilogy also went to Avon. | had
resol ved, you see, to split nmy fantasy between publishers, so as not to have too many eggs in one
basket .

This was an am cabl e change, conplicated by the shock of the death of Judy-Lynn del Rey.
Del Rey was the publisher who put me on the best-seller lists and nade me one of the nost

successful witers of the genre. | did not want to | eave, and they did not want nme to | eave; it
was just one of those things. | still receive enornous royalties fromny titles with them and
great piles of fan nmail, and expect to do new business with themin the future. Certainly we w sh

each other no evil.

But in the conplicated process of transition, there was a nmnor glitch. Del Rey did not
get the word about my two new | ncarnations novels, and on the cover of the hardcover edition of
Being a Green Mother, printed, "A Brilliant Conclusion to an Extraordinary Series." | notified
them of the error when | saw the cover proofs, but it was evidently too |late; those words
remai ned.

Several readers wwote in to inquire about that, when the hardcover edition was published,
because | had told themthat there were nore Incarnations conmng. | had to explain about the
glitch, with sone irritation. One reader hit the ceiling. He decided to nmake a public canpaign
agai nst the publisher because of the lie. | denurred, explaining that though the natter annoyed
me, | could not claimit was nmalice; it was a foul -up, of the kind that occurs not

infrequently in Parnassus. Certainly | would not allow ny nane to be used in an attack on
this publisher, who had treated me very well over the years. | hoped to get it straightened out
privately. This reader then attacked me, clainming that I had to be lying, and demanding, in
abusi ve | anguage, a clarification of ny lie.

Well, now Few folk have the tenmerity to address the Ogre in such fashion, and those who
do, generally regret it. | have too nuch mail as it is, and it is enough of a chore to keep up
with the positive letters w thout having to take on such negative mssives too. My response to him
began:

"Listen, Blivet-Brain, | have little patience with fools or knaves." Thereafter it became
| ess polite. For those who are not up on the vernacular of a prior generation, |I should explain
that a blivet is a five-pound container with ten pounds of excrenent. | understand it is a usefu

weapon when argunents get ugly.

So now you know why | changed publishers, and sonme of the consequences thereof. You may
consider this an update on mny autobi ography, Bio of an Ogre, which was published in hardcover in
Mayhem (naturally!) while | was witing this novel. |I admt to running second to Harlan Ellison
when it comes to perpetual trouble, but believe me, | amtrying to close the gap. An ogre's reach
shoul d exceed his grasp, else what's Hell for?

But | was trying to tell you about ny nove. In 1977 we noved to the forest, preferring it
to the city. We still prefer it, but three things have changed. First, our financial resources
have inproved, as nmy witing income progressed fromfive figures to six figures, thanks to the
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support of readers |ike you. About ten percent of each book of mine you buy cones eventually to nme
in royalties, and that adds up when sales are good. So we can now afford a six-figure house
instead of a five-figure house. Second, our daughters grew up. Penny is now in college, and
Cheryl, having made the hi ghest SAT score in the history of her school, is about to go to college
too. It is anirony that after | struggled to
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reach a | evel of incone that would enable us to afford college for our daughters, Cheryl
is getting Merit Scholar -- ships that make it relatively cheap. My fault, as | shoul d have seen
it comng. | married the smartest woman | could catch, because | wanted smart children. | didn't
want my children followi ng ny exanple and taking three years to get out of first grade. But do you
know what col | ege ki ds do? They came back home for surprise visits, with six of their classnates
in tow Three of each sex. They think it is Iike a convention, where they can pile up eight deep
in one room sharing two and a half sleeping bags and a subrmarine sandwich. | won't try to explain
why this disturbs parents, who are, of course, hopelessly out of touch with current nores. |'1l|
just say that we now need nore roomthan we did a decade ago. Third, we were already so crowded
that we had to thread mazes to get fromone part of a roomto another. | ama witer, you know,
have books, and they keep multiplying, and no, | can't part with a single solitary one w thout
suffering a seizure of one or two valves of the heart. Wen folk visit, we have to nove books out
of chairs so they can sit down. Actually, piles of books can nmake decent tenporary chairs, but

visitors don't seemto under -- stand very well about this, particularly when the piles fall over

So we noved, as | said. It was ny wife's project; she took about six nonths w thout nuch
sl eep drawi ng up the house plans, and our friendly nei ghborhood building con -- tractor, a man
naned Lou Dol bow, undertook the construc -- tion

According to the contract, the house was to be conplete in Janboree 1988, but | hoped that
it would nove along well so that we would be able to nove before then: say OctOgre. The Ogre hates
to travel, but when he does, that's the nonth. That woul d save ne from having to saw and haul and
split wood for the winter's heat. | |ike working with wood, and since we bumonly trees that have
died and fallen naturally, nothing suffers. It is good exercise, and our

wood stove not only heats our house, it heats our water, too, so that our bills are small
I have not counted the hours | spend per wi nter chopping wood, but | think it would be sonmewhere
over 20. Florida is warm and our house is insulated, so our needs are relatively small, but stil
it takes a cord or so. The problemwth this is that | now earn nuch nore than it would cost nme to
pay for an automatic heating system nmny time spent on free wood is ho bargain. So the prospect of
recovering those 20 + hours for ny paying work appeal ed.

Well, the house wasn't finished early. W had to go and struggle with the cutting up of a
huge fallen tree whose main trunk arched over the forest floor: a real challenge. Yes, | succeeded
in binding the saw several tinmes, but finally got the job done, and we | oaded wood into our car
and hauled it to the house. Wiy didn't | use the wheel barrow? Because the tree was about 3/16 of a

mle distant -- naturally, it had fallen on our farthest piece of property -- and downhill from
our house. A couple of wheel barrow | oads convinced ne that there had to be a better way. So we had
wood for the winter, and the tine was lost; my witing slowed accord -- ingly.

The house was not conplete in Janboree. When would it be done? In FeBl ueberry, Lou assured
us. But it wasn't done then either. The conpletion date receded |ike the horizon, always about two
weeks di stant. Marsh, Apull, Mayhem while | worked on this novel, expecting to break off
nmomentarily for the nove and never quite doing so. Wat was the problen? Well, a contractor does
not do it all hinself; he subcontracts the various parts of the job, and coordi nates t he whol e.
Agai n and again one crew or another would be scheduled for a job, and wouldn't show -- and so
ot her crews were del ayed, because they could not do their jobs until the first was done. O
sonet hi ng woul d be done wrong, so that corrections entailed nore delay. The choice seened to be
bet ween quality and speed, and Lou opted for quality. There seens to be a failure in the work
ethic; many
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peopl e just do not seemto be nuch interested in working, or in doing their jobs pronptly
and correctly. | wonder to what extent this represents the effects of the so-called drug culture
The availability of increasingly potent drugs |ike cocaine (but not Spelled H vyet) has cost mne
nore than one associ ate and made direct and indirect mschief of nmore than incidental nature.
stay clear of such things, avoiding even nicotine and caffeine; | resist taking aspirin or the
equi val ent unless | have a rare bad headache. | want no baffle between ne and reality, so | am
usual Iy in possession of my natural faculties. | suspect that many others are not.

You know, I amnot the greatest witer in the world, but I amone of the nbst successful
Perhaps this offers a hint why: | always do ny job, pronptly and well. | am amazed at the nunber
of others who don't. | have pride in ny work, which will cause ne to | eave a good publisher, at
great inconvenience, rather than allow a novel to be unduly conpromised. | will speak out in
protest when | see wong done. Not only does this attitude seemto be atypical, it has brought ne
the reputation of a troublenaker -- in fact, of an Ogre. As | watched ny new house being built,
couldn't help wishing that there were nore ogres on the crews. |I'Il go into nore positive detai
about the house further along, but first et nme change subjects.

There is another huge tax on ny working tine: the mail. It takes ne about half an hour to
answer the average letter, so the hours lost can be calculated by dividing the nunber of letters
by two. | decided to get a secretary, so that | could still answer personally but not |ose as much
time. But we had no roomfor such a person. Qur new house, tw ce the size of our old one, would
have room | could put her in a comer with ny backup computer systemand let her do the letters.
(I say her, but a male secretary would do as well, or a very smart robot.) | figured on hiring
maybe a retired teacher, so that | wouldn't have to teach her basic English, and educating her in
the type of response | normally did, so that | wouldn't have to dictate each letter verbatim |
receive

quite a nunber of "Dear M. Anthony, | ameleven years old and this is nmy first fan
letter. Here are ten puns for Xanth. \Wien is the next Xanth novel com ng out, and what's it
about ?" m ssives, and a fairly standard answer would do for these, with whatever individua

touches were appropriate. So, once we noved, | could | ook for such a secretary.

And then we kept not noving. Had we noved in CctOgre, and set up secretarily then -- well,
I answered 99 letters that nonth, which was about standard. If a secretary cut ny average
answering time in half, that would be about 25 hours saved. Right -- one winter's worth of wood!

In NoRemenber the pace increased, to 132 letters. This was because | had several novel s published
in the fall season, and the mail follows the sales figures. Readers keep asking why | don't have

my address published in my novels, so that nore folk could wite to nme. | hope | don't need to
answer that. In D sMenber there were 166 letters, bringing the total for the year to 1393.
Understand, that's just the ones | answered; | don't answer themall, though | do the best | can

But when | could nove in Janboree..
By this time Fate had di scovered that | had no ready way to handle letters, because

couldn't get a secretary because | couldn't move. | was tied down. So the Janboree total was 221
a record. That neant that ny approximte 180-hour working nonth (actually, I'"mworking all the
time, but | don't count neals, chores, reading [unless it is direct research], exercise, famly
demands and such, so it nets 40 to 45 hours a week) | ost about 110 hours to the nmmil. Between that
and wood choppi ng, guess how fast ny paying work was nmoving then! | had to do sonething. | had
already resolved to avoid conventions and sinilar distrac -- tions for the year, to recover tine,
but it was draining away as fast as | could save it.

FeBl ueberry is a short nmonth. | answered only 163 letters. That nmeant that just over half

my working tine was available for nmy witing. But sonmehow | wasn't satisfied;
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wanted nore. | was working on Xanth #12, Man from Mundania, and it was nmoving well yet
taki ng an extra nonth because |I put so little tine inon it. Xanth is relatively easy and fun to
do. What woul d happen when | cane to Incarnations #7, a nore significant challenge? Wen the #$%&H
woul d that house get finished?

Then in mid-Marsh we saw an article about a local |ady who was setting up a business
called "My Private Secre -- tary." She would supply secretarial skills for small busi -- nesses of
the area for $15 an hour. Since she had her own office and was sel f-enpl oyed, no special paperwork
was needed. So | called her, and next day ny wife and I went to see her. W decided to try it. |
scribbled notes for ny answers on the backs of the envel opes, and she typed themup into coherent
letters. Then | reviewed the letters, signed them and mail ed them
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It worked. She handled nost of ny fan mail, while | continued to handl e nmy business mail
and those fan letters requiring special handling -- suicidal teenagers, for exam-- ple. | timed
some batches, and concluded that it was now taking ne just under fifteen minutes per secretaria
letter, average. Half nmy letter tinme was being saved! As a result, this novel, started at the sane
time as the secretary, noved better than the |ast one had, despite being nore difficult. |I was
devoting nore tinme to it. It was a wonderful feeling, putting about three quarters of ny working
time into ny novel instead of only half ny tine. And we hadn't even noved yet! The secretary was
not conversant with my work and had to check with her husband, who knew the genre. He assured her
that | was a legitimate witer. | gave her a box of ny books, and paid her the going rate per hour
for reading them because she has a better idea howto answer a |etter when she knows what the fan
is tal king about. Thus when | scribble "Not end; Evil out 11-88," she can type "No, Being a Geen
Mot her is not the conclusion of the series, despite what it says on the cover. The next one. For
Love of Evil, concerning Satan, will be published in

hardcover in NoRemenber 1988.1 hope you like it as much as you did the prior novels in the

series." Sonetines she adds: "My secretary likes this series best."

Still, alot of ny tine still goes to the nmail. About half of it is newletters, and the
rest is repeat letters. Sone fans just keep witing back. | try to answer all the first-tiners,
but don't feel obliged to keep up perpetually with the repeaters. But it isn't necessarily easy to
cut off a cor -- respondence. Let ne nake an exanple of an extrene case:

this was a boy who had witten to ne a dozen tines, and had a dozen responses, and asked
how often it was all right to keep witing. | explained gently that it was difficult for me to

keep up, so less was better. Hurt, he signed off with one last letter. Then he continued to wite,
about once a nonth. Finally, when the total was about 18 letters, which had used up nore than a
thousand dollars worth of nmy witing tine, | got nore pointed. | told himthat | hoped he woul d
understand when | didn't answer his next.

In due course he responded with his "last and final" letter. In it he inforned nme that he
had arranged to go to Florida, where he had traced down ny address and taken one drive past ny
house. He expressed extrene di sappoint -- ment. "You had nade yourself seem so inmportant and so
wonderful ...such a humanitarian, such a busy nan, with no tine to do everything you want to...but
| saw the dead ugly trees in your yard, and the waist-high weeds, and the disnmal house you cal
home.. .| really don't mind if you wite about this letter in your future author's notes. Mybe the
others will know the real Piers Anthony. It is nmy hope that they do." He added that he took
pictures to show to his friends, who couldn't believe it, and that | should remenber that it was
my fans who put food on ny table and | et ne get mnmy books even PUBLI SHED. He thanked nme for his
rude but wonderful awakening; at last his eyes were open to the reality behind the facade. He
signed his name with the subtitle "ex-Anthony fan."

As | said, this was an extreme case, but it illustrates the
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type. None of this revelation came to himuntil | cut himoff after he refused to take a
hint. Mdst others have taken the hint, but are nevertheless hurt, and | do get some hate mail. It
is apparent that there is no way short of this to protect my tinme fromthose who are determ ned to
take it. This letter arrived in FeBlueberry, but isn't one of the 163 because |I didn't answer it.
I have left a snmall trail of disillusioned ex-Anthony fans, and | don't like doing it, but the
alterna -- tiveis to allowny working tine to becone nonopolized by just such folk. One of ny
reasons for getting a secretary was to nmake ny answers | ess personal, so that those who craved a
| arge collection of personal Anthony notes would be di ssuaded wi thout coming to enotiona
violence. In this sense, ironically, | can synpathize with God: how do | get on with ny business
when those who idolize nme insist on ny conplete attention? How could God function, with billions
of personal demands bei ng nade on Hi n?

But, having taken this ex-fan up on his challenge to publish his expose, |let ne address
the points he raises. | nmake no noney fromfans like him | answer themat a financial |oss, and
woul d very soon be broke if every one of ny readers were like this. It is ny business to wite
novel s;

| answer correspondence only as a courtesy, sonetines receiving little in return. The ones
who put food on nmy table are the great majority who buy, read, and enjoy ny novels, and who do not
seek to correspond with me. | also do not attenpt to make nyself out as "inportant and wonderful ";
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in fact these sane Author's Notes strike reviewers as "boring and offensive." | sinmply
di splay nmy thoughts and activities, positive and negative, for the period during which I wite one
of these novels. | would call themfeisty rather than either wonderful or offensive, but each

reader is free to interpret as he chooses. Mist seemto consider the Notes to be personal letters
to ny readers, and that seens cl ose enough

This fan thought he could nake a judgnent on ny conpetence as a witer and ny character --
by driving by ny

house. This illustrates the problemw th critics in general, who make what anmount to
simlar judgrments. Nevertheless, there are indications. A person's residence can tell a |ot about
him if the one who looks at it has the wit to understand. You see, this fan did give an accurate
descrip -- tion of nmy house. The roof is dull nmetal, the siding weathered, the yard overgrown, and
there are hal f-a-dozen dead trees standing in it. (Make that four; two blew down later.) There is
little evidence that any of it has been touched in years. But this is not neglect. The roof is
teme-coated stainless steel, which a builder will tell you is the finest it is possible to make;
it will last without repair just a shade short of eternity. The siding is red cedar shakes which
are supposed to weather to their own shade, never needing paint. They |look old after a year in the
sun, but they are great no-nmaintenance protection. The "weeds" are dog fennel, this region's
natural ground cover. W don't mow them down because they are harm ess -- and because it is our
phil osophy to do as little damage to the natural forest and field as possible. Others nove to the
country and pronptly extinguish the natural flora and fauna, rendering their lots into manicured
suburbia. W left our forest as we found it, deliberately. No nower has touched our yard, other
than horses; no tree has been cut unless it threatened the house. W sought not to drive out the
creatures of the forest, but to share with them W love to see the big burrowi ng box turtles
locally called "gophers" and the oc -- casional armadillo. There are nounds of dirt left by the
tunnel i ng pocket gopher -- the "vole" of Xanth -- and by the dung beetles, who sanitize the
pasture by burying clods of dung. Wens and squirrels nest in our eaves, to our delight; we have
come to know famlies of them WId rabbits play hide and seek with our dogs. (Yes, on occasion a
dog does catch a bunny. W hate that, and try to warn the bunnies before letting the dogs out.)
Those "dead ugly trees" are what is called standing deadwood, and it, too, contributes to the way
of the forest. Wodpeckers peck in
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it, and nest init. W have a famly of the rare, spectacular, crowsized Pil eated
woodpeckers which call on our dead -- wood; we can watch themright fromthe house. The nationa
forest service once took out deadwood, but discov -- ered that this despoiled the habitat for

woodpeckers, and now lets it stand. Nature does know best. Only after it falls by itself do | saw
it up for the stove.

So this disaffected fan did see ny house -- but howlittle he understood it or ne! It does
represent the real Piers Anthony, whose values are not for appearances, and | shall be glad if ny
readers knowit. We did, as | said, nmove -- but our philosophy is unchanged, and the new house is
even deeper in the forest than the old. | don't give nuch of a curse about the opinion of
strangers, so ny house may |l ook as dull as | do -- but it is sound. The same goes for ny
phi |l osophy. | do what | feel is right, and if a fan can idolize nme yet have no idea of ny val ues,
then | think the fault is not where he supposes. | really do care about ny work, and would much

prefer to stay with it than to put effort into a conventional yard or into attendance at
conventi ons.

But for all that, we have nmade sone conpromni ses with the new house. It does have a grassy
yard, which we expect our horses to now. But the property also has a fox, ow, rabbits, fireflies,
dragonflies, and a big box turtle who insists on sharing the dog's yard. W tried to fence that
turtle out, fearing what the dogs mght do to it, but it plowed back in and the dogs couldn't hurt
it. Geat; | love having it. There are blue, black and huckle berries aplenty, and passion fruit
with its lovely purple flowers. Also some big rat snakes and rattlers, which we [ eave alone. Qur
mai | box is half a mle away; we have a drive lined with pines, |laurel oaks, hickory and magnolia
trees, because we gave orders to curve it around theminstead of 'dozing themout. W are deep in
our private jungle, and fifty feet out fromthe house nature is undisturbed. Ye who woul d judge ne
by nmy residence, judge ne by that.

| read an article in Boardroom Reports, a periodica
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devoted to business nanagenment. It was titled, "Beware the Mnd Bl owers," and described
the way some others react to highly successful people. Envy verging on malev -- olence, it
suggests, is conmon, and there is a desire to dimnish the successful one. "Mny professiona
critics, for instance, are in this category,"” it says. That seens to explain a lot, and not just
about reviewers. The article warns that flatterers, too, are dangerous. | agree. Sonme who have
greeted me with ful some prai se have not understood why it turned me off. | don't want flattery or
condemation, | want the truth, whatever it may be. Readers who call errors in ny novels to ny
attention receive ny thanks, and sonetimes nentions in Author's Notes.

Meanwhile, as | wote this novel, events continued. Robert A Heinlein, perhaps the
|l eading figure in our genre, died. A reader, pained by this news as | was, suggested that |
mention this here, and | agreed. Heinlein was a giant, and with himpasses an age. Cifford Sinak,
| ess wel | -known but the author of City, one of nmy favorite genre novels, also died. And, in the
adj acent Western genre, Louis L' Anour. It hurts to see such figures pass, yet tine is inexorable.

Then | received a query from anot her reader, who noted that sone of my recent novels
didn't have Author's Notes:

had | died? she inquired worriedly. | tried to reassure her; | remain reasonably healthy
for my age.

Ah, yes: health. A study was published which showed mat vitanmin C does halt a cold. For
decades the nedical profession has disparaged this notion, claimng that there is no way to stop a
cold, when actually this is one of several. | amglad to see that the experts are finally trying
it, instead of condemtming it untried. Another way to stop a cold is heat. | wonder whether this
attitude of condemming things untried is |ike prayer: you have to have faith. The doctors had
faith in what wouldn't work, so never had to try it. But those of us with open mnds suffer fewer
col ds.

Meanwhi l e, how is nmy career doing? Two |lady editors came to see me at this tine about a
seven-figure offer --
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which | did not feel free to accept, because it threatened to commit ne too far ahead.
It's like signing a contract with Satan: once you take the noney, you had better be prepared to
deliver. | wasn't quite sure | was ready. | want to get some |ess comrercial projects done before
returning to the solidly paying ones. But never fear; | do not sneer at commercial witing. | just
don't want to be totally governed by it.

At this time nmy Xanth Pin-Up Cal endar was al so progressing: |uscious half-1Iadies of many
ki nds, painted by a nunber of top genre artists. But we discovered that the publishers had already
| ocked in their cal endars for 1989;

we had to postpone ours until the cal endar year 1990. Sigh

| received two letters that put ne into a dilenma: both were requests that | agree to
conpl ete the novels of hopeful witers who had died. One had been killed at the age of sixteen in
an auto accident; the other had been nurdered at age twenty-two. Now, | hate untinely death, and
hate to have the hopes of aspiring witers cut off. But death is no guarantee that the manuscripts
are good ones. So | de -- nurred, but did ook at one -- and it will be the next novel | do, as a
collaboration with a dead teenager: Through the Ice.

Let's see: | promi sed to get into our new house. Those who hate such detail should now
tune out; it's a long story. W got books of designs and pored over them getting notions for this
feature and that. One that appeal ed was based on George Washi ngton's house, with curving wi ngs for
a garage on one side and a guest house on the other. Well, now -- there was ny separate study, in
that two-story wing, with a covered wal kway to the main house. W |iked the synmetry of it, but ny
wi fe had other notions for the main house. So we nerged notions, and pulled in the w ngs, and
finally perfected a two-story house with garage and storage room on one side and nmy study conpl ex
on the other, and everything she wanted in the center. At last count it was somewhere over 4000
square feet.

Actually, after she designed it we saw an article in Popular Science about dome houses

made of special insu -- |ated cenent blocks. The notion intrigued us, and we worked out a dome-
house conplex that did all the same things: a main dome for the house, an attached study done, a
garage done, a daughters-bedroom donme, a pool done, | forget what. But when we talked to the

contractor, he said, "What about resale value?" W did a double-take and pulled out the old plans.
A house is not just a place to live, it's an investnent. Qurs, to be built on a tree farm would
represent a nice estate that should hold its value for our grandchildren, when
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| think the contractor, Lou Dol bow, enjoyed the project. W took himin our four-whee
drive Toyota deep into the wilderness and said, "Build it here." W put col ored bands around trees
to mark where the access road should be. He had to arrange to build a half-mle road to that spot,
and then build the house, deep in the jungle adjacent to the young slash pines. "Don't hurt the
rattl esnakes," | warned. The power conpany wanted to cut a 25-foot-wi de swath through the center
of the tree farm Lou hassled until they agreed to bury the Iine beside the new road. The
bul | dozer man got lost, and | showed himthe route. Right in front of himwas a little magnolia.
"Curve the road around that tree," | said. Even so, sone of its roots got chopped; we're nursing
that tree along, and | think it will survive. W have a beautiful lane, to be called Ogre Drive
because we care about what nature offers. No, don't wite to ne begging for the address; this
property is intended to be private. There will be a thorough description of it in ny nainstream
novel Firefly, but it won't be where the novel says it is.

Al coa Alumi numis expanding. It now nakes roofing and siding. W used both, and it is our
under st andi ng that we used nore Al coa than they sold for any other project in Florida up to this
time. They sent a party to photograph it for their records. The roof is alum num made to resenble
weat hered wood shakes, and the siding is vinyl made to
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resenbl e al um num |Inside we have teak parquet flooring that we bought over a decade ago
for our present house, and couldn't install because of the crowdi ng when our contractor never
finished the house. W sued himand put himout of business, and used the bare concrete slab for
the floor. Lou did inmprovenments on that house, before building the new one fromscratch. And so on
-- | won't bore you further with details. Take nmy word that it is a nice house, in a nice setting,
though at this witing books and boxes are piled on the floor, as we continue to ferry our things
acr oss.

Yes, of course the dogs and horses went with us. We had a little bambuilt, just Iike the
one on the old property, so the horses would feel at hone. Penny's mare Blue is thirty years old,
gray- headed but still spry, and her com-- panion Snowflake is twenty. W had to have sonmewhere
over a mle of fencing done for their pasture.

| mentioned conputers. This novel was done using ny Dec Rai nbow conputer system wth M-
DOS and her garden directories, and FinalWwrd. No, | don't pronmise to stay with either

indefinitely; computer technology is noving too rapidly. I'mlooking toward a so-called 386
machi ne. You will no doubt leamall about it in sone future Note in sonme future series. Having
been satisfied for thirty years with penciled drafts and nanual typewiters, | went reluc --

tantly to the conmputer, but now | am hopel essly spoiled by it and constantly want nore.

One evening a car stopped by our mail box, at the old address. Ch, no, surely nore fans!
went out, and ny fear was confirmed: they were coll ege students who had nade it a gane to | ocate
me. | really don't appreciate such ganes

| was trying to eat supper at the tine, and there was a dull drizzle outside. But then
they gave ne a plaque commem -- orating the Incarnations series. It was beautiful. There's a skul
for Death, an hourglass for Time, a web and spider for Fate, a red sword for War, and a circling
rose vine for Nature, all made of a claylike plastic that didn't exist in ny day. It was nade by
Eli sa Vel asquez, and will hang on the wall of ny new study. Another reader, J. P. Mrris, mde
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and sent a string-art portrait of Neysa Unicorn, another beautiful item | really don't
seek gifts fromny readers, and don't wish to encourage this sort of thing, but have to admt |
i ke these ones very well.

At _this tine | was reading Samuel (Chip) Del any's autobiography. The Modtion of Light in
Water. Hi s autobio and nine were published two nonths apart, so the two invite conparison. | knew
Chip briefly, and liked some of his work. He is an award-w nning science fiction witer. On the
surface the two of us are quite different. He is a black, dyslexic, honpbsexual literary witer
while | ama white, heterosexual commercial witer. But these differences may be superfi cial
Underneath there are parallels. Both of us differ fromothers to nore than average degree. | may
have been dyslexic nyself; in ny day there were no learning -- disabled children, only stupid or
perverse ones, so | had no excuse for struggling to get through first grade. But | made sure that
my dysl exi ¢ daughter Penny did not have to endure what | did. It may be said that when | finally

got fed up with taking it, | started dishing it out, and the evidences of that mlitancy are al
around ne and in this Note. Chip seens to have been nicer, and so he may have suffered nore and
had a | ess dramatic career. | wonder whether he read nmy book with as much interest as | read his?
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I finished that book, and started on the next: Chaos, by Janmes deick. W had bought a
copy through the Book-of -- the-Month Club, but I had not yet |ooked at it. Then a fan, the arti st
Kurt Cagle, sent me a copy, and | |ooked at it and saw the illustrations of the Mandel brot Set.
had seen such pictures before, but this tinme they registered, because | had a need of a sinple way
to structure a conplex new universe for a new series of novels. The Set offered such a way. Thus
the footing of my future work occurred in the late stages of ny present work. The Mandel brot Set
is too complicated a matter to get into here, but those who are interested in art and nmathematics
should find it fascinating. It held me for hours at a time, when | had a novel to finish

In Incarnations #4 | discussed "Ligeia," the suicida
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teenage girl | tried to help. Ml continues to cone in about that, and there have been
several other Ligeias. | am pondering whether to wite a book on them titled Ligeia

The Early Part of Dying. | amno expert on suicide, but I find nyself drawn into their
lives, and | nust either respond or refuse to respond. They aren't just girls, and not linmited to
teenage, and suicide is not the only synptom of depres -- sion. Once a runaway came to nmy house;
wanted to be fair with him but as a parent nyself | insisted that he |l et his nother know where he

was. The relief in her voice was al nost tangi ble when | called her, and he did decide to return
hone. Anot her phoned ne fromthe hospital where she had | anded after they found her in tineg,

before the pills had full effect; | was able to give her news that inproved her outl ook. But it
isn't always positive, and it's generally chancy. When | hear fromone, and then, wi thout explana -
- tion, | don't hear, | get nervous. Once a reader told me how a relative had recomended On a
Pal e Horse to himas the finest novel -- and then killed hinself.

I think in npost cases the depression is physiological in origin. That is, sonmething in the
body causes it. For exanple, there is SAD. Seasonal Affective Disorder. People suffer fromit in
the darker winter nmonths, and recover in the brighter sunmer nonths. It can sonetinmes be treated

by bright lights. There nay al so be hornmonal inbalance. | feel that a conpetent physical exam
shoul d be the first step in checking out a Ligeia; A person should not be left to suffer in
darkness, when relief mght be as sinple as a bright light. | can't forget how | nyself was
considered nentally ill because of ny depression and fatigue -- until a blood test showed t”™at |
am di abetic. It isn't necessarily all in the mind. In fact, | suspect that it seldomis. But again
this remnder: | amno expert, only a fantasy witer who got involved nore or |ess coincidentally,

when the first Ligeia wote ne.

Let me talk to the other Ligeias out there directly: if you are suffering, and no one
seens to care, and you don't know

where to turn or whomto trust, and you really would rather be dead but you're afraid to
kill yourself, and you cannot talk to your parents -- well, | tried to find out what nunber you
could call for help. If your local phone book is Iike nmne, there won't be anything under SUl Cl DE
But check the index at the beginning and see if it lists "Human Services CGuide." Turn to that
part, and | ook for "Counseling." Under that section |ook for "Suicide Prevention." Call that
nunber. They should help you. If you are worried about getting in trouble, don't give your nane,
just your problem

If you are abused, or need sone advice about your situation -- it can be hard to tell what
constitutes abuse, sometimes -- a similar approach should get you a numnber:

| ook under "Abuse" in the Counseling section. If you are a runaway, call the Nationa
Runaway Swi tchboard: 1 -- 800-621-4000 (but it was always busy when | tried) or the Covenant House
hotli ne, 1-800-999-9999, which can al so handl e abuse or suicide. They will keep your confidence
and try to put you in touch with soneone | ocal who can hel p you.

The thing to renenber is that, whatever your problem you aren't the only one with it, by
a long shot. There is help and confort for you, if you can reach it. It seenms worth a try. This
series is ending, but the organizations remain, and it may be that you won't have to depend on God
al one for help.

| pondered for nmonths whether to end these Notes with the conclusion of this series, and
finally asked an editor, who | think also sweated the nmatter sonewhat. W con -- cluded that there
will be Notes in a different series, though perhaps not as autobi ographical as the present ones.
So this may be the last of the intensely personal, mlitant essays, at least for a while. If you
are a Notes freak, though, keep your eyes open, and sonetinme, somewhere, when you | east expect it,
there' |l be anot her

Which brings me to the matter of the effect of nmy nove on ny witing. Well, the del ays
continued so long that |
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conpl eted the novel and this Note in first draft before noving. Only the editing -- that
is, going over it to correct spelling and syntax, add in omtted bits, and set the format for
printing out the copy for the publisher -- took place after the nove. My spot research for Ligeia
hel plines was the last thing | did; that was at the new house. Now you know.

We have had a total of three hard-di sk crashes since conputerizing, and each has been a

col ossal headache, costing nme everything | had saved for the prior year or so. O course, | had ny
novel s backed up on floppy disks, but still it was a pain. The last one w ped out three nonths of
daily records | hadn't gotten around to printing out. | agonized, and decided to drop the records.

I had kept themfor 21 years, recording each day's production and events, and that should be
enough for posterity to exam ne. Now | just type nmy ongoing thoughts in a separate file as | go
along, and print and erase that file each day. So the conputer has changed ny life in a way,
whet her for good or ill | can't say. | worked out a little song about it. Do you renenber the
popul ar song "W nchester Cathedral"? Well, the hard disk is called a Wnchester. So ny vari ant
goes:

"W nchester Conmputer,/ you're breaking down,/ You stood and you watched as/ My data |eft
That's fromthe heart.

In each of these Incarnations novels, | have noted the manner that the subject seens to
affect ny life. Death, Tine, Fate, War, Nature, Evil -- did it continue for Good? It seenmed if
hadn't, for though many interesting things happened, including our nove to the new house, none of
it seemed supernatural. It is true that our nove represents achieverment of a residence that is
| arger and nicer and nore private than what we have known before, and probably this is our fina
nortal hone, so there is a certain symretry in its occurrence at the tinme | wap up this series,
but that's about the extent of it. So it seenmed that this tine the magic did not operate, except
perhaps in little ways. For exanple, two Jehovah's Wtnesses appeared at our door in this period,
seeking to alert me to the approaching term nation

of the world we know. | try to address all such visitors politely, though the chances of
my being converted to such belief are minimal. They left their book, Life -- HowDid It Get Here?
By Evolution or by Creation? and pronmised to return in two weeks to discuss the matter further.
| ooked at the book, but though it makes superficial sense, | feel that its points have been
ef fectively answered by Richard Daw -- kins' The Blind Watchmaker. In short, for ne. Evolution has
carried the day. | |ooked forward to discussing this, but the Jehovah's Wtnesses did not return
and then we noved. So | put the discussion in Chapter 9, using Nox's vision to clarify the base of
the Incarnations series. Actually, | nink the Bible speaks nore realistically than many of its
apolo -- gists think, and nmakes nore real -world sense than they credit. But it speaks in | anguage
the comon man of two millennia ago understood: "day" rather than "eon." Wereupon nodem nan
m sunderstood it.

| completed the first draft of Novel and Note on ny daughter Cheryl's eighteenth birthday
in late Mayhem (M daughter Penny's birthday is in OCctOgre, of course. | believe | nmentioned that
the Ogre does things in such months, with naybe a bit of help fromny wife, who is another
Mayhem ) All that renmined was the editing, which | did after we noved -- on ny w fe's birthday.
My birthday gift to Cheryl was enough of ny tinme to get her through her driving |icense. Penny was
pushing to drive at fifteen, but Cheryl wasn't as eager, so still wasn't licensed. She also had a
problem wi th coordi nati on of the clutch and gearshift. We pondered, and decided that it would be
best to teach her with automatic shift. We al so wanted four-wheel drive, because our tree farm has
sonme back roads and sugar sand that can be treacherous. W had each feature, but not in the right
cars. W wound up trading in both car and van, to get auto-shift in the first and 4Wdrive in the
second. Two trade-ins and about $25,000 took care of it. Quch! But at this witing, Cheryl is
|l earning. Ch yes, ny tinme is precious -- but so is ny daughter

It happened that the school year was wapping up, and

town. "'
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the Gtrus H gh School Senior Awards Cerenony was held on Cheryl's birthday. Now Cheryl,
despite her record SAT score, was not the top student in her class, or the second; in fact she
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wasn't in the top five. Gades can be a chancy thing, depending on a student's luck in the draw of
cl asses and teachers, absence owing to illness, confornmity to the systemi s expectations, and the
vagari es of the grading curve. The npost intelligent or notivated or honest students are not
necessarily those with the hi ghest grades. But what Cheryl |acked in height she nmade up in
breadth. | counted the nunber of tines she was called to the stage, and it becane apparent to al
present that this was indeed her day. She had a total of 18 awards, schol arships and recognitions,
fromthe National Merit Schol arship on down, nicely matching her birthday age, far outstripping
those of any other student. Ampbng ot her things, she had assunmed the editorship of the noribund
school newspaper, the Whirlwind (a mnor echo of the nane of the school's football team the

Hurri canes) and brought it up to second in its class in the state. Not only had | not been doing

any of this for her, or even helping her, |I had hardly been aware of her school activities. It is
not that | am a neglectful parent;

I will help if asked. Rather, | ambusy with my own work, and Cheryl is an independent
cuss. | wonder where she inherits that fronf

About this time | began to get a glinmer of sonething. Just as the revelation of the
identity of the new Incarnation of Good cane only at the very end, and by surprise, so did the
revel ation of the good that was associated with this novel conme to ne. The final inpetus was not
for me, but for nmy daughter. Perhaps | should have seen it conming, as it seens obvious in
retrospect, but | was sonehow blind to it beforehand. Parents typically seek to vindicate
t hensel ves through their children. I wasn't even in the top half of my graduating high schoo
class, 36 years ago; | was a conplete nonentity. My wife did better, but nmarried ne instead of
conpleting college. W had five babies, the first three of which died at birth, and the fourth was
| ear ni ng- di sabl ed.

Cheryl was the last. So the scholastic proof of our family lay in her success -- and what
a success it turned out to be! Oten when | attend public functions, | amthe center of attention
this time | was glad to be known as Cheryl's father.

VWen we noved to the forest in 1977, not only did we try to preserve the trees there, we
planted five hundred nore. These were red cedars, which we bought fromthe state forestry
department as seedlings and planted around our border. About three quarters of themdied in the

first year, but we still have a generous hundred surviving, some of themnow fifteen feet tall,
sonme still under a foot tall. | discovered one that was growing well, but it was being crowded out
by a laurel oak sapling that intercepted nost of its light. Now the laurel oak is a nice tree, and
we like it, but this one was in the wong place. If | left it, nmy cedar would in due course die.

So | got ny axe and chopped down the |aurel oak
| felt horribly guilty doing that. Here was a nice tree, mnding its own business, cut

down in the prine of its youth. |I had taken a life, for a reason that neither that tree nor the
one | had saved woul d understand. | had played God, deciding which one was to be saved and whi ch
one was to perish. It was true that there were thousands of |aurel oaks and only a few cedars.
Still, was it right for ne to condemm to death one in favor of the other?

This bothered nme for several days -- indeed, it bothers ne now, a year and a half after
the event. | take life seriously wherever | encounter it. Yet such decisions are necessary all the
time. Every tine | eat, sonething is perishing. | don't eat neat, because | prefer not to take a
life unnecessarily -- but what of the plants | eat? This has been a |lifel ong concern of nine, and
the guilt never quite fades. In order to live, | nust kill other living things. | don't like it,

and | suspect | shall never truly come to terns with it.
Now t ake the concept of God. Mne differs fromthat of nost of ny readers, but for the
sake of this discussion, let's assunme that there is a God, and His (Her) nature is
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somewhere in the ballpark of that described in this novel. Every day, every hour, every
m nute. He nust meke deci sions, choosing between |ives, because of an overall picture that we
nortals can hardly understand. How nmuch pain nust there be in every one of those decisions! He
nmust not have it all H's own way, any nore than | as a novelist have ny fiction all ny own way.
joy and suffer as | deal with fictional characters, trying to put together a significant whole.
How nuch worse it would be if they truly lived and the fates | decreed for themwere real! Yet Cod
must handl e real |ives.

I think I can understand how He, after centuries of such effort, reaping the praise of
those whose only interest is to get ahead of their neighbors, and the condemati on of those whose
selfish interest He declines to endorse -- while the world slowy deteriorates because of their
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i gnorance and rapacity -- might finally just tune out. What is the average prayer, other than an
appeal for some unwarranted advan -- tage? The engines quit on an airplane, and the passengers
pray for deliverance, not because they are benefiting the cosnos, but sinply because they don't
want to die. They sel dom express much genuine interest in doing Hs will, just their own. They
continually put their own words in His nmouth: God wants you to contribute to this church. God
considers you a sinner if you don't do what | say. He night not want to destroy the world He had
| abored so inperfectly to perfect, but neither would He want to continue with a futile effort. |
can see how He coul d get disgusted and conclude that it was best to sinply let the world wend its

way to Hell inits own fashion. |I really couldn't blame Hm Could you?
But | see no salvation in tuning out the world. So, in the end, | do feel that reformis
necessary, and this novel represents a suggestion of the kind of action required. | believe it

bears consi deration.
JeJune 17, 1988
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