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Welding A Red Sword -- Piers Anthony

(Version 1.0 -- 12/12/2001)

M ME

It was a traveling show, the kind that drifted fromvillage to village, performing for
thrown rupees. There was a chai ned dragon who woul d snort snpke and sonetines fire when its keeper
signal ed, a harpy in a cage who flapped her wi ngs and spat curses at the audience, and a nernaid
in a tank who would, for a suitable fee, bring her head out of the water to kiss a spectator
Standard stuff, hardly inpressive, but fun for the children. The dragon was ol d and fl abby, the
harpy was ugly, and the nernaid, though pretty enough, evidently spoke no local dialect. But at
| east this show was conveni ent and cheap, and the crowd was thick

The man who wat ched was undi stingui shed. He was slightly bel ow average height, wore a
faded gray shawl, and he kept his nouth shut. He had evidently suffered sonme abrasion of the face,
for it was to an extent swathed in dirty bandages, so that only his eyes, nose, and nouth were
exposed. He had the mark of the Sudra caste, though he could have been taken for an Aryan in race.
Since none of the twice-bomwould mx voluntarily with the nore lowy nmerchants and | aborers of
the once-bom his iden -- tity had to be taken at face val ue.
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O course, caste had been legally abolished in nmost of the kingdons of India. But what was

legal did not nec -- essarily align with what was actual. One had only to watch the reaction of
anyone who inadvertently brushed by a Pariah to understand that!

Now t he nmai n show devel oped. A stage mmgician per -- fornmed sundry acts of illusion
causing the faces of de -- nons to manifest in snoke and a flock of birds to startle out of his

hat. One of the birds let a dropping fall on the head of a spectator, who conpl ai ned | oudly,
wher eupon the magi ci an gestured and changed the bird into a shining gold coin, which tunbled to
the ground and roll ed. The spectator pounced on the coin -- but it converted to a ven -- onous
snake that hissed and struck at him while the other spectators |aughed. Good magi c!

Then there was an exotic dancer, who undulated in the conpany of a giant python. Her
performance was partly artistic and nostly erotic, and the percentage of nen in the throng
i ncreased. Then the python opened its nouth and took in her left hand. The dance conti nued, and
the reptile swall owed her armand then her head, and finally the rest of her body. There was
strong appl ause as her two kicking feet disappeared into the maw and the snake slithered heavily
back into its curtained cage

Now a startlingly lovely young wonan took her place on the small stage. Her skin was so
pale as to be al nbst white, and her hair was the color of honey. She had a little harp and she set
hersel f and began to play and sing. The song was in English, a |anguage generally but not uni --
versally understood in this region. This was a novelty, and the audi ence was qui et.

The song and music spread out to captivate the lis -- teners. There was a special quality
to it that caught them up, even those who could not follow the words. It was as if a mighty
orchestra were playing and a chorus ofdeific beings singing -- yet there was only the one wonan

and her instrunment. This was a phenonenon beyond what had been presented before, and all stood
entranced.

VWen the song was done, there was a hush. Then the rupees began flying, landing at the
worman's feet, fairly burying themin nmetallic brightness. Al that the audi ence had cane forth,
beggi ng for another song.
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The wonman smil ed and sang again, and it was as before:

every person within range was transported. Even the old ones were rapt. Now those of the
Nai shya caste, the hus -- bandmen and nmerchants, entered the throng, heedl ess of propriety,
Iistening. When the second song was done, the shower of noney fromthese higher-class listeners
over -- whelned the prior contributions. Applause enough

The Sudra man stood transfixed, even after the woman had taken up her harp and retired to
her wagon and the next show had conme on. Jostled by his neighbors, he re -- covered enough to wal k
away, his gaze al nost vacant. He had evidently been snmitten and hardly knew how to cope with it.

He found his way to a wall that offered sonme slight seclusion and | eaned against it. Then
he reached into an inner pocket and brought out a ring in the formof a coiled little snake. He
set this ring on his smallest finger and brought it covertly to his bandaged face.

"She?" he whispered in English

The snake-ring cane alive and squeezed his finger once.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%204%20-%20Wielding%20A%20Red%20Sword.txt (1 of 149) [1/19/03 8:14:26 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%204%620-%20Wi el ding%20A %20Red%20Sword.txt

The man renoved the ring fromhis finger and returned it to his hidden pocket. He paused,
consi dering. How was he to approach this |lovely and tal ented woman, and how woul d she receive hinf
He could get nore specific advice fromthe ring, but he preferred to work it out for hinmself, as
his possession of the ring could identify his nature if it were seen by others.

In the end, he waited till dusk, when the throng dissi -- pated and the traveling show was
closing up for the night. He approached the covered wagon he had seen the wonan with the harp
enter. He stood by it and cl apped his hands, gently, so as to attract attention w thout generating
too much of it.

The woman appeared. "Yes?" she inquired. Now her lovely fair hair was bound in a heavy

kerchi ef, and she wore a functional skirt and jacket, but her beauty over -- cane these
restrictions.

The nman opened his nouth, but did not speak. He ges -- tured hel plessly.

"I amsorry," the woman said. "l can see that you have been injured, but | do not speak

the I ocal dialect. Do you know English?"
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The nman tried again. Hi s mouth worked, and finally the sounds came out. "Ah -- ah -- ah --
| do," he said.

She gl anced sharply at him tilting her head. "You are shy?" she inquired. "There is no
need to be. What is it

that you wi sh?"

The man struggl ed again to speak. "N-n-n-not sh -- sh-shy," he said. "l st-st-stu-stu-
stutter.”

She did not even snile. "Cone inside," she said.

He foll owed her into the wagon. Inside, the space was tight, but well organized; there was
roomfor two to sit facing each other, and this they did.

"I do not know you," the woman said. "I have not before talked directly with a person with
your problem Forgive ne if | amclunsy; | don't quite know how to

hel p you."

Again the man tried. It took tine for himto get the words out, but the woman was patient
and did not try to interrupt or to fill in the words for him Digested, what he said was this: "I
need help to | eave the Ki ngdom"

"But if you have conmitted sone crine, and are fu -- gitive fromjustice, | shall not help
you," the wonman said.

He asserted that he was not a crinminal; he just had need

to depart anonynously.

"Forgive me again," she said, "but | nmust ask you to touch nmy harp. This will advise ne
whet her what you say

is true."

He touched her harp. Nothing happened. She sniled. "Thank you. Now |l et us be introduced.
am Ob Kaftan of Ireland, and | sing for ny supper. My harp is a gift of the Muuntain King and it
will not suffer the touch of a dishonest person. | amsorry | had to doubt

you before."

"I -- must not tell you ny identity,
wear the bandage to concea

ny face."

“"Ah -- a political refugee?"

"Approximately." Hs stutter was di m nishing as her warmattention hel ped him but that
word remained a con -- siderable challenge.

"May | see your face?"

He unwound the bandage. H s face was clear and hand --
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sone, alnost aristocratic. "But | must not show it openly," he said.

"I think we m ght help you, but | am not sure you would |like the manner," Ob said. "W
al ways have need of inexpensive |abor, tending the aninals, cleaning the cages, nenial chores. |
think you are of higher birth than that."

"I am | will do the work.'

"Perhaps we can inprove upon your canouflage," she said. "Let nme fetch you a nask."

She set himup with a cl own-mask. She assured himthat it woul d not seem unusual, as |ong

the man said halt -- ingly. "I amnot injured; |

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%204%20-%20Wielding%20A%20Red%20Sword.txt (2 of 149) [1/19/03 8:14:26 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%204%620-%20Wi el ding%20A %20Red%20Sword.txt

as he remained with the group, as nost of the nenbers had nore than one task, doubling as
entertai ners and workers.

And so he joined the group and shovel ed dragon manure and cl eaned the harpy cage and fed
fish to the nmermaid. He was paid only with food, a bunk in a wagon, and his right to be anonynous.

The group noved slowy fromvillage to village, on wa -- gons hauled by rented el ephants,
and put on its show at every stop.

After several days, the man approached Orb again. "I think | could perform" he explained
hal tingly.

"But everybody | aughs at the clowns!" she protested.

"They laugh with the clowns,"” he clarified. "And | could do other things that don't
require speaking. | could be a mnme, a juggler, an acrobat."

"These things are not as easy as they may appear," she protested.

"But | have sonme natural ability and sonme training," he said. "My nouth may be
handi capped, but not ny body."

"Well, if you're sure, | can take you to the tour mas -- ter,'
he is an exacting man."

"Take me to him™"

She did. The tour naster was |arge and fat and, when he wasn't playing to a crowd, he
tended to scow . "Show your stuff or get out," he said gruffly.

The clown did a front-flip in the air, then stood on his hands, then flipped back to his

' she said doubtfully. "But

feet.
"S0-s0," the master said, uninpressed. "Can you do it on a high platforn®"
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The cl own nodded. There was no platform handy, so he scranbled lithely up a tree and took
his stance on a horizontal branch. He repeated his flip and handstand, then swung hinsel f down,
around, and back to the top of the branch.

The naster becane nore interested. No fear of heights, eh? Wat else can you do?" "He says
he can juggle," Ob explained. "Jugglers are a dine a dozen. He'd have to be sone -- thing
special ."

The clown pointed to a collection of knives, used by a sonetime knife-thrower. Then, with
perm ssion, he took five, tossed themup singly, and juggled them The bl ades flashed as they
twisted in the air, but no knife dropped to the ground.

"What el se?" the nmaster asked, inpressed.

The clown had evidently prepared for this. He went into a mnme act, doing a clever
imtation of a warrior whose sword kept getting in his way. He had no costunme and no sword, but it
came across clearly. Wen he nanaged to spear his own foot, the master sniled. Wen he tried to
sheathe the blade rapidly and passed it through his crotch instead, the master | aughed.

"You got it, mine! Work up a conplete act; I'll put you on pay. W'll call you -- urn
let's see." The naster stroked his chin. "The Mnme. No, Mym M/mthe Mne! You' ve got a talent,
boy. Wsh I'd known before."

And so he joined the paid perforners, |eaving the dragon dung behind. "I had no idea!" Ob
told himwarmy. "You are a very talented person, Mym™

It was nmerely coordination and training, he informed her, as nuch by gesture as by words,
for he did not like to enbarrass them both by constant stammering. Ob was al ways under st andi ng,
but still it represented an inposi -- tion, and the last thing he wanted to do was burden a wonman
as lovely, inside and out, as she.

But her interest in himhad been aroused, and his as -- cension to performer status
brought theminto closer nat -- ural association. Though the group was castel ess -- which nmade it
technically Pariah -- it did have its own type of stratification, with the master at the top, the
performers
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next, and the nenials at the bottom Ob, as the nain attracti on, was second only to the
master in inportance -- but as Mymrefined his act and the flow of rupees in -- creased, his
status ascended correspondingly. At first the others had been condescending or diffident, because
of his speech inpediment and his inexperience, but no one |aughed at him because all were
outcasts in their own fashions. The mahout who tended the | ead el ephant had a clubfoot, and the
dragon-trai ner was an alcoholic -- the dragon |liked the snell of alcohol -- and the cook was so
grossly fat that he expected in due course to assunme per -- former status as a freak. None of them
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were inclined to laugh at sonmething as minor as stuttering.

In fact, Mym discovered that the group was a kind of famly; it |ooked out for its own,
and he had becone a part of it. This becane clear one day when they were setting up for a showin
a village not far south of Ah -- nmdabad, the giant capital of Gujarat. He was hel ping the exotic
dancer, Pythia, prepare for her act. She had to strip and spread a special protective grease over
all her body, so that the digestive acids of the python would not danage her skin. She had a nagic
pill she would gulp just before the snake swal | owed her head that enabled her to stop breathing
for twenty mnutes or so; that and the salve enabled her to performher act once each day. But the
girl who normally hel ped her and who reached into the python's open nmouth to haul her out by the
feet when the act was over, had run away with a handsonme drifter, and a replacenment had not yet
been recruited. So Mym whose act was done before hers, helped her with the preparation and the
concl usi on.

He was spreadi ng the salve on her body, meking sure to catch every spot, when they were

interrupted by a party of armed, uniformed officers of the CGujarat |lawenforce -- nent staff.
"Stand where you are, masked nan!" one snapped at Mym holding his sword ready. "ldentify
yoursel f."

Mym of course, was unable to respond, in part because of the stutter. Had they found hin®
He had thought he was free..
The dancer, knowi ng his problem faced the troops. Her
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breasts shone with grease and becane nore pronounced as she inhaled. "This is a private
dressing room" she

protested in the I ocal dialect.

The chief officer contenplated her assets. "This is Kingdom busi ness, woman," he said
gruffly. "W are in pursuit of a party of thuggees. They nay have passed this way -- and this man
i s masked."

"This man is ny assistant!" she exclained, taking a really significant breath. "He is no
t huggee! He has been with me all day!" She shook herself, and all three officers struggled not to
gape. "He wears a nask so the funes of the python won't hurt his face." She snapped her fingers,
and the great snoozing snake woke and lifted its snout,

hi ssing. The nmen backed away. "To be sure,” the | eader said.

"I'f you speak for him-- " "OF course | speak for him" she said. "I couldn' tfunc --

tion without him"

They departed, and Mymrel axed. He resuned spread -- ing the salve. "Certainly | spoke for
you," Pythia said. ' 'I didn't even have to lie, really, but | would have. |I know you're no

t huggee, and whatever you did do to make you hide is no business of mine. W cover our own, here.”
He continued with the salve, not trying to speak. "You do a good job," she added reflectively.
"Your hands are clever. You get ne covered nuch faster and better than | could do nyself, even in
the easy places. That girl | had before never was nuch good; she'd tickle ne in one place and
ski mp on anot her."

Wi ch neant that she had been at risk for burns fromthe stomach acids. Mym knew she
didn't like that!

"Do you know why | asked for you to help nme?" Pythia ontinued. "It wasn't because you are
good. It was be -- ause | can get any ten nmen to do this, but their hands woul d be sweating hot
and their eyes would be hotter. | don't |like having a nan do it -- never since one got carried
away two years ago and tried to rape ne." She snmiled reflectively. "The only reason he nissed was
because the salve made nme too slippery to hold. Actually, 1'd have given it to him if he'd asked;
I can take a man or leave him anytine. Wiat's a little thing inside ne for a mnute,
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conpared to what | go inside of for nmy act? But | don't like to be forced. So | told the

master, and he made a eunuch of that man. | was the lead act, then, you see. Don't m sunderstand;
I"mnot jealous of Orb. I'min this for the nobney, and she brings in three tines as nmuch as we
ever had before, and the nmaster is generous when the takings are good. And you, too -- you're

bringing it in nicely, too, and that's so nuch the better. But that's what |'m saying; when you're
with us, we take care of you, and you take care of us. The master took you on because Orb asked
himto -- and now he'd do anything you asked, too, because you're good for the show, Mym you
really are. But | asked for you because | knew you could handl e ne w thout nmaki ng a nove." She
meant the handling physically -- his hands rubbing salve into every part of her, public and
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private.

He was finished, now, and her act was al nost due. She turned to speak directly to him as
she slipped into her scant costunme. "I know you get hard when you stroke me; any nman who's a man
does. When he doesn't, I'lIl knowit's tine for ne to retire. But you wouldn't try to force ne,
because you're the nost disciplined man | ever nmet -- yes, you are, even if you try not to show
it! -- and because, even if you weren't, you're in love with O b and you woul dn't touch anot her
worman i f you thought there was any chance at all you m ght one day touch her, be -- cause you know
she's a one-nman wonan and expects the sane in return. So |I'msafe with you, Mym That's why."

Mym st ood there, chagrined. Had it been so obvious?

She answered, not needing the question. "No, you hide it well. But Ob -- what | can do to
a man by showi ng ny body, she can do just by being herself. I'mdried fish

she's caviar. So | knew what to | ook for."

She stepped toward the stage, bringing the python along with her, but paused once nore.
"And you know, you just might," she said, w nked, and went on out.

If Pythia understood himthat well, then perhaps she al so understood Ob. If she thought
he had a chance..

He watched t he dance and consunmati on, hal f-dazed. But he snapped out of it as the python
slithered back, bearing its burden, because he had to get Pythia out before

10

Welding a Red Sword Pi ers Ant hony

11

she suffocated. The trained snake opened its nouth, which had been defanged, and Mym
reached in and caught the dancer's bare feet. He hauled, and the greased body slid out. The ski nmpy
dress had already di ssol ved away, |eaving nothing to inpede the notion. O course this would never
have worked with an ordinary python or a fully clothed and ungreased wonan, but that didn't mat --
ter; it was a decent show, and as long as it never played twice at the sanme place, the seening
horror of it remained.

He got her clear and hosed her down, getting the acids away. The sal ve conbined with the
acid, so that both were neutralized, but, as |long as she renai ned inside the snake, nore acids
were formng, so it was inportant to get the refuse off. After the hosing, he set her up, took a
clean cloth to her face, cleaned her closed eyes and nouth care -- fully, then did the sanme for
her genital region. Then he snapped his fingers at her ear, waking her fromher trance.

She shuddered, then resuned her breathing. Her eyes opened. "You do such a good job," she

said. "Wth you, there's never any snmarting, no bad patches. |'mcom-- pletely clean." She | eaned
forward and ki ssed him She put her arms around his neck, set her face into his shoul -- der, and
sobbed for a nmonent. Then she lifted her face. "Thank you. | am back fromthe abyss. This, too, is

very fast with you."

Mym nodded. The act, spectacular as it was, was not acconplished without cost. Pythia
ri sked death, and the trance that stopped her breathing was hal fway to death;

t hough she had been through it many tinmes, each time she knew it could be the last, and
each successful recovery was a profound relief. Mst others, even in the group, were not aware of
the full nature of the experience she undert ook.

"Shoul d you ever need nme, you won't even need to ask," she said. "You are the best of nen
Mym "

Had his heart not already been conmitted, he would have taken her up on that. Yet Pythia's
acceptance of himwas only a nanifestation of the acceptance of the group. He felt as good as he
coul d remenber.

It was the nbnsoon season, and daily the wi nds and

showers intensified. The master had a spell to ward off rain during the actual show, but
it was too valuable to waste during travel, when there was no noney to be reaped. The dragon did
not |ike getting wet, but was too big to cover, so he was increasingly surly. Mymhad a good way
with the animals, so had to be out cajoling the nonster forward, getting soaked hinself.

Then one of the wheels on the nmernmaid' s wagon got mired in nud, and all other hands were
conmitted, so Mymwent to take care of that. He used a pole to lever it out, but got thoroughly
muddi ed in the process. Wen the wagon was finally clear, the others were far ahead.

The nmernmai d poked her head out of her tank. Naturally the rain didn't bother her. "Cone,
ride with ne, Mym" she call ed.

Startled, he | ooked at her. He hadn't realized that she spoke English. Normally she didn't
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speak at all, because it was difficult to do when her lungs were full of water. But she could
drain it fromher gills and breathe air when she chose, as she was an anphi bi an
She patted the side of the tank. "Here," she said, sml -- ing. "You nust be tired; you

deserve a rest."

He was tired, as well as being soaked and dirty. He , clinmbed up on the wagon, hol ding
onto the edge of the tank. The nmermaid clicked to the nahout, and the mahout urged the el ephant
forward. The wagon began to gain on the others.

Mym s hands were occupi ed, holding on as the wagon bunped al ong, but the mermaid s hands
were free. She took hold of his head and turned it to please her. Then she kissed him "M thanks
for your service, sir," she said. "Should you ever require sonething novel -- "

He bl ushed, and she | aughed. "I'monly teasing, maybe. But you are a good nan."

Finally the wagon caught up to the others, and he dropped off, for his help was needed
el sewhere. But his mind was whirling, for this was the second tine an at -- tractive worman had
made himan offer. He had no prej -- udice against halflings, and the mermai d had known this;

had his situation been otherw se, he woul d have been in -- terested. But what intrigued
hi m nost was the evident
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fact that he had sex appeal for these women. He had known nany women before -- nore than
he cared to count -- but had never considered hinself attractive in that sense. The others had
been nade avail able to himbecause of his position; he had assuned that they woul d not have
offered so fromtheir own personal choice. But here in the group, wonen were naking thensel ves
avail -- able by choice. True, he had done them favors of a sort;

but he had not acted with the thought of such reward. Their interest had to be genuine,
and that flattered himin a profound nmanner. Perhaps his stutter was not the barrier he had
supposed. |If so, this group had al ready given himnore than refuge.

They cane into Ahnadabad, a sprawling city of nore than a million inhabitants. Here they
expected to have | arge and generous crowds, for the city folk were nore sophisticated than the
villagers and nore interested in oddities. Indeed, their first show was a great success, and the
master was so pl eased that he issued bonus paynents

to the perfornmers.

Naturally Orb, typical other gender in certain respects, wanted to go shoppi ng. The naster
could not deny her, but insisted that she have some protection. "Thieves are

thick incities," he nuttered. "Mymcan cone with ne," Orb said brightly. The naster
scow ed, but evidently renenbered the way Mym had juggl ed knives. "But stay out of trouble," he
adnoni shed. "I don't like risking two star perforners

t oget her. "

So Mym went shopping with Orb, glad for the oppor -- tunity to be with her, however slight
the occasion. He wore a nondescript tunic and an artificial beard that com-- pletely changed his

appearance. Still, it was risky for him-- but perhaps no nore so than performng in this city
as a mne
Ob was delighted with the wares set forth in the open market. She went fromstall to
stall, exclainmng at the bright woven materials and pretty baubles, choosing first
one and then another. But Mymwas nervous. He felt a nmotion in his inner
13
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pocket, so he quietly put his hand in, found the snake -- ring, and put his finger through
it. "T-t-t-trouble?" he murmured, as if to hinself.

The ring squeezed once.

That was all he needed. He tried to draw Ob aside to warn her; but she was distracted by
her shopping, and his effort to speak was inhibited by the stutter, so that he could not get
t hrough to her.

He sighed to hinself. H's hand remained in the pocket, out of sight. Accident? he thought
at the ring, but it squeezed twi ce. Malice? That brought a single squeeze. Robbery? Three
squeezes. And rape? he thought, and got a single squeeze. And nmurder? One squeeze. The thug --
gees? One squeeze.

Now he tried again to warn Orb. He caught her arm and squeezed, sonewhat harder than woul d
ordinarily have been necessary. She paused, |ooking at him real -- izing that sonething was
am ss. He made a notion with his head, signaling toward the region fromwhich they had cone.
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"Tinme to go honme?" she asked, and he nodded affirmatively.

"Very well," she said. "Just let me find one nore thing."

He tried to signal no, but she didn't understand. Rather than nmake a scene, he waited,

t hough the ring was pul si ng warni ng.

O b conpl eted her purchase, and they started back. Mym gui ded her along a route they had

not taken before, hoping to give the thuggees the slip, but soon he saw the subtle pursuit
devel opi ng. They were watching, closing in -- three, four, five of them They wanted the noney the
worman evi dently had to spend and her body, and they were not the type to | eave w t nesses behi nd.
The King -- dom had nade an effort to elimnate the crimnal class, now called the thuggees,
t hough these were not actually connected to the original guild of assassins. They were just common
cutthroats, always on the prowl for vulner -- able wealth, not trained killers but dangerous when
t hey banded toget her

Mymis teeth bared in an unconscious snarl. He hated

14 Welding a Red Sward

the thuggees, of whatever stripe! But he hao not brought a weapon, for conplex reasons
that now seened invalid, and the fact that Orb was the obvious target nade it worse. Al one, he
coul d have given themthe slip, but there was no way she could do that. This was going to be ugly.

VWhat way? he demanded of the ring in his pocket. Then he ran through a nmental |ist of
alternatives, beginning with straight flight and ending with mayhem The ring squeezed at mayhem
Wher e? he thought next.

The ring signaled as they passed a deserted alley. This was the best place to neet the
t huggees.

Mym did not question this; he trusted the ring. He took Ob by the el bow and gui ded her

into it.

The thuggees were jubilant at this break. This was ex -- actly what they wanted -- the
prey secluded, so that the dirty work could be done wi thout witnesses. Killing could be
acconpl i shed quickly, but it took longer to rape a living woman -- and it wasn't any fun when she
was dead -- be -- cause they had to take turns. Here in the alley, setting two of their nunber as

guards for the occasion --

They cl osed, one of them blocking off the far exit, the

ot her four advanci ng from behi nd.

M/mtook Orb to a niche between buil dings, where sone dil apidated crates were piled.
"Hide!" he directed, his stutter not nmanifesting during his distraction. Seeing the tough-Iooking
nmen, she obeyed, frightened.

Now Mym st ood before the crates, holding a board with a nail protruding, facing the
t huggees.

The five closed in. As one, they |laughed, pointing at his inadequate weapon. They were
armed with knives of various descriptions, and their |eader had a short sword.

Mym bit his tongue, deliberately. In a nonent he tasted the blood. H's eyes glazed, his
br eat hi ng qui ckened, and

his dark skin pal ed

"Hey, he's freezing!" one of the thuggees exclai med

in the native tongue.

"Trying to imtate a berserker,"” another said,

unconcerned. The blood in Mym's nmouth continued to flow. Hi s body

began to shake. The breath whistled out through drawn |ips.

Pi ers Anthony 15

“Well, I'lIl berserk him" the | eader said, stepping for -- ward and raising his sword.
"He's shaking in his boots!™ Athin line of reddish froth appeared at Mymis nouth. "Hey, | don't
know -- " another thuggee began

wor ri ed.

Then Mym noved. The board dropped.

The | eader saw no nore than a blur, before his sword was expertly .wenched fromhis
grasp. Then that sword whirled denonically, slicing at the thuggee to the right. A line appeared
at his neck, below the |l eft ear, and he collapsed. The sword lifted and came down on the head of
the thuggee farthest to the left, splitting his face open fromforehead to nose.

The | eader, disarned, gaped. "He is -- " he began. Then the sword whistled across wth
such force that his head lifted fromhis neck and tunmbled to the ground before the body fell.
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The two remmining thuggees tried to turn and run, but one was caught by a thrust to the
bowel , and the other, starting away, got the point of the sword through his skull fromthe rear
The tip of the point showed through at the front as he fell

Mym gl anced back at the crates, where Orb still hid. He pondered a nonent, then reached
for his ring again. Can she handl e this?

The ring squeezed twice.

Best way to get her through? He ran through several notions in his nind and stopped when
the ring squeezed once. He had his plan.

Mym drew out a sil k handkerchief he normally used in his mnme act. He went to the wonman.
O b's head was ducked down, and she was shivering, evidently afraid of the violence and of what
was about to happen to himand to her

"V-v-v-v-veil,'' he got out, giving her the handkerchief. She glanced up. "You nean -- to
hide ny face? That won't fool the robbers!"

She did not know they were dead. "Qu-qu-quickly," he said. "Ey-ey-eyes too."

Frightened and nystified, she tied the handkerchi ef across her face, covering even her
eyes. Then he urged her up and out of the crates and gui ded her fromthe alley.

16 Welding a Red Sword

Once they were clear of it, he rempbved the veil. "But why didn't they foll ow?" she asked,
per pl exed anew.

He shrugged, allowing her to think that the natter was too conplicated for an i mediate
stuttering explanation. They hurried on back to the group's canp.

There was an ugly taste in Myms nmouth, and not fromthe bl ood he had invoked. He had
deceived Ob, and he did not Iike that one bit. But he believed the ring; she was not ready for
the truth. He had done what was necessary to save her life; that know edge had to suffice.

2

PRI NCE

They returned safely, and Ob secluded herself in her wagon to recover fromthe shock of
the near escape. Mym got busy on routine tasks, hel ping organize for the eve -- ning' s show

They had several shows at different sites in Ahnada -- bad, because in this city a few
bl ocks put theminto an entirely new nei ghborhood, generating a fresh audi ence. The take was
excel l ent, and news of Orb's singing spread so that the naster received an invitation to do a
private showing for a noble. Stunned, the naster accepted.

Al were delighted -- except Mym He went privately to the master. "Sir, | cannot perform
before nobility," he said, though not nearly as snoothly as rendered.
The master heaved his paunch about and focused di -- rectly on Mym "Do you know, | had a

visit fromthe police," he said. "There has been a particularly bad bunch of thuggees operating in
this region, leaving a nessy trail of dead. Some officers even checked this group, a while back
but of course we harbored no thuggees."

Mym nodded, know ng what was coni ng. How nuch had the master pieced together?

18 Welding a Red Sword

" "It seenms that a beautiful woman had an encounter with themrecently, but she nanaged to
escape," the master continued. "The police realized fromthe description that she was from our
group, so they came to inquire. Indeed it was our Orb, and she confirmed that the encounter had
taken place. Five brutish nmen, armed with knives and a sword. But it seens that you managed to
di ssuade them

and escape unharnmed.” Mym nodded again, for once glad that he was unabl e

to speak with facility.

"The five were found slaughtered in an alley. The pat -- tern of their bodies is typica
of that left by a berserker warrior. You know -- the kind who tastes bl ood and goes
crazy."

Mym shrugged. "But sonething doesn't match,” the master said. "A
true berserker would have sl aughtered the wonman too, then gone out through the city and
killed and killed until overwhelned by a force of twenty arned, trained nen.
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This did not happen.”

Mymwaited. "Orb reports that you had her don your handkerchi ef

to hide her face and that you |l ed her out of that alley. She doesn't know how you
persuaded the thuggees not to fol -- low. There was no one else -- just you."

Again Mym shrugged. "Now | never heard of a temporary berserker," the

master said. "Obviously you are not one; you weren't even arned. So | nust assune that
ei ther a berserker happened upon the prenises at that nonent, destroyed the thuggees, and expired
froma lucky retumthrust be -- fore he got to you -- which makes no sense, as no other body was
found -- or that a highly trained warrior who

hat ed thuggees did the deed."” He had obviously caught on. Mymis hand went to his

i nner pocket, and his finger found the ring. Lost? he

t hought .

The ring squeezed twice. "You are very handy with knives," the naster was

saying. "But | have never seen you juggle anything except weapons. This suggests that you
were never an enter --

19
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tamer before. You nerely have | earned to handl e weapons with an extraordinary facility. |

can think of only one class of person who would have access to training like that -- a noble."
Still Mym waited.
"And now you tell ne you cannot perform before a noble. Because you woul d be recogni zed?"
Mym nodded.
"Well, let me tell you sonething about conceal nent,"” the nmaster said briskly. "The best

conceal nent is that which the observer never suspects. That is the secret of the | egerdemain |
practice. Msdirection. The very | ast place any noble woul d expect a noble to be hiding would be
onstage before other nobles. | want you to do your act; | guarantee you will be secure from

di scovery. "

Mym shook his head negatively.

"Ah, but there is the stutter,” the nmaster said, as if just renenbering it. "Now it occurs
to ne that that might indeed be an identifying trait. | have no deep know edge of the nobility
here; | travel too nuch to keep current. | have heard of no stuttering noble, but that may be just
ny ignorance. Suppose we were to add some words to your minme act? Under your nmask and nmakeup, no
one can see your mouth nove. If at key points a voice-nimc behind the stage were to throw his
voice, so that it seemed to emanate fromyou...?"

Mym vastly relieved, reached out and cl asped his hand.

"But though there is no need for ne to know details that do not concern ne," the matter
concluded, "I think there is one who nust be advised. | would not have her hurt for all the world,
and nobl es are notoriously casual about romantic liaisons. |I think, before things proceed further -

Mym nodded affirmatively. It was indeed tine.

They tal ked, as the caravan waited out one of the nobn -- soon downpours north of Ahnadabad.
It was pleasant in Orb's wagon as the sound of the rain beat loud, for her covering did not |eak
the way sone of the others did. First she told himher history, for she wanted himto know

20 Welding a Red Sword

about her. She had been born in Ireland twenty years before and raised with a kind of
sister she called Luna. Mymwasn't quite clear on the relationship, but it seemed that Ob's
parents were Luna's grandparents, and that the two girls seened very like twins. Luna painted with
a magi cal brush she had received fromthe Muntain King, and Ob sang with the harp fromthe sane
source. It was the golden harp that extended her power, so that the au -- dience could experience
it. Her father had had the sane talent, but it only mani fested when he was touching the

person to whom he sang. But what was she doing here in India? Mymwanted to

know. For it was obvious that she could enchant audi -- ences anywhere in the world and
had no need to wander
in such uncivilized reaches as these. Wl |, she was |ooking for a song, she explained. It

was
titled the Llano, and it was the nost nmarvel ous song ever to be sung on Earth, but it was

highly elusive. For one thing, it was very challenging to sing, so that only a few people in each

generation could performit successfully. She thought she might be able to sing it well enough and
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wanted to try. For another thing, it was said to be the nost compellingly lovely song that the
human voi ce was capabl e of rendering, and that intrigued her too. But mainly, she believed that
her destiny lay with the song, for whoever traced it to its source would discover the avenue to a
wholly new fulfillment. Ob, dissatisfied with her nmundane exi stence, sought that fulfillnent.

"I have heard of it," Mymsaid haltingly. And he ex -- plained how the nanifestation of
the Llano had been said to acconplish miracul ous things. Once a young wonan had | oved a great
warrior, but she was of lesser birth, and the warrior was not aware of her. So one day she sang

hima segment of the Llano, and he was instantly capti -- vated and | oved her fromthat nonent.

Ob adored the story. "OF course it couldn't happen in

real life," she said regretfully. "It could happen,"” he assured her. She | ooked at him
understanding. "I -- but of course

you're not a prince." She was trying to mtigate the pos -- sible cruelty of the
situation. '~Not that that matters, Mym | -- have been growi ng very fond of you. Even -- "

Pi ers Anthony 21

He cut her off before she could say anything she mght prefer to retract later. "I-I-1-1 --
But the stutter over -- cane himconpletely; he could not get the words out.

Ob put her hand on his. "It doesn't matter, Mym™"

He shook his head. It did matter! But he couldn't say it.

Then she brightened. "I have heard that sometines -- Mym can you sing?"
"S-s-s-sing?" he asked bl ankly.
"It invokes a different portion of the brain, as | un -- derstand it. So sonme stutterers

can sing clearly, even though they can't talk. Conme, try it; sing with nme.”" And she | aunched into
one other Irish songs: "0 Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling, / Fromglen to glen, and
down the nountain side."

Doubtfully, he joined her: "And fromthe trees, the | eaves, the | eaves are falling, /Tis
you, 'tis you nust go and | nust bide."

They bot h paused, astonished. He had not only man -- aged to sing it wthout stuttering,
he had sung it clearly and well.

"You could nmake it as a singer!" she exclai ned.

“I-1-1-1 could!'" he agreed, awed.

"No -- sing it," she urged him "You don't need a song;

just hold the note, any note."

"I can!" he sang in a |level note.

"Now you can say anything you want to!" she ex -- clainmed. "Ch, Mym |'mso pleased!'" And
she flung her arns about his neck and ki ssed him

He et her do it, but did not respond. First he had to acquaint her with his own history,
and he wasn't sure she woul d be pl eased.

"I amnot what | seem" he sang on a single note, re -- veling in this sudden new ability
whi |l e he dreaded what he had to say. "I ama prince."

Ob sobered rapidly. "Go on," she said with sudden reserve.

In singsong, he did. He was the second son of the Rajah of Gujarat and had been raised in a
pal ace, his every whimobliged. H s older brother was slated to becone the new Raj ah when their
aging father died. Myms real nane was

22 Welding a Red Sword

a conpl ex construction that translated, |oosely, as "Pride of the Kingdom" O course, he
expl ai ned ruefully, he had been named before it was realized that he had a speech inpedinment. He
was of course no pride, and the nane had becone an irony, one that he never used. Hi s confinenent
to the pal ace had been as nmuch to conceal himfrom public awareness as to cater to his needs, for

i ndeed his father was ashanmed of him

But a prince remained a prince, and care was taken to bring himto the necessary level in
every princely art. For if anything should happen to his brother, before there were issue, Mym
woul d, to the consternation of all who were in the know, still assune the throne. How he could do
this, when he could not even give a cohesive directive, no one dared speculate. It was vital that
his brother be married early, so as to alleviate the possibility of disaster. Hi s brother had
married early -- but both his wife and his | eadi ng concubine had proved to be infertile. This was
an enbarrassnment of another nature. They were maneu -- vering to obtain a fertile wife, but such
matters were com-- plex. Meanwhile, Mym-- and the ki ngdom-- renai ned at

risk. Mymhad finally had enough of this. He did not want
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to assume the throne any nore than his father wanted himto. He wanted only one thing --
to be able to talk normally. But neither magi c nor science had been able to help him

stuttering sinmply wasn't properly understood. So he had

run away.

It was perhaps a signal of the famly's degree of con -- cern, he sang wyly, that his
escape had been accom-- plished so readily. It was true that he was an acconplished infiltrator
who coul d slide past guards as if alnost invis -- ible -- that was one of the talents useful to a
Raj ah, when rebellion threatened -- but he was aware that only the npst cursory attenpt had been
made to |l ocate him The truth was that his famly knew that it would be better off w thout him
Wth luck, his older brother would carry the Iine on through, and the stutterer could be expunged
from

the records.

And so he had slipped about and spent his noney cau -- tiously, learning howto nerge with
t he popul ati on and

Pi ers Ant hony 25

get along without having to speak. For a tine, the chal -- |lenge of surviving had kept him
occupi ed, but then the tedium had begun to encroach. Skul king around the streets of Ahnadabad had
not been much nore rewardi ng than being waited on as a prince. He had not dared show his princely
skills, lest he betray his nature, and he | acked nonprincely skills. He had ranged beyond the
city, seek -- ing what he could not define. A magic charm had hel ped gui de hi mand keep him from
serious m schief.

Until he had seen and heard Ob sing and play. Then all the rest had faded away, becom ng
uni nportant, and he had known the face and formof his ideal. And so he had cone to her, revealing
to her his handicap at the out -- set so that she would not be deceived, and had taken ser -- vice
with the group.

O b, amazed at first, was evidently acclimatizing as his narrative continued. "So you are
a prince," she said.

"Not by choice,” he sang. "I desire nothing nore than to remain here and be with you."

"But | amnot a regular part of this tour," she protested. "I joined at Calcutta and wl|
| eave at Karachi, in Sind, where a ship will take nme el sewhere in the world. It is the song
seek, the Llano."

"Then | would go with you and be your bodyguard," he sang.

That remni nded her. "Those thuggees -- as a prince you nmust hate them

"They are a bane to our fair kingdom" he agreed. "They are vernin, to be externinated
wher ever found. Most particularly when they threaten a worman |ike you.'

"You -- trained in weapons. You can juggle five knives in the air w thout cutting
yoursel f. Surely, then, you could -- "

This was the other thing he had dreaded to tell her. "I could kill them" he agreed. "And
I did -- and blindfolded you so that you would not see their bodies."

Her face stiffened, and she turned away. He got up and went outside, know ng that the
thing he had feared had cone to pass. Ob was a |ovely and sonewhat innocent wonan; she was
revolted by physical violence. She was not tenperanentally equi pped to understand why or how

24 Welding a Red Sword

a prince would naster the secret art of controlled ber -- serkery, the ability to kil
swiftly without losing his sanity. Yet the naster had been right -- he had had to tell her, before
she began to share the enotion he had for her. There was no way he could bear to hurt her -- and
if her interest in himhurt her, then it had to be abolished.

But two days later Orb approached him "I apologize for nmy reaction," she said. "I realize
that if you had not acted as you did, those thuggees would have killed you -- and me -- and then
gone on to do the same to other in -- nocent people. They did have to be destroyed. | -- | sinply
have a problem adjusting to -- to this sort of thing. | know you are not a violent man, Mym |
know you did what was necessary. | renenber that you tried to get ne away from harm before the

t huggees showed, and | del ayed to nake another purchase, so it was really ny fault, too.
WI1l you forgive me ny ignorance?"
"Forgiven!" he sang in a faint nonotone, greatly
relieved.
She cane close, evidently intending to kiss him But
he shied away, for they were in the open. "People are
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wat ching!" he sang.
"Let themwatch!" she exclainmed. She flung her arns
about hi mand ki ssed hi m nbst soundly.

For a nonent he savored the sheer delight of the ex -- perience, for she was all he had
ever dreaned of. Then he broke sonewhat. "I ama prince," he rem nded her. He knew that was no
reconmendation for her; she did

not really believe in royalty. "I think |I |oved you before | knew," she replied. "

feared you were a crinminal or a renegade, so | fought against it, but really |I knew you
were not. You are a re -- narkable man, who has been taunted by circunmstance, and now that |
understand you better, | do want to be with you. | would remain here in India, if I had to -- "
"No, no!" he sang. "You nust continue your quest for

Ll ano! | would not deny you your dream ™ "But | think | have found ny dreamin you," she

said. "Only part of it, only part,"” he demurred. "And that
Pi ers Anthony 25

part you can have without sacrificing the other. I will go with you, wherever your quest
| eads. "

She snmiled. "You are truly the nost wonderful of nen." Then she ki ssed hi magain.

Naturally the news was spread throughout the group before their dialogue was done. "I am
sorry to lose you," Pythia said as he prepared her for the evening show.

"But | will continue hel ping you!" he protested in his new singsong.

"The master has already schedul ed a replacenent,” she said. "Your bel ongi ngs are being
moved to Orb's wagon. It is not nmeet for you to handle ne after today."

"But I amnot -- "

"Ch yes you are," she said, snmling. "The nermaid is threshing the water angrily with her
tail; she had hoped you would work it out with Orb at a sufficiently later date."

He had to laugh. "Thank her for me," he sang. "You and she have done nore for me than
per haps you realize.'

"Ch, we realize," she said. Then it was tinme for her act.

That night he spent in Orb's wagon. Contrary to the popular inpression, they did not nake
love; it was enough sinmply to talk, getting to know each other in pleasant new detail. Wen at
| ast they slept, they slept enbraced, but that was all -- and nore than sufficient. The very touch
of her caused himalnost to vibrate with nmel ody. What nade it even nore delightful was his
realization that she reacted simlarly to him The |love of the ideal wonman -- for the first tinme,
hi s awareness of his handi cap became secondary. It had hel ped bring himto this, and he woul d not
have had it otherw se.

On anot her night they did make love. It was the first tine for her, for she was truly a
chaste woman. He had expl ained that aspect of the life of a prince, fearing that this would di smay
her, but she only said: "You never |oved before."” And that was true and it made the rest as
i nconsequential as his stutter had becone.

In fact, his thorough experience enabled himto do the nost that he could for her, so that
there were no awkward confusions or enmbarrassnents or disconforts. "But all
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of this, with any other woman, would not conpare to the merest touch of your hand," he

told her sincerely, i "Wat, even the nost beautiful of wonen?" she in- !
quired archly. "You are that."
She | aughed. "How can you know?" "I do know. The nobst beautiful concubines of all the
ki ngdom were culled for ny pleasure in the pal ace."
She sighed, not perturbed. "I realize this is true. It is ;

surely a rare conplinent.”

"They m ght as well have been oxen," he sang.

"So | amthe best of all the oxen you have known?" "They were beautiful wonen!" he
repeat ed qui ckly,

and they both laughed. So it continued, for the |long nonths of the nonsoon

as the group wended its slow way northwest toward Sind. Geography hardly nattered to Mym
his delight was wherever Ob was. She had a rare talent in her singing, but even that no | onger
mattered; he cared nothing for

talent, only for her. They crossed the Indus, taking a slow ferry, and did

their show for the folk of another |anguage. It didn't mat -- ter; the appeal of the show
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was uni versal .

But still Ob did not discover the thing she | ooked for,

the Llano. This did not frustrate her; she was content to seek it in this fashion for a
lifetime, with Mym beside her.

But as they reached the outskirts of Karachi, an arnmed, nounted party descended on the
group. The march cane to an abrupt halt. The cavalrymen wore the livery of Gu -- jarat, and this
was beyond the territory of that kingdom

but the group was in no position to protest.

An officer consulted with the naster, then strode di -- rectly to Ob's wagon. "Prince, we
have cone for you,"

he cal |l ed.

So they had known all along where to find him Mm

was di smayed but not really surprised. Probably that busi -- ness with the thuggees had

given themthe hint, and they had sinply kept track of the touring group thereafter. But
why were they acting now? There was no way to avoid them they had the group
Pi ers Anthony 27

surrounded, and they were alert. They were also first -- class cavalry; he knew whi ch was
whi ch. He stepped down out of the wagon. "What is your business?" he sang.
The officer did a double-take. Evidently he had not been advised of this detail. Mymwore

the whiteface nmakeup that he used for nore than the minme act, and of course they had expected him
to stutter.

But in a nonent the officer recovered. "The Prince, your brother, is dead," he said
formally. "Pride of the Kingdom you are now the Designated Heir." He nade a formal token bow.
"You will return with this honor guard to the captital, where the Rajah awaits you."

Di saster! Mym had never been close to his brother, indeed, hardly knew him but this
sudden death was a shock to all the famly, hinself included. Hs elevation to Designhated Heir was

a worse shock. "H h-how did he d -- d-d-die?" he stamrered, forgetting to singsong.

"Sir, he died in battle agai nst Rajasthan, honorably."

"But we are not at war with Rajasthan!" Mympro -- tested in singsong.

"It was a routine incursion.”

Just a border skirmish -- and naturally his bold brother had. gone out personally and
gotten hinmself killed and brought this mischief on themall.

Ob canme out. "You must go," she said. "Your King -- dom needs you."

"Damm ny Ki ngdoml " he sang.

"I will go with you, ny love."

"No," the officer said firmy. "The Prince al one nust cone. He will marry a princess of
the Rajah's choosing."

"N-n-n-never!" Mymcried.

"We are instructed to pay the wonan an adequate sum " the officer said. "She will not be
in want. But she is not to see the Prince again, by order of the Rajah.”

"An adequate sum" Ob exclained indignantly.

"It is here," the officer said, proffering her a snmall package.

They were quite serious. Mymknew that there was no way to talk themout of this; the
Raj ah's word was ab -- solute. He bit his tongue.
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O b, benused, accepted the package, but did not | ook

at it.

"You will be given a few minutes to make your parting

with the worman,"” the officer said. "You will not need to take any bel ongi ngs, Prince; we
shal | provide you with

suitable raiment." The blood flowed in Mymis nouth. H's skin paled. Tiny

bubbl es appeared at his |ips.

The officer kneeled before him pitfffering the hilt of his sword. "If it pleases you,
Prince, strike off ny head first, and any others you wi sh. W shall not take arns agai nst our
| eader. But you will return to the Kingdom"

"Mym" Orb screaned, understanding. "They are

only doing their duty! You nust go with them"
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He paused. She was correct -- but even if she had been in error, he realized that he would
not expose her to this.

She was not a creature of mayhem

He turned his head and spat out the blood. Then he took the officer's sword, reversed it,
and handed it back. "A nonent," he said, in this instance not stuttering.

"As ny lord wishes," the officer said, seenmingly un -- ruffled. He sheathed the sword.

Mymturned to Ob. "I will return to you," he sang.

"After | persuade ny father that | will not serve. Until that time, | give you this." He
brought out the ring that

was shaped like a little snake. "But what is it?" she asked, her eyes glistening with

tears. "It is a royal charm War it, and it will answer any

guestion. One squeeze neans yes, two nean no, and three nmean it can not answer in that
fashion. It will also protect

you, if you ask it to."

"Protect ne?" He put the ring on his own fingei. Denonstrate, he

thought. The little snake cane to life. It slithered into his palm

then, as he brought it to Ob's hand, across to hers. It reared up nonentarily, issuing a
tiny hiss, then coiled around one of her fingers and went netallic again. "You nmean -- it bites?"
she asked, amazed. "Deadly," he sang. "But only on comand. This you can always trust. War it and
be secure.”

Pi ers Ant hony 29

"Until you return,” she said.

He nodded. Then he took her in his arns and ki ssed her deeply. Sone of his makeup sneared
on her face, but that didn't natter. She was too lovely for any snear to alter

He stepped to the officer. "Now | will go with you." he sang.

They brought up a fine horse, and Mym nounted. He paused to wave to Ob and to the others
who had be -- friended him Then he rode out.

-- 3 --

PRI NCESS

The Raj ah was ol der than Mymrenenbered him O course, Mym had been no closer to his
father than to his brother; it was not the royal way. He had encountered the man, physically,
perhaps no nore than a dozen times in his life, and nost of those during his childhood, before his
not her had had the bad judgnment to bear a daughter and had been divorced and disnissed from pal ace
life. Mymhad had no close famly life thereafter, and realized now that this had been a

consi derabl e part of what he had sought and found in Ob -- true I ove and cl oseness be -- tween
i ndi viduals. He was not about to give it up

Still, the sight of his father was sonething of a shock. It was not just that the nan was
old, but that he was both grand and ill. He was el egantly robed, of course, which was his norma
state, with golden enbroidery and a neck -- lace of bright rubies, but his bearing was a thing
beyond dress. The Rajah coul d have been naked and still radiated authority. His illness showed in

the sall owness of his com-- plexion and the holl owness of his cheeks. Cbviously magi c had
buttressed his health, but there were limts even to nagic, and the nman was inevitably descending
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toward his release of this body. No wonder he was con -- cerned about the state of his
Heir.

"It is necessary for the Heir to have an heir," the Rajah said. "You will be betrothed to
a princess of the royal house of Maharastra, a politically suitable alliance. W are now
negotiating the dowy." "Sire, | will not be betrothed,” Mymsang. The Rajah gazed at him
nodding. "So it is true. The wench taught you another node of speech. This is an inprovenent,
t hough still not ideal."

"The wench,"” Mym sang between his teeth, "is the only one | will marry."

The Raj ah considered. "Do your duty by the princess, and in due course you may recover the
wench as a concubine. "

Mym turned his head and spat.

The courtiers junped, and a royal guard went so far as to touch his sword, but the Rajah
did not react. After a nonent he nade a tiny gesture with one hand, dism ssing his son
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Mym bowed and backed away, departing the Presence. It had not been a very positive
encounter.

He was put under house arrest at an attractive palace on the outskirts of Ahmadabad.
Naturally he was not tor -- tured or inprisoned or coerced by nmagi cal nmeans; he was the Heir. But
nei ther was he given his freedom He knew he would be freed the nonment he gave his word to co --
operate, but he would not give that word. The word of a sovereign was inviolate and never given
i nsincerely. So he I anguished in total confort, provided with gournmet neals, phenonenal
entertai nnent, and expert instruction in any art that might interest him

Two weeks into his confinenent, he tried to escape. He was unsuccessful, as he had known
he woul d be; he was nerely testing the defenses. In the past, his father had not cared about his
wher eabouts; now the Rajah did care, and that nade all the difference. Mymcould not escape.

After the first nmonth, an anbassador fromthe Rajah canme to pose the question: would he
now consent to the
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betrothal ? Mymturned his head again and spat, and the

anbassador departed. But the Rajah's wish was not lightly scorned. Two days

[ ater a beautiful concubine was ushered into the palace. Her hair was |ustrous nidnight,

and genms sparkled in it like stars. "The Rajah bids nme be yours," she said. "You will never be
mne," Mymsang curtly. Her lovely face stiffened. The pal ace guards hustl ed her
away.

One hour later the chief of the palace guards ap -- proached. "Prince Heir, the Rajah bids
you W t ness what

we have done." Curious, Mym acconpanied the man to the front gate

of the palace. There, mounted on a tall spike, was the head of the concubine. The gemns
still sparkled in her hair.

A nonth | ater another concubine arrived. This one was a creature of the northlands, with
bright blue eyes and hair like finely wought silver, bound about by threads of gold. "The Rajah
bi ds ne be yours," she said.

Mym hesitated. He realized that this was a ganme in which his father's resources of
per suasi on dwarfed his own powers of rejection. At best, his adamance could |lead to a chain of
| ovel y heads upon the spi kes of the front gate; at worst, the Rajah would obtain and present Ob

herself in this manner

"Remain," he told her curtly. "I will sumobn you at
need. "
That sufficed for the nmoment. But when the week ex -- pired, and he had not nade use of

her, this woman's head abruptly appeared beside the first, on the gate.

The third nonth another concubine arrived. Her hair was the col or of burnished copper and
buckl ed in place by conbs of fine green jadeite, and her eyes mirrored the

jadeite in hue.

Mym cl osed his eyes. Forgive nme. Orb! he prayed.

can not be the nurderer of these |ovely wonen. They are

too much i ke you. Then he took the hand of the concubi ne, and brought

her to his bed, and di spatched her mai denhead that hour. In this manner did the Rajah
slowy bend his son to his will. But still M/mrefused to agree to the betrothal. His
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body was captive, but his heart renmined his own, pledged to Ob

Two years |later the Rajah hinmself came to the palace. The ravages of his illness had
intensified, but his will had not abated. "If you care not for your own interest," the Rajah said,
"consider that of your Kingdom | will pass within three years, and our enem es conspire against
us, but the Heir is not ready. Your presence, and the alliance with Maharastra, can secure our
frontier against serious incursion. This is necessary for the welfare of all citizens ofCGujarat."

"Adopt a worthier heir," Mymsang. "Let ne rejoin nmy bel oved."

"The Princess of Maharastra is beautiful and accom-- plished, conpletely worthy of any

man. Accept the be -- trothal and all else is yours."

"I will not marry any wonan but ny bel oved. Rel ease ne and all else is yours."

"Fairness is a virtue, even in a prince," the Rajah re -- sponded. "Spend one nonth with
the princess at the Hon -- eynoon Castle. If, thereafter, you still decline to betroth her, | wll

grant you your freedom"
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Victory, so suddenly! "Agreed," Mymsaid. What was one nonth's tenptation, conpared to the
two years he had survived?

The Honeynobon Castle was situated in renbte nmoun -- tains. It was a phenonenally
attractive estate, with sculp -- tured hedges, gardens of infinite color, picturesque ar --
chitecture, and every likely luxury. No grounds-crew naintained it; an enduring spell kept it in
perfect condi -- tion, with an ideal climte independent of what existed beyond. Favored nobles

were granted weekends here when they married, and the Rajah hinmself retired here when in need of
restoration. But for one full nonth it was to be Mymi s residence.

O course a person could get bored with even the nost wonderful accomodations, in the
absence of human conpany. That was why there were always two people here -- and only two. For the
nost remarkabl e property

34
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of the Honeynmoon Castle was the nagic it perfornmed on the nminds of those who cane into its
anmbi ance.

The enotion and consci ous t houghts of any person here expanded, in a fashion, beyond his
body, and became manifest to any other person present. There were no se -- crets of feeling, here.
That was why it was so potent for those who were freshly in love -- and why it was no place for
those who were no | onger in |ove.

However, Mym was forewarned and prepared. He had never before been to the Honeynoon
Castle, but he doubted that its nagic could shake his enduring love for Ob. If there were any
guestion, his close contact with what nmight well turn out to be a sinpering, spoiled south -- ern
princess would elimnate it. He had in O b a standard of excellence that no other worman coul d
mat ch. What was her name? He had al nost forgotten it already!

Rapture of Malachite -- that was it, as though there could be delight in cold green stone.
It was surely as ironic a designation as his own, Pride of the Kingdom No, he knew he woul d
emerge fromthis encounter victorious and be free at last to rejoin his only true |ove.

He stood al one at the landing patio, awaiting the arrival of the princess' carpet. There
were no servants, of course

no other mnds could be permitted to snoop on the naked thoughts and feelings of royalty.
The two of themwould be truly alone for the duration, until the carpets returned in a nonth to
pi ck t hem up.

It arrived on schedule, first a speck above the mountain pass in the distance, then a
floating shape, flat below |unpy above. Finally it coasted in for the | anding, a broad carpet
bearing a cushi oned, curtained cage.

It settled gently to the tiles. The cage opened, and the

princess stepped out.

Mym stood in the shadow of the gate and gazed at her, this nenmesis of his |ove that he had
never seen before.

The Princess Rapture of Ml achite of Maharastra was a spectacul ar figure of a worman. She
wore a belted robe that caressed a figure rem niscent of an hourglass, with a sash of shining pale
gold mesh, and buttons that were deep red rubies. Her hair was a lustrous flowing river of blue --
bl ack that whorled and swirled its way down about her

shoul ders and franed her face nost prettily. Her eyes were |ike those of oxen of the
| owl and breed, great and dark and liquid. Her tiny ears showed at the edge of her coursing hair
like shells at the fringe of a |ake, sparkling iridescently. Her nouth was a perfect dainty
crimson bow, too delicate for anything approaching a coarse word. Her breasts beneath the robe
were like twin fawns, firmand perfectly rounded, surely as soft to the touch as man's desire
could wish. Her hips --

She turned to face him Stay your |ascivious thoughts, ruffian! she thought fiercely at
him Have you forgotten al ready where you are?

| ndeed, he had, for the nmonment! Her amazing beauty had smitten hi munprepared, disrupting
his anger at her presence before it could be fairly settled. Now he felt hinself blushing, and
that infuriated him-- and made his face burn nore hotly.

She | aughed, satisfied to be one up on him He had broadcast his inpressions as openly as
any school boy m ght have, while she had nai ntai ned her reserve.

But now she sobered. "Know, O Prince ofGujarat, that this union is no nore nmy wi sh than
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yours," she said clearly, and now her enotion cane at him controlled anger. "I |ove another and
will always love him but for the will of ny father, | would be with himthis nonent and forever.
You are but an obstacle in nmy way, and we shall pass this trial nost readily if you keep your body
and your mind well clear of mne."

Mym coul d hardly believe it. "You are against this be -- trothal?" he sang. "That | did
not know. "

"There is surely nmuch you do not know. Prince of the tongue-tied. And much you had best
never |learn. Now cone into the open so | can see the inage of ny eneny."'’

Enmbarrassed anew, Mym stepped out into the light.

Wiy, he is a handsone man, she thought with surprise.

That is immterial, he responded in the sane manner, and now it was her turn to blush. She
had been caught the same way. It was one thing to know that their thoughts would be conpletely
open to each other, and quite an -- other to experience the reality.

"True, Pride of the Kingdom" she replied, and that
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set him back again. Even as it happened, he kept

forgetting! Choose what quarters you prefer, he thought quickly,

to cover up whatever else he mght otherw se think. | shal

take quarters on the opposite side.

"There is nowhere on the prenmises that we can avoid each other's nminds," she said. "Only
ment al di sci pline

will suffice.”
That will suffice, he agreed grimy. So they selected suites on opposite sides of the
castle. But that proved to be inpractical, because there was nei -- ther food nor water in the

suites; they had to energe to obtain these things. There was a kitchen section, stocked with al
manner of delicacies, but it was so constructed as to require the sinultaneous action of two
parties. One person had to hold open the pantry door, while the other reached for the food; it
could not otherwi se be obtained. It spoiled rapidly outside the magic pantry, so that it was not
feasible to cooperate for one big raid; two people had to be present for every fresh neal,

The water was even nore of a problem It issued froman ol d-fashioned punp with a long red
handl e. One person had to punp, while the other held the cup in place; there was no other way.
Each served the other for a cupful -- but even this evaporated the nonent it was taken fromthe
di ni ng chanber. They were stuck together for neals. That was the least of it. "But | want to
wash!" the

Princess said annoyed. Mym pondered. "I could punmp while you sat under the

spout,” he sang. She turned on hima withering look. "Or | could punp

while you sat under it."

He appreci ated the problem Believe ne. Rapture, | have no desire to gawk at your fair
flesh, he thought.

"You lie, Pride," she gritted.

True, he realized. He did not |Iove her and had no wish to be corrupted by her, but he was
a man and enjoyed the sight of voluptuous fermale flesh wherever it occurred -- and hers was as
vol upt uous as such flesh canme. He was

a voyeur at heart.

"And | have no wish to corrupt you," she retorted.
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You lie, he thought back at her, for beneath her overt anger at the situation was a covert
pl easure at his as -- sessment of her body. She was a true woman, subject to fits of vanity; she
wanted to be alnpst irresistibly ap -- pealing to all men, while obliging only that one she chose,
at her conveni ence.

Dam you! she thought, and her sudden rage was |ike a crack of thunder

He smiled, sonewhat bitterly. This is the nature of this castle, he renminded her. To force
us together, to set up feedback. To make ne desire you, and you to appreciate that desire, unti
we both are lost in nutual admiration

"But we are royalty, not animals,"” she pointed out. "W have no need to succunb sl avishly
to feedback."

He decided to change the subject, for it was treach -- erous. They were disciplined human
bei ngs, and she was evidently as dedicated to her other love as he was to his -- a trait he
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admired in her --

"Wat ch your thought!" she snapped.

So it behooved themto cooperate to avoid the obvious tenptations. He nmust not | ook at her
flesh, or think any appreciative thoughts about it, no matter how | uscious --

Animal! He wasn't sure whether that was her savage thought or his. This business was
trickier than he had antici pated!

"True," she agreed.

"I will turn ny back and punp while you wash," he sang, having a bright notion. "Then you
can do the sane for me. W need never gaze upon each other's flesh."

She considered. She didn't like it -- her feeling was con -- sistent with her thought --
but saw no better alternative. "Let's experinment. You punp while facing away, and | will wash ny
hands. "

"A-a-a-agreed," he stuttered, then cursed hinself for forgetting to sing.

"Prince, we can surely discover significant things to detest in each other," she said,
synpat hetic. "W need not be ashaned of that which we have no power over. Speak as you will; it is
not an issue between us."

She forgave himhis stuttering! Mymwas for the nb -- nent overwhel ned by a surge of
gratitude. So few of either sex ever bothered to understand --
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Stop that! she thought fiercely. / don't want your

feeling!

She was trying to do the proper thing, which was to

mai ntain her alienation fromhim He understood per -- fectly and was trying to do the
sanme hinself. But her compassion for his handicap cut through to his deepest self-image; he could
mask but never quite abolish his

gratitude.

"Ch, punp the punp!" she cried in frustration, strug -- gling with inperfect success to
stave of f that gratitude.

He turned about, reaching behind himto grasp the han -- dle, awkwardly. His gaze fell on

the wall he now faced.

It was a wall-sized mrror.

Mym si ghed. The buil der of Honeynbon Castle seened to have thought of everything. Well, he
could sinply close

his eyes.

"Better a blindfold," she said.

They tried that. He draped a bl anket over his head and punped, while she set about her
busi ness.

"Ch!" she excl ai med abruptly.

Cold water, no doubt. He kept punping -- but now his thoughts focused deterninedly on
specul ati ons about what flesh the flowi ng water nust be touching to evoke such reaction. He tried
to divert his mnd, but there was no way now not to think about what he shouldn't. Cd ear

water, glistening breasts --

"Ch, this is worse than just plain | ooking would be!" she exclaimed in frustration. "Take
of f that blanket!"

But I'mtrying to control ny --

She reached across and tore off the blanket. Mym blinked. There before himwas a bare
bosom every bit as grand as the one he had been trying not to imagine.

"Mght as well get this over with," she nuttered, her spoken words al nost blotted out by
the underlyi ng anger she broadcast. She stripped the rest of the way, while Mym benused, watched,
ashanmed for the admration he was unable to suppress. She was indeed the perfect

woman. | n due course she finished and dried and dressed.' ' Now

it is your turn," she said ferociously. Mymquailed. Fair was fair -- but naturally he had
suf --
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fered the masculine reaction; if he stripped, this would be all too evident.

Rapture bl ushed. "Sone other tine," she decided, and fl ed.

O course his thought had been about as revealing as his body would have been. He bl ushed
hi nsel f; he had not neant or wanted to expose her to that. She was a fine, discreet woman, who had
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probably never seen a man in --

Enough! her thought cane, undimnished in intensity despite the distance she had put
bet ween t hem

At that he had to laugh, ruefully. The Castle was naking fools of them both.

Rapt ure reappeared. She was trying to nmaintain her anger, but the perverse hunor of it was
spreading to her. "W nust escape this castle!" she exclai nmed.

"Y-y-yes!" he agreed fervently.

"Y-y-yes," she echoed, and she was not nocking him

But neither of them had nmuch of an idea howto do it. The estate was girt by a high
enchanted wall that could not be scaled, with a | ake on the back; the only approach was by nagic
carpet, and they had none. They agreed to ponder during the night and conpare notes in the
nor ni ng.

They got through the evening neal, and then Rapture shut her eyes and punped while Mym
washed. |f she peeked it didn't matter, for she could not help but read his physical state through
his mind. She nerely flushed and continued punping, while he counted nunbers back -- wards
constantly to drown out what he could of his own thoughts. He was gl ad when it was over

They separated, each going to the appropriate suite. But Mymhad hardly entered his when
her screamresounded through his mnd. He charged to her section, threw open the curtain --

naturally there were no doors -- and found her standing with her delicate fist in her nouth.
"Somet hi ng was there!" she cried.
From her mind he got the inmage -- sone shadowy, skel -- etal, denmonic figure that had

sought to sneak up on her, but retreated when she turned to | ook
"But there are no other people or creatures on the prem ses," Mymreninded her. "W would
intercept their thoughts."
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"I sawit," she insisted, and he knew she had -- or be -- lieved she had. Wich |left open
the possibility of something other than

a person or a creature, he realized. Was this Castle

haunt ed by denons?

"Denons! " she exclainmed, horrified. But why would there be anything like that in a castle

i ntended for |overs?

"To ensure that they are together," she said. And that, of course, was it. Those who

i nsisted on sleeping apart woul d di scover conpany of an unpleas -- antly alien nature. Rapture was
obviously extrenely ill at ease; he felt it throughout her mnd. Wat were they to

do? "I will ignore it," she said bravely. But though she

intended to nmake the effort, he read her deep fear of the denobnic. She would not be able
to sl eep.

It was a nan's business to protect a wonan from what -- ever threats existed, in whatever
way he could. Mym knew that his sword woul d not be effective against a denon -- but that was not
the point. / will stand guard,

he t hought.

"I couldn't ask you to do that!" she protested. "W nust sleep apart!” But she w shed he
woul d do that, for
she was genui nely afraid.

I will sleep by the door, he decided, anending his no -- tion. That will be no hardship
Her relief was manifest. "I wish I could thank you,
Prince Pride," she said. They both knew why she could not. "I prefer Mym"

he sang. "Mym -- the nanme they gave you at the sideshow, " she

sai d, reading the context. "Where you net the wonan

you | ove."

Wiere | was happy, he agreed.

She retired to her large, soft bed of feather pillows and colorful quilts, and he settled
down in the doorway and slept in the way a warrior did, alert for any intrusion. They left the
lamp on, so that nothing could enter unseen

In a nonent he jerked awake. A horrendous denon was tiptoing toward the bed. Rapture
turned and saw it, and screaned.
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Mym | eaped up, his sword whipping fromits sheath -- but the denon charged through a wall
maki ng no sound, and di sappeared.

He turned back to the bed, where Rapture was shaking with reaction. Her enotion was a
tangl ed mass of loa -- thing, fear, and shane, for she knew she was inposing on Mym despite her
resolve to cause himno nore trouble.

He went to her, sat on the bed, and took her into his arns. // is the nature of the
i nnocent to be afraid of evil, he thought soothingly. He felt no fear hinself, of course, nerely
di sgust that he could have allowed an intrusion of this nature. He had been on guard, had he not?

She sobbed into his shoul der. Then, buoyed by his lack of fear, she calned. "I -- |
apol ogi ze for ny weak -- ness, that so inconveniences you," she said. "I never neant -- "

/ know. The Castle nade deception inpossible; she was not practicing any artifice in her
fear, and he practiced none in his lack of it. They had been trained for different things.

"But this is exactly what the Castle neans to do!" she said. "To force us into each
other's arns -- "

"There is no love init," he said. "I would hold a fright -- ened child so."

That abashed her further, yet she could not deny it. "If child | nust be, then so let it
be," she said. "My weakness and ny humiliation are laid open to you, and | deserve your contenpt."

You showed no contenpt when | stuttered, he reninded her

"But you couldn't help that!"

"And you can not help this."

She paused, considering. "I showed none because | felt none," she said slowy. "But had
felt it, I would have changed ny opinion by now. You are a brave man and a kind one."

/ ama Prince. | amwhat | amtrained to be

The bravery, yes, she thought back at him The kind -- ness, no.

The best ruler tenpers justice with mercy, he thought, echoing what he had been trained.
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But with you the nmercy is stronger than it shoul d be.

This was true, he realized. He had mastered the phys -- ical abilities required of his
of fice, but not the enotional ones. Had he possessed proper discipline, he would not have been
swayed by the fate of the concubines he re -- jected or by the subservience of the cavalry officer

who had cone to bring himback. He was weak -- and his father the Rajah had played upon that
weakness with an expert touch.

"Ch, Mym" she cried, reading his mind. "I did not know"

/ (was not your business to know. \WAs not similar pres -- sure put on you to cone here?

"Not exactly. My father sinply shipped nme here. | had no choice."

Bei ng a worman, he agreed. A prince nmust accede; a princess must obey.

"Physically," she agreed. "But ny heart is ny own."

O his whomyou | ove

"Yes," she agreed. But now anot her aspect of her em-- barrassnment was spread out
involuntarily for his percep -- tion -- she had no other |ove. The man she had been in -- terested
in was not the equal of Mymand no prince; that interest had evaporated |ike vapor in the past few
hours. She had resisted coming here sinply because she did not |ike being played like a pawn,
assigned to a man for the sake of a political Iiaison. She was no concubi ne!

J never thought of you as a concubi ne! he thought.

"Ch, I wish | could keep ny thoughts to nyself!" she wailed. "All ny secrets are | eaking
fromnme!"

Your secrets becone you, he responded.

"I would rather lie naked to your gaze!"

She had al ready stood naked to it when she washed. But he understood exactly what she
meant. A wonman, nore than a man, was a creature of dainty privacies, of hidden places, and it was
cruel to expose these.

"Thank you," she said.

Lie here. Sleep. | will remain alert,

"It is our separation that enbol dens the denon," she said. "Keep your arns about ne and
sl eep yoursel f; the denmon will not cone.”
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desSsn'" "waflte ""' """# te #/'0"'1" "#t "Tonorrow," ahe nreed. Then, slowy, they "lept.
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STORM

In the nmorning they got up, and Mym faced away whil e Rapture changed into fresh apparel
then they went to his suite, where she faced away while he changed. But it hardly mattered; the
enforced openness of their nminds and feelings made physical conceal nent pointless.

They had breakfast. Then they took a wal k by the placid

| ake. Mym stood at the shore and renmoved his clothing. Two

times two is four, he thought intensely. Two times four is eight. It pretty well drowned
out whatever else he might have been thinking.

Rapt ure | ooked askance, then nodded. She was bright enough. Two tines three is six, she
t hought as she re -- noved her own dress. Two tines six is twelve.

Their two sets of conputations tended to interfere with each other, naking concentration
difficult. They sinply started over, when an error was nade.

Naked, they entered the water and swam for the far shore. Mymhad not dared to ask

directly whether Rap -- ture swam for that woul d have betrayed his intent. It was evident that
she did indeed swmwell; in fact she was especially lovely as she stroked al ong beside him He re
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menbered the nermaid in the tank -- but Rapture was far prettier than the halfling had
been.

Two tinmes twenty-four is forty-eight! Rapture thought enphatically, rem nding himto keep
his mind on his owmn conputations. Half-guiltily, he did.

In that nmanner they crossed the | ake, naking excellent progress. But as the farther shore
approached, there was a swirling in the water around them and snall fish of many hues glided by
i n school s.

Then four fish poked their snouts up in front, chanting:

“"I'f your father knew, he would fall into a deadly rage!"

Rapt ure gul ped a mout hful of water and spluttered. For a nonment she thrashed inelegantly,
before recovering her equilibrium "My father!" she excl ai med, upset.

Mym was treadi ng water, nmaking sure she was all right before resuming the swm The

speaki ng of the fish had been a shock, but this was evidently a harm ess nmanifes -- tation. He
gl anced back -- and saw a huge fin cutting the water toward them
Now he felt dread, for he was weaponless and ill -- equipped to defend hinmself in the

wat er. Rapture, of course, was even nore vul nerable. She screaned.
The fin circled and cut between them and the shore ahead. There it renmi ned, awaiting

t hem

Mym consi dered. The talking fish had made it clear that their attenpt to escape had not
gone unnoticed, and the fin suggested rather strongly that it would not go unpun -- ished. He
si ghed.

He pointed back to the Castle. They began to swi m back the way they had cone -- and the
fin did not foll ow

They spent the rest of the day touring the |ovely gardens and al coves of the prem ses,
remai ni ng cl ose together, and it was pleasant enough. The Castle did not threaten themas |ong as
they tried neither to escape it nor to separate fromeach other. But this proximty continually
caused Mym s thought to dwell on the obvious virtues of the Prin -- cess, and she felt flattered,
though she tried to fight it, and this feeling came back to Mym encouragi ng further thoughts.

They sat in a pretty stone patio, sharing the feeling of captivity. "What are we going to
do, MynP" Rapture asked. "You know where this is |eading."
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"l know, " he sang. "But perhaps if we knew each other better, the result would not be what
i s intended."

"I't would not?" She was perpl exed.

"Every person has faults. My inpedi nent of speech is obvious. You have been gracious, but
I think you would tire of it soon enough."

"Then stop singing and speak!" she exclaimed, un -- derstanding i mediately.

"Y-y-y-yes," he stuttered.
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"And if you understood ny faults better,’
interesting.”

she said, "you would surely find ne | ess

"Ww wwhat f-f-f -- ?" But his thought had been clear |ong before the word could get out.

She felt pensive. "I had hoped to conceal -- but of course that's foolish. | have three
great faults, and the first is quite as obvious as yours."

He gazed at her, baffled. "It is n-n-n-not ap-ap -- "

"It is apparent," she said. "I was a terrible disappoint -- nent to ny father, because
was boma -- " Here she bal ked, but her thought cane through.

A girl! he thought. But that's no fault!

"It isif amle heir is needed," she said grinly.

“I wwwould n-n-not c-c-c-call -- "

"Then you are nore generous than nmy father," she

sai d.

He woul d not have had her otherw se! He could not imagine this absolutely |ovely wonan as
a male. What a sad conmentary on the state of contenporary values that such a creature shoul d
consi der her gender to be a fault!

"“You're not cooperating, you know," she said.

He made a nmental laugh. / hate the situation, but | cannot hate you. Rapture of Mal achite.
There is no fault in you | have yet seen, other than the fact that you are slated to replace the
worman | | ove.

"And none in you, Mym" she said.

In the evening the denon showed again, terrifying Rap -- ture. Mymwas perpl exed; by day
she was a self-reliant worman, conpetent in whatever way required, yet by night
she was helpless. "It is true," she confessed. "I am as | said, a woman;

| have no strength to stand up to malice or ugliness. From
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ny chil dhood, | have been terrified of denons. | deeply regret being this burden to you."

There was indeed, he realized, sonme fault in being fe -- nmale. No man he knew of woul d
have permtted anything |ike a denon to dismay him But of course nen were trained to fight. Wnen
were trained to be dependent. It was still not truly a fault, but rather an aspect of the cul --
tural expectation.

And if wonen were destined to be vulnerable, so were nen destined to protect them He |ay
on her bed with her, as before, and put his arns about her, and slept.

H s dreans had al ways been chaotic, but this time they were nore so. He dreaned he was
hol di ng a beautiful woman and knew that the dreamwas true. He dreaned that he rejected her -- and
saw her head nounted upon a spike.

He woke to the sound of screaming. The denon was | eaning over them |eering, reaching out.
Mym grasped his sword -- but the denobn faded back and away.

It was Rapture who had screaned. She had read his dream and felt the spike.

W have to get out of here! he thought, and she agreed.

Next day they explored the premi ses nore thor -- oughly -- and found a brass ring set in
the ground in the coner of a chanber sel domused. Mymwedged it up, and it was the handle of a
nmetal slab, and beneath the slab was a deep hole. Stone steps descended, curving out of sight.

Rapture fetched a | anp, and they descended. The steps ended somewhere under the wall, and
a squared passage | ed onward beyond the wall. This was a secret tunnel, a possible escape!

The air becanme cool, and the walls clamry. Rapture shrank away from contact, but stayed
cl ose beside him They did not bother with the nental suns this tine, as it was evident that they
had not conceal ed the prior day's escape attenpt. At least this tine they were on their feet, and
Mym had his sword.

They canme to a chanmber wherein were several stone altars, and on each altar was an object.
The first had a
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bright gold ring, the second a burni shed copper lanp, and the third a calf nolded from
gol d.

Rapture, always intrigued by jewelry, paused to pick up the ring. She tried it on one
finger, and then another, but it fit none of them so she put it back

Mym pi cked up the lanp, to see whether it would serve better than the one they had, but it
had no fuel. It was nerely a decoration, of no practical use. / wonder whether | should rub it? he
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t hought .

"Or make a wish on the ring," Rapture added.

They consi dered, then decided that these artifacts were likely to be traps for the unwary.
What horror might be invoked, if they tried to sutmon the powers of ring or

| anp? Better to pass quietly by.

But as they passed the gold calf, it lifted its head and said: "If your father knew, he
woul d sl aughter a wonan

an hour!"

Mym j unped, appalled. That spoke to his own weak -- ness, his dislike of unnecessary
killing.

Then there was a sound fromthe tunnel ahead, a series of thuds that jarred the chanber,
as of sonme creature strid -- ing toward them Mmdrew his sword -- and there was a horrendous
roar, and a blast of snoke came fromthe

tunnel. "That's a dragon!" Rapture squeaked. "You can't fight

that!"

Surely not. The fire it breathed woul d bumthem both to death before the thing cane cl ose
enough to be stabbed.

Mym si ghed, again. "W nust retreat," he sang, and set the exanple, turning and wal ki ng
back the way they had conme. Rapture followed cl ose behind, carrying the original |anp. The dragon
did not pursue.

Back in the castle proper, they tal ked again, and Rap -- ture confessed her second great
fault. She had, once in her childhood, permtted a man to touch her. She had found her way out
into the city, sneaking away while her nurse was preoccupied, and did not yet realize that al
children were not princesses, or that there were different castes. She had cone upon a | aborer and
touched his hand to get his attention. Then her nurse had caught up with

her.
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The man had been an Untouchable -- one of the caste -- less. There had been a serious row,
and she had been subjected to a horrendous series of cleansings and ablu -- tions to purify her

from that hideous touch. The | aborer, of course, had been summarily executed, and his fanmily
cl ubbed to death. But what she renenbered nost was the rage of her towering father: TWCE YOU HAVE
FAI LED ME

And Mym suffered anot her vision of a |ovely head set on a spike. No! he thought. You did
not know! You meant no harm

"That hardly nattered," she said. "lgnorance is no valid excuse." But enbtion surged up
wi t hin her bosom because of his supporting thought, and she had to fight it back down, for it was
not what they sought.

They spent the night together as before. This tine Mymdreaned that he held her in his
arms, as he was doing in reality, but the dream continued farther. He kissed her, and then he
began to undress her, and her flesh was warm and sil ken-snooth, and he sought to possess her --

And wrenched hinself awake. Reality had been mir -- roring his dream and her body was
open to his touch.

Wiy did you not stop me? he demanded.

“I tried -- but couldn't," she whispered.

/ never forced a woman in my lifel

"Couldn't -- nake nyself protest,"’

We nust escape this place!

"Of course,"” she agreed.

But it was several nore days before they discovered another way to nmake the attenpt. Hi gh
in the Castle, on a turret, birds of every description |anded to take the pure water offered
there. On occasion a very large bird cane -- a roc.

"That bird could carry us over the wall," Mym sang

"But wouldn't it consume us?"

"Not if we let it know our nature. Man-eating rocs have been hunted to extinction; only
saf e ones remain."

And so they clinbed the nyriad stairs to the high turret and brought there a | arge bag
fashi oned of net. Wen the roc came, they stood in the net, and Mymhurled the tie --

she confessed.
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rope out to snag in a claw. The startled bird took off with a great downdraft of air and
haul ed the bag up with it. They dangl ed precariously bel ow, airborne.

The roc clinbed rapidly to the clouds. As they ap -- proached a cloud bank, a great face
fornmed, and wintry air whooshed out of the nouth-hole. "If your fathers knew, they would blane
each other," the cloud thun -- dered. "Their Kingdons would go to war, deci mate each other, and
become so weakened that the alien Mongul horde would sweep down, enslave both, and use their fair
young worren to satisfy the lusts of prize bulls and their nmen as flesh for dogs. Furthernore -- "

"Enough! " Rapture screaned, voicing Mym s thought.

"Roc, set us down!"

The big bird obligingly descended and settled back on the turret, where they cut away the
net and retreated. They had failed again.

"Toni ght," Rapture said with grimdetermnination, "and every night follow ng, we nust sleep
apart."

"But the denbn -- " he sang.

"I fear the denon now |l ess than | fear what will happen if we are together. | am weak, and
you are nerciful; we are at the limt of our resistance."

And this was true. Surely the denon would not actually hurt her; it existed only to
frighten her into obeying the design of the Castle.

Rapture retired al one, but her fear spread throughout the Castle. Mymremained in his own
suite, determned not to go to her unless she called. It was difficult.

Yet what were they fighting? he asked hinself. Their physical contact was urging them on

to sexual fulfill -- nment -- but that was not the sane as |ove. He had sex w th concubines; he
loved Orb. Wuldn't it be easier to treat Rapture as --

No. She was, as she had said at the outset, no con -- cubine. She was a Princess. She was
not to be used and

set aside

He thought about Orb -- but now she seened far away. O course he | oved only her -- yet

the cutting edge seened to have been blunted. This Castle was working its sinister magi c despite
all he could do!

It was not that Rapture was unworthy. She was, ob -- jectively, the equal of Ob. She was
a Princess, as Ob was not, but Ob was self-assured, as Rapture was not. Ob could stand al one by
day and by night; Rapture was forever vul nerable. That was a mark agai nst her. Wat nan wanted a
totally dependent wonman?

He becane aware of sonething else. He focused on it, and realized that it was Rapture's
suppressed thought. She was trying to shield it, to prevent himfromreading it -- and that made
hi m curi ous.

THREE TI MES YOU HAVE FAI LED ME

Mym saw anot her head upon a spike, and this time there was no doubt about its identity. It
was Rapture's.

He | eaped up and charged to her suite. She was there, sitting naked on the bed, a knife at
her breast. Now the muffled thought was clear to him She was about to kill herself!

"No!'" he cried. "You nust not!" He ran across and grabbed her hand just as the sharp point
touched her flesh. A streak appeared, as she fought to conplete the act.

He forced her arm away, outward, but she clung to the knife with the strength of
desperation. "Three times | have failed!" she cried.

They fell to the bed, his left armagainst her right, fight -- ing for the knife. H's face
banged into her bosom and he tasted the bl ood.

Then a stormformed within him as the blood brought on the berserker nmadness, bereft of
his conscious control. He squeezed her wist, causing the knife to fall away, and clutched her to
himas the stormhurled themboth into a chaos of passion.

The madness spread to her own being, for they were inextricably linked in enption as well
as body. Her |ips drew back fromher pearly teeth and her eyes slitted. Sonething |ike the whine
of a chained killer-animl sounded in her throat. Her jaws parted, and those strong teeth snapped
at his shoulder. In a nonent she had drawn his blood and tasted it. Reddish froth bubbl ed between
her teeth.

Then the stormintensified in their mnds as their bodies strove agai nst each other. Never
before had Mym f ought
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anot her berserker. Her strength and speed matched his, and her rage natched his. Wirling
funnel s devel oped, gougi ng out segnents of the atnosphere, their ferocious wi nds scream ng |ike
banshees. Hi s funnel advanced on hers, and hers net it eagerly, and the two danced about each
ot her, seeking devastation

Then the two aspects of the storm charged together, while his teeth and hers attacked
their physical targets. Their snarling nmouths net and struggled for purchase, but could find none.
Locked together, tooth against tooth, nullified, they paused. Now their tongues sought battle,
wrestling agai nst each other. The two stormfunnels nerged, and their winds fornmed into an
overl apping pat -- tern, doubling the force.

The coursing w nds expanded, forming a larger funnel, a larger eye, bringing a new kind of
order to the chaos of the storm Steadily the air becane organized into a huge circular pattern,
savage in its force. And steadily their nouths, gnashing agai nst each other, nodified into a dif --
ferent kind of contact.

In this whirling intensity and stasis the thoughts that were the nost focused aspects of
their feelings and ex -- perience were stripped of their clothing of qualification, and stretched
out in full view before being dissipated. / expected a tough, callous, overbearing brute, who
woul d ravish ny body but never touch ny soul, she thought involuntarily.

And | expected a cold, aloof wonman who woul d never risk her heart, he thought.

Their lips were softening into a sustained, deep kiss.

O an inconsequential courtier type, of no practical use, perhaps nore interested in young
boys than in genui ne wonen.

O a seductress, set to vanp any man regardl ess of his nmerit -- a concubine in the
i keness of a princess.

The kiss intensified, and their bodies slowy rel axed agai nst each ot her

But | found a decent and caring nman, who tried to treat me with courtesy, though he | oved
el sewhere.

And | found a worman who was conpetent and beautiful by day and vul nerabl e by night.

| could have despised the brute or ignored the courtier. | could have ignored the al oof or
used the seductress. And so she had di scovered in hima man she could gen -- uinely respect. But
because of that, she did not wish to corrupt him He had another |ove; she would not attenpt to
interfere with that, despite her mandate fromher father. But her good intention was subverted by
her fenmale na -- ture. Wien he protected her at night, she cane to appre -- ciate himnore than
she wi shed. Unable to prevent the devel opnent of what she strove to avoid, she had finally set out
to solve the problemin the only way possible.

That is why | have to die, her thought concluded. // is the only decent thing to do.
could not face ny father, after failing himfor the third time, but | could not allow nyself to
corrupt you

And he had discovered in her a wonman the equal of the one he |oved, and one he ni ght have
| oved had he net her first. But because he did | ove another, he had no right to conpronise this
one. He had exerted his discipline to act with propriety, despite the devices of the Castle. Wen
she had required protection at night, he had done what was required -- and no nore.

But | could not allow you to die, his thought concluded. That was no decent thing to do.

And so their dilema was upon them for both knew that if she did not die, she would
corrupt him The am-- bience of the Castle nade that inevitable.

He did not like that term "corrupt."

And even if you did not |ove el sewhere, | would not be worthy of you, she thought. The one
you love is strong, while | am weak.

She is strong, while you are weak, he agreed. Therefore | nust be sacrificed, that you may
return to her.

But Orb, he realized, could survive without him-- be -- cause she was strong. A wonan
Ii ke her could have any nan she chose. She had bl essed himwith her |ove and done nore for him
than any wonman before had done -- but she did not truly need him While Rapture could not, at this

stage, survive without him
So let ne die! she pleaded.
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Rapture loved him this could no | onger be conceal ed. So she chose to die, solving her
probl em and his. She had never sought the selfish way that would bring her the praise of her grim
father; she had never tried to capture him despite her enotion and her need of him

He considered her, while their bodies remained | ocked in the kiss and their enotions
swirled in a nonstrous pat -- tern about them Rapture was the perfect wonan, except for her
singl e great weakness, her dependence on him She was terrified of being alone. Yet she had had
the cour -- age to do what she felt necessary -- to abolish her owmn life, to free him This had
been no pretense, no play for synpathy; she had made her decision and sought to im-- plenment it.
He was assured of this, for no false thoughts were possi ble here. The courage she | acked for
herself, she had risen to in her effort to protect him It is already too late, he realized. /
woul d be dead now, if you had not prevented nme! You woul d have been safe from corruption.

| prevented it because | was already corrupted. Then he | aughed, mentally, at the irony of

the term
Even now, let nme go andyou will be free! she persisted. How can | be free by letting you
die -- when | love you? Like startled birds, her thoughts and enotions swirled, finding no

anchorage. But | am weak where she is strong!

Therefore you need ne nore than she does. No worman ever truly needed ne before.

But this nmade no sense, she protested. No one woul d choose another to | ove because of a
weakness!

No woman woul d, he agreed. But a nman -- desires a dependent worman. Watever he m ght say
to the con -- trary. A man wanted his woman all to hinself. It wasn't nice, it wasn't generous,
but that was what he nost truly desired -- when his illusions were stripped away. A |ovely,

tal ented, and conpl etely dependent wonan.

And whil e her confusion swirled about them he shifted his body, encountering no
resi stance, and took her in the manner they both desired. The stormintensified, obliter -- ating
all else, carrying themboth into the rapture of their passion, the physical expression of their
| ove.

Then they energed into the center of the storm-- and

55

Pi ers Ant hony

it was conpletely calm a region very like nirvana. For a thousand years they fl oated
there, gently sharing their unbound | ove. The intense ecstasy of the breakthrough had becone the

enduring pl easure of conplete accep -- tance, physical, enotional, and nental, and the latter was
nmore wonderful than the forner. Then it was norning.

They spent the remai nder of the nonth as true hon -- eynooners, going hand in hand by day,
sharing a bed by night. They shared thoughts, coning to know all the de -- tails of each other's
exi stences. They agreed that they would be narried as soon as was feasible, but would keep conpany
inthe interim It had been a desperation nmea -- sure of the two Rajahs, sending themunwed to the
Hon -- eymoon Castle, because of course it guaranteed that the bride would not be virginal -- but
this was, after all, the twentieth century, and the rulers of nations did what they deened

expedi ent, regardl ess of the ancient proprieties. A contraceptive spell would keep Rapture from
becom ng prematurely pregnant; that woul d suffice.

"But Orb," she inquired, concerned. "What of her?" "I gave her ny nmagic serpent-ring," he
sang. "It al -- ways informs its user of the truth, if asked. | have no doubt she knew of ny
defection long before | did. She had only to ask it "WIl Mymreturn? and it would squeeze tw ce.
Two years have passed; she may al ready have found another man. | sincerely regret putting her
t hrough this business, but she knows that |I |oved her when | was taken fromher, that | intended
to return to her, but was prevented."

"By another |ove," Rapture said pensively. "That | would prefer to spare her -- but surely
she knew it also, if she wanted to. My respect and feeling for her has not really been changed; it
has merely been superseded. But | think it will be best if | do not see her again.”

"Perhaps | should see her, to explain -- " "No. She knows -- if she wants to. W nust
| eave her to her own life, which will surely be a rich one. Wth the ring, she may be able to find
the Ll ano, the song she sought; that nuch, at |least, | may have done for her."
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"If you are sure -- "

"You fought to protect her, to avoid diverting nmy Iove fromher," he rem nded her. "You
meant to kill yourself. But it happened anyway, because you are what you are, and | amwhat | am
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and the Castle is what it is. W have a newreality, and | would not change it nowif | had the
power . "
"Still | feel guilt -- " "And | feel it when you feel it. But | think it will pass.”
And by the tinme the nonth was done, it had passed.
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drawn up. In the interim GCujarat and Maharastra were allied, and this well served the
political interests of both. Mym plunged into the business of the Kingdom for . with his
commitment to the betrothal had cone his par -- ticipation in contenporary matters. He woul d be
the next Rajah and he had only three years to gain sone solid ex -- perience. He talked in
singsong, to avoid the stutter, and if any person thought that was funny, that person con --
ceal ed his opinion nost carefully, for the Rajah had issued a notice that any person caught making
Iight of any other person's manner of speaking would be sumrmarily be -- headed. On the first day
Mym had gone out, a man had | aughed at a coment made by anot her, probably on sonme unrel ated
subj ect; the cavalrynen had charged into the crowd, knocking down those who failed to scurry
clear, and | opped off the l|augher's head -- and that of his com-- panion for good neasure. Now no
one found any subject the slightest bit hunmorous while Prince Pride was in the

area. Qujarat was not in ideal shape. There was a great dea

of poverty, and sone starvation in the nether castes. The problems were dual; a bad
drought in the central region that had disrupted the rice harvest; and overpopul ation al ong the
coast. It would have been difficult to feed all those people if the harvest had been good; as it
was, it

was inpossible. Mymfloated his royal carpet to the nost distressed

regi on. There he saw people spread out on the ground, having no place to go and no ability
to work. Oficers of the Kingdom were dispensing soup, but it was thin and insufficient; it only
extended |ives, without reversing then -- course. The distribution was being done in a fair and or
-- derly manner; there sinply was not enough soup to do

the job. Mymthought of the two years he had spent confined

to the pal ace. He had been served the rarest delicacies, which he had not appreciated, and
all his servants and concubi nes had been excellently fed. Now he cursed him-- self for his
sel fish neglect of the Kingdom where the present situation had been devel opi ng. Had he done his
duty earlier and been on the job where he bel onged, he
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m ght well have been able to acconplish sonme anelio -- ration of misery. How many good
citizens had starved to death, while Mymhad taunted his father with his refusal to do his duty?

As he stood surveying the ugly situation, he saw a figure wal king anong the dying. He
signaled a nminister, who hurried forward. "Wo is that man?" Mym i nquired.

The m nister | ooked, but was baffled. "Prince, whomdo you nean? | see none but the dying
on their pallets."

"That nman in the ebony-black cape," Mym sang.

The minister gazed again, his brow furrowed. "I see no such man."

Mym had had enough of this. He strode forward, the minister scurrying after him He
approached the caped figure, who was | eaning over one of the pallets. "You!" he called in his
fashion. "ldentify yourself!"

The figure ignored him Angry at this contenpt, Mymconfronted himface to face. "Speak

or suffer the con -- sequence!" he sang.

Slowy the figure raised his head. Under the cowl, the face took form It was enaciated
beyond belief, a virtual skull, the eyes sunken and the teeth protruding. "You perceive nme?" the
strange man asked.

Mym was taken aback. This was obviously no ordinary person! "OF course | see you! | want
to know who you are and what busi ness you have here!"”

The hol | ow eyes seened to focus nore specifically on him The nouth-orifice opened. "I am
Fam ne. "

"Famine!" Mym excl ai med. "What kind of a nane is that?"

"The nane of my office."

"OfFfice?" Mymdemanded. He turned to the minister. "Wat do you know of this?"

The mnister | ooked distinctly unconfortable. "Prince Heir, certainly there is fam ne
This is why we are here. | confess | do not understand your reference to an office.’

"The office this man who calls hinself Famine refers to!" Mymsang angrily.
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The disconfort intensified. "My Lord, | see no man."
"Th-th-this one h-here!" Mym excl ai ned, forgetting to sing. He reached out to touch the
gaunt finger, not caring that the man was probably castel ess.
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H s hand passed through the figure, encountering no

resi stance. Mym paused, taking stock. "You are an apparition?"

he asked Fani ne

“I amthe Incarnation of Fanine, the associate of War, on a tenporary mssion for Death,"
the figure said.

"And no one el se can see you?"

"I do not know why you can see ne," Famine con -- fessed. "Normally no nortal can perceive
an Incarnation, unless he has intimte business with that Incarnation."
“"Well, I am concerned about the starvation occurring here," M/msang. "I need to ascertain

the extent of the problem and deci de how best to alleviate it. Do you have
advi ce on that?"

"Feed your people," Famine said, with a grisly grin. ' 'How? W have neither food nor
sufficient distribution

facilities." "I do not give advice; |I nerely invoke the

consequence. "

"Well, put me through to your superior, then," Mymsang, angrily, while the mnister
backed surreptitiously away, deening him crazy.

Fam ne made sone kind of magical gesture, "I have sunmmoned Thanatos," he said. Then he

faded, until there
was not hing to see.
Mym gl anced about and saw the minister retreating. "Hold!'" he snapped, and the mnister

still greatly ill at ease, paused. "I have just spoken with the Incarnation of Fam ne and am about
to speak with the Incarnation of
Death. You will remain."

"As ny lord w shes,"” the mnister said nervously. It was evident that he woul d have
preferred to be anywhere

but here. There was a flurry in the sky, and a figure appeared.

Quickly it approached. It was a beautiful pale horse, gal -- |oping through the air
wi t hout benefit of wings, bearing a cloaked rider. The horse drew to a halt before Mym snorting
vapor, and the rider disnounted.

| f Famine had been gaunt, Thanatos was conpletely skeletal. H s bone-fingered hand
extended. "Greetings, Prince," the skullface said

Mym t ook the hand. The bones were bare but firm "Geetings, Thanatos. Un-- would it be
too much to ask that you nake yourself visible to the mnister, here? He thinks |'m
hal | uci nating."

Thanatos turned to the mnister. "Greetings, Mnis -- ter,’

The nminister's nouth sagged open. "G G Ge -- " he began.

"Try singing it," Mym suggested in singsong.

Thanat os faced again toward Mym "M associate asked ne to speak with you."

"I amconcerned with the suffering here," Mymsang. "I want to alleviate it, but am bound
about by circum-- stances | can not adequately control. | thought that, since you have an
interest inthis matter, you mght proffer advice."

Thanatos lifted his skeletal wist and touched a heavy watch there. Abruptly the scene
froze. The mnister's |ook of shock remai ned unchanging on his face; the clouds in the sky stopped
nmovi ng. Snoke froma distant fire be -- cane stationary. Nothing noved, except for Thanatos, Mym
and the great pal e horse.

"The fact that you are able to perceive Incarnations suggests that you relate to us,"

he sai d.

Thanatos said. "There -- fore | will explore this matter. Chronos will know " He touched his watch
again -- and suddenly a figure cloaked in white stood with them holding up a |arge, glow ng
hour gl ass.

"Yes, Thanatos," the new figure said. He appeared to be a nornmal man. "And Mars. Good to
encounter you both again."”
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"Mars?" Mym asked.
"Mars?" Thanat os echoed, seening equal ly perplexed.

"Ch, hasn't he taken office yet?" Chronos asked. "I regret ny slip. | travel in the
opposite direction, you know. | will erase the episode."
"No!'" Mymcried, in his stress not stuttering. "Ig -- norance has brought enough m schi ef

already! | will keep the secret, if that's what it is. Wiat has Mars to do with this?"
Chronos exchanged a gl ance with Thanatos, then
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shrugged. "Your problemhere is war. War diverts nec -- essary resources wastefully, so
that food is destroyed in -- stead of feeding the hungry. To alleviate msery like this, you nust
first abolish war. Since you are to becone Mars, the Incarnation of War, you should be in a
position to deal with this."

"l -- beconme Mars?" Mym asked, dunbfounded. "But | have a Kingdomto run, a bride to
marry!"

"Well, | suppose you could turn the office down," Chronos said. "Nothing is fixed, and
certainly the reality | renenber can becone another reality. But if you are serious about
alleviating suffering in the world -- "

Mym | ooked out over the pallets, each bearing a starv -- ing person -- nmen, wonen and
children. "I mnust stop this!" he said.

"Then the opportunity will be yours," Chronos said. "I amglad that the future is not to
change in this respect;

| have enjoyed working with you and will be sorry to see you depart -- though of course
that is not the way you perceive it."

"You -- live backwards?" Mym asked, returning to his singsong as the stutter threatened.
"Fromthe future to the past?"

"True. You would think that after a decade or two, | would remenber that things are
opposite for the rest of you -- but every so often | slip." He turned to Thanatos. "Just how | ong

ago was the change in the Mars office made? | have been absorbed by other matters and entirely
over| ooked the event."

"I't hasn't happened yet," Thanatos said.

Chronos grinmaced. "There | go again! O course you have not_yet seen the change. |'ve been
junpi ng about so nuch, including an interaction with Mars, here, that -- " He shook his head.

"What was the reason you summoned ne?"

"I believe you have answered the question already," Thanatos said. "I was curious why this
nmortal could per -- ceive Incarnations. Since you advise us that he is to be -- cone one, this
becones cl ear."”

"dad to have been of help in that case
di sappear ed.

"If he lives backwards," Mym asked, "why aren't his words backwards?"

"He controls tine," Thanatos explained. "He sinply reverses it for hinself, so as to align
with our frame, for a short period. But as you saw, these constant reversals can |ead to confusion
at tines. He's a good man and an effective Incarnation, but Fate is the only one of us who really
understands him Now if your question has been answered -- "

"WAit! No! It hasn't!" Mymsang. "I don't know any -- thing about becom ng the Incarnation
of War sone time in the future! | only want to alleviate the suffering | see here and now "

"You are taking the short view " Thanatos cautioned him "Wen you becone Mars, as Chronos
said, you will be in a position to acconplish the alleviation you seek."

"But that won't help these starving folk now"

Thanat os nodded. "True. In the interest of good rela -- tions between Incarnations, | wll
sunmon one who nay help you now." He faced into the sky. "Gaea -- will you answer?"

"Gaea?" Mym asked. Al of this was highly confusing.

The air seened to be thickening about them Thin mist formed. It becane fog, then a
snokel i ke formati on that coal esced into a vaguely human shape. The details clar -- ified into
those of a large, solid wonan dressed in green. "Thanatos," she answered.

"This man, at the nonent nortal, is to assune the office of Mars at a later date,"
Thanat os said. "Chronos nentioned it. But right now, there is a concern about the folk here who

The hourgl ass brightened, and Chronos

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%204%20-%20Wielding%20A%20Red%20Sword.txt (29 of 149) [1/19/03 8:14:27 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%204%620-%20Wi el ding%20A %20Red%20Sword.txt

are starving."
Gaea considered Mym "In that case, it behooves ne to oblige him | can inprove the |oca
climate, so that the crops flourish -- "
"That would require at |least a season,"” Mymsang. "These here will all be dead by then."
She considered. "Then | will provide manna."
She stretched out her arms, becane fog, and dissipated. "Manna?" Mym sang, even nore
per pl exed than he had been.
"CGaea' s ways can be strange,’

Thanat os sai d.
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The thinning fog settled to the ground and coal esced. Mym st ooped and scooped up a bit of
the residue on a finger. He put it to his nmouth, tasting it. "Manna?" he

repeat ed.

"Perhaps the concept is not in your |egends,” Thanatos

said. "In the Judeo-Christian nythos, it is a nutritious substance that appears on the
ground. | suspect it is sone kind of rapidly reproduci ng fungus." "Food," Mym breat hed,
understanding. "l suspect you owe Gaea a favor," Thanatos mur -- nured. Then he nmounted his pale

horse, touched his watch, and rode off into the sky.

The scene returned to life. "Set men to collecting the manna,” Mym sang to the mnister
The man did not even try to argue; he got on it, evidently understandi ng very

little of this devel opnent.

In this manner a nunber of starving people were fed. The nmanna cane every day and fed them
all, and no one quite understood this phenonenon, except perhaps Mym hinsel f. But he had a nunber
of serious questions about the larger picture. He -- to becone the Incarnation of War? Not if he
could help it! He had business to conplete as a nortal. Yet the plight of the starving people had
touched himdeeply, and if there were sone way to elim -- nate this kind of msery in the future -

Ti me passed, and no further supernatural nmanifesta -- tions occurred. He began to believe
that his encounter with Fami ne, Death, Tine, and Nature had been a hal -- lucination, and the
manna a coi nci dence. Rapture of Ma -- lachite remained | oving and dependent, and he took hold of
the reins of government with increasing conpetence as his direct experience grew. The Rajah sent
himon ms -- sions to other nations and to other parts of the world, so that he could work on the
broader scale to benefit his

Ki ngdom

He di scovered hinself to be surprisingly effective at this type of endeavor. He took
Rapture with himto speak for him literally. She was beautiful, so that none of the old nmen who
ran the other nations objected to her pres -- ence, and she was trained in all the graces of
royalty, so
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that the old nmen's wives found her conpatible. But mminly, she understood Mym he could
convey his nmean -- ing to her by a few gestures and facial expressions and sonme faintly hunmed
words, and she would translate these to exquisitely rendered English. Since internationa
di al ogues often required the intercession of translators, no one found it remarkable that this
handsome young prince of a nation of India used one, and sonme did not even realize that it was
because of his stutter, not his ignorance of the | anguage, that this was so.

But Qujarat's nost pressing need was for noderniza -- tion, and for that it required
nmoney. This neant a |oan from Uncle Sugar to the West.

Mym pondered the matter. He realized that even Uncle Sugar expected sonme mininmal quid pro
quo. What did a poverty-stricken, backward ki ngdom|ike CGujarat have to offer in return for noney?

Mym came to a conclusion. He took Rapture and went to brace the Rajah. "My bel oved says he
can get a loan of one billion dollars fromthe West," she announced brightly.

The Raj ah al nbst did a doubl e-take. He had evidently not appreciated just how well Mym and
Rapt ure worked together. Nornally wonen did not speak on matters of governnent, as they were, in
the Rajah's view, incom-- petent for such matters. But after all the effort he had gone to gain
Mym s agreenent to the betrothal, he was glad to tolerate Rapture in whatever nmanner she mani --
fested. "And how should this mracle be achi eved?" he asked.

She gl anced at Mym who hummed, "Base.” "There is a military base that -- " she began
"Absolutely not!" the Rajah storned. "We have never tolerated foreign mlitary equi pnment on our
terrain!"
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Mym was al ready signaling and humring to her. "Ch, honored father-in-lawto-be," Rapture
said dulcetly, flashing a winning snile at him "M/ beloved well un -- derstands that. But this is
the nodern day, and the nodern world is not a thing we can safely ignore. It would be better to
accept the base and let themhire our people at their |udicrously high wages, and we can have our
spi es
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there to report on their secrets. It would represent a sim-- ple way to watch them" The
Raj ah paused, considering. It was nore than the

logic that inpressed him Mmknew, it was the nmanner that Rapture converted Mymto a
brilliant negotiator. O course nost of the words were her own, based on the discussion Mym had
had with her beforehand; but be -- cause they were nonminally fromhim he had the credit. Mynms
handi cap of speech had been a sore trial to the Rajah's pride, and this apparent el oquence had to
be deeply satisfying to him "Still, the base would represent an aggravation to Uncle Vinegar to
the North -- "

Mym humred and gestured. "Wiich may be no bad thing, Oh great Rajah," Rapture said,
sending hima snmile to nelt ice. "It will help establish Gujarat’'s independence fromthe influence
of that power."

"But -- "

Mym hunmed agai n. Rapture | eaned forward persua -- sively. The Rajah was an old, old hand
at wonen, but even his eyes glinted a smdgeon as they took in her de -- colletage. He recogni zed
the finest vintage when he sawit. "And since Uncle Sugar will be obliged to grant us a | oan of
one billion dollars for the privilege of establishing that base, our independence will be further
enhanced, "

she said. The Raj ah shook his head. He sighed. "Do it, then,"

he grunbled.” 'A prince nmust be allowed to make his own

m stakes." Mym knew that the Raj ah woul d never have agreed,

had it not been for Rapture. The old man was not getting soft; he sinply realized that the
| ogi ¢ was good enough to stand and that if this was the way Mym and Rapture could operate in the
West, they would al nbst certainly get that |loan. Mire than anything el se, the Rajah wanted a truly
effective | eader of his own blood to succeed him and Mym had just denonstrated how that could be.

They took a royal carpet to the outdated airport and caught one of the few internationa
flights to the West. Magic was fine for |ocal transport, but science prevailed on the gl oba
scale. Rapture was a little awed by the huge airplane with its blazing jet engines, but she |iked
t he pl ush
Pi ers Anthony 67
first-class seats and the petite uniforned stewardesses. "W shoul d have them on the
" she rmurnur ed.

"They' re better than eunuchs,” Mym sang agreenent.

The airplane angled up, up, far into the sky, above the clouds. "But why doesn't the air
get thin?" Rapture in -- quired, worried. "I never was able to take a carpet this high w thout
suffocating, and it got cold, too."

"Pressured cabin," he advised her

"Isn't science wonderful!"

In due course they reached the fabul ous West. Their plane | anded at Washi ngton, and they
were met by a high -- level functionary with a |linousine. They were set up in a fine hotel, where
every room had scientifically heated water, electrical lights, and color television sets. Rapture
just shook her head in wonder. She knew what these things were, of course, for her kingdom was not
entirely backward, but had never seen them so freely bestowed on the popul ace.

They nmet the President of Uncle-Sugar-land and made their presentation. After he and his
Cabinet Mnisters had gazed at Rapture, they agreed that this was the diplomatic thing to do; they
really needed that base, and it was only neighborly to make the loan. O course they preferred
that the | oan be spent on goods produced by the | oaning nation..

Rapt ure agreed, turning on one of her wi nter-banishing sniles. O course there were

car pet s,

conplications to be handl ed, but the understandi ng had been reached. Mym pl aced or -- ders for
modem scientific fertilizer, harvesting machin -- ery, and trucks to haul the produce to market,
and the industrialists of the Wst were pleased. The noderniza -- tion of Gujarat was proceedi ng.

Meanwhi | e, the conpl ex negotiations for Rapture's dowy were nearing conpletion, and the
royal marriage was al nost ready to be schedul ed, two years after the nonth in Honeynoon Castl e.
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"Soon you will be mine!" Mym sang.

"I have al ways been yours," she replied. "Soon we can conceive the Heir."

But the ways of fate and politics were treacherous. The world nearly always had war
somewhere, ranging from
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gl obal conflicts that spread across entire continents to tiny brushfires in isol ated
spots. At the nonment everything was qui et except for Gujarat’' s snoldering border war with the
eastern nei ghbor, Rajasthan. This expended resources that Mympreferred to use for agriculture, so
that he could see to the abolition of starvation in his Kingdom so he turned his attention to it.
He took Rapture to Delhi and nmet with the high Mnisters of Rajasthan

The negotiation proved effective, for Mymand Rapture were by now a highly polished team
I ndeed, the Mnisters seened hardly to realize that Mymwas not the one speak -- ing, so
effectively did Rapture translate for him They arranged to establish a demlitarized zone and to
al | ow unarmed peasants to cross the border freely for purposes of trade and fraternization. Mny
of the peasants of that region were of the sane ethnic tribe, and the war had been a speci al
hardship to them they would be glad to coop -- erate. The two Ki ngdons exchanged | avish gifts,
and peace was decl ar ed.

Thanks to Mymis effort, the last festering spot of war in the world had been exti ngui shed.
There was a great celebration, and a special holiday was declared. But in this, ironically, was
the seed of Mymis destruction

The Raj ah of Rajasthan was so inpressed with Mymis deneanor and skill as a negotiator that
he decided to ce -- ment the new order with a marriage alliance. This was to be expected; and,
i ndeed, the Rajah had a serviceable son, and Myms sister was of nuptial age now and woul d nake a
suitable wife, provided the nuisance of a proper dowy could be negoti ated.

But the Rajah did not want just a royal nmarriage; he wanted Mym hinsel f. "My son, while

adequate in all nec -- essary matters, |lacks the particular genius you possess,” he explained. "l
want you in charge when | assume an -- other incarnation." For of course people did not really die
in India; they merely cast off worn bodies and rein -- carnated in new ones, better or worse as
their prior lives

justified.

Mym appal |l ed, could not even stutter. "But Prince Pride is betrothed to nme!" Rapture
pr ot est ed.

"Set it aside," the Rajah declared. "My son will marry you. But ny daughter nust wed
Prince Pride of GQujarat."”
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Mym opened his nmouth. "We shall consider your gen -- erous offer,"” Rapture said quickly,
and urged himout of the hall.

In private, Mymwas shaking. "I can't marry her!" he sang in agitation. "I |ove you!"

“"And | love you,'' she returned.' 'But we can not throw the Rajah's offer in his face.

Raj asthan is a good, strong Kingdom we dare not aggravate it so soon after naki ng peace. W nust
return to our Kingdons and consider howto turn this down w thout bad feeling."

She was right, of course. They returned to Ahmadabad and presented the situation to the
Raj ah of Qujarat.

"An alliance with Rajasthan?" he asked. "Wnderful! It shall be arranged forthwith!"
"But | amto narry Rapture!"™ Mym protested in singsong.
"Do not be concerned. | hereby null the betrothal; she shall be free for Rajasthan's

prince."

"But | want to marry her!" Mym sang.

The Raj ah squinted at him'' Since when did your desire have anything to do with it?" he
i nqui r ed.

"But when | resisted Rapture, you sent ne to the Hon -- eynoon Castle with her!"

"You shall go again with the Princess of Rajasthan. This is a better alliance than the one
with Maharastra."”

Mymrealized that it was useless to argue; his father's decision had been made. Al nost
steaming with chagrin and fury, he retreated.

They sent a nessage to Rapture's father. H's reaction was opposite to that of Myms
father. "W have nego -- tiated the dowy! It is too late to null the betrothal! It nust be
consunmat ed! "
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But Mymi s father was adamant. The new betrothal would stand. Mymwas abruptly confined to
hi s pal ace. and Rapture was shi pped back to Maharastra.
The Raj ah of Maharastra, furious at this open snub, declared war on Gujarat.

Mym al one except for the guards and servants and con -- cubines, strode wathfully around
the palace. His inpo -- tent rage floated about himlike a foul cloud. He absolutely refused to be
cheated of Rapture -- but he knew of no way
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to avoid it. Hs father mght be dying and getting senile, but while he lived, he rul ed,

and Mym was subject to his will. He would shortly find hinself back at Honeynoon Castle, with a
new princess, and if he did not cone to | ove her, he would be forced to narry her anyway.
He faced the great front wi ndow overlooking the en -- trance. Guards narched there,

ensuring that no one passed by without authorization. Mymbit his tongue.

H s body made a slight anticipatory shiver as he tasted the blood. He would not be
confined here nuch | onger

But as his berserker rage devel oped, sonething strange happened. Qutside, in the night sky
above the |ighted

court, a glow ng object approached.

Mym stared at it. It was a great red sword, angled up at a forty-five degree angle,
floati ng unsupported. The bl ade was shining steel, and Mym sonehow knew t hat nothing that sharp
edge touched could remain whole. This

was a nagic instrunent.

Still his rage governed him Refusing to be distracted | onger by the manifestation, he got
ready to nove

The red sword swung in toward him It passed through the glass of the w ndow w t hout
breaking it.

Mym swung to face it, ready to destroy whatever came agai nst him whether natural or
supernatural. Red froth

bubbl ed between his lips. The sword came to a halt immediately before him Its

gl ow increased. It was chall engi ng hi n

"Then dammed be you!" he cried, spewi ng bloody spit -- tle, his stutter absent in his
rage. He reached out and

grasped the hilt of the sword.

The gl ow of the sword magnified. Now it surrounded Mym |ighting the room But greater
than the physical glow was the enotional glow, for suddenly his awareness of hinself was far nore
i ntense than he had ever before experienced. He felt strong, invul nerable, omipotent. Strange
power surged through him Hi s berserker rage was suspended by the wonder of this new power. What

was happeni ng?

There was the suggestion of a whisper of a sound. Mymturned, and saw a thin m st formng
It coalesced into a cloud, fromwhich the figure of a nmature wonman shaped.
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Her eyes were as blue as the summrer sky, and her hair was vaguely green

"CGaea!" he exclainmed, recognizing the manner of the Incarnation of Nature.

"You have now assuned the office of the Incarnation of War, known as Mars, Aries, or

what ever you prefer, as Chronos advised," she said, comng clear. "l thought it best to be on
hand, in case you had a question."

Now he renenbered. Chronos, |iving backwards, had indeed said it; Mym had sonehow | et his
awar eness slide.

"B-b-but -- " he started, then shifted to singsong: "But | don't want to be the
I ncarnation of War! | only want to marry Rapture!”

"Of course,"” she agreed noncomuttally. "But you stand in need of information. You don't
have to accept the office; if you sinply renounce the Red Sword and turn it loose, it will seek

the second nost qualified applicant, and you will remain nortal. | amhere to help you decide."'
Mym remenber ed how she had brought the manna for his starving people. Gaea had
extraordi nary power. "I amgrateful for that."

"You see, the Incarnation of War exists only as long as war exists," she said. "Werever
war i s being fought, there Mars goes to supervise. There nust be sone order in the world, after
all. On those rare occasions when there is no war. Mars dissipates, and his soul travels to Heaven
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or Hell, as the case may be, according to its bal ance of good or evil. Recently war ended, and so
your predeces -- sor vacated the office and the Red Sword was retired. But now war is resumng, SO
the need for the office has been restored, and the Sword is seeking the appropriate officer. It
can not be just any person; only one who is proficient in weapons and martial arts and in the
strategies and nan -- agenent of war is eligible. In addition, he nust desire the position; that
is, he nust be the nost warlike of all those eligible in the region of the resumed war."

"But | do not desire -- "

"The desire for war is defined by the enotion of the candidate,” she explained. "The one
with the nost per -- vasive anger. That anger attracts the Red Sword as a nag -- net attracts
iron. The Sword can not be in error about that."
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No, it had not been in error. There was no rage like that of a berserker, even a
controlled one like Mym So the Red Sword of War had sought hi m out.

"But you say | can decline," he sang. "So | can renmain nortal and marry Rapture.”

"You may decline," she agreed. "But if you remain nortal, | doubt that you will wed
Rapture. You will be subject to the conditions of your situation and will be re -- quired to marry
the Princess of Rajasthan unless you su -- icide first. On the other hand, if you accept the
office, you will wield considerable power. You will be in a po -- sition to take Rapture, if that

is your desire.”

"But she will remain nortal!"

"True. But she may join you, and her life will not be shortened. She woul d have to | eave
her kingdom but if she chose to join you -- "

"She woul d choose to," he sang with certainty.

"Then it seems you have nothing to | ose by accepting the proffered office," she said.

"However, | amobliged to warn you of one significant contraindication."

"The catch," he sang.

"The catch," she agreed. "It seens that Satan has his evil hand in this. He had a grudge
agai nst the forner Mars and wanted himto be replaced. Thus Satan worked as -- siduously in what
was, for him an unusual cause -- that of peace on Earth. He succeeded, for a nonent -- and that
retired Mars. Now Satan surely believes that the newln -- carnation will be easier to manage
because of his |ack of experience."”

"I have no truck with Satan!" Mymsang. "I hardly believe in him | am H ndu!"

“"Nominally," she said. "As a prince, you are naturally skeptical about religion."

To that he had to agree. In his private heart, he sub -- scribed to no religion. Thus it
seened that his rage had been the deternining factor, not his belief in any partic -- ular

supernat ural frameworKk.

"Now, with that warning, you nay decide," Gaea said. "If you fear the mschief of Satan --
"Fornicate Satan!" he sang. "If | can have Rapture by
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assum ng the office of the Incarnation of War, then | shall assunme it!"

"It had occurred to nme that you m ght feel that way," Gaea said. "Wl cone, then, to our
number, Mars."

And he knew that his conm tment had been nade.
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MARS
"First you must know how to travel," Gaea said. "You have a fine horse named Werre, but
he's nmainly for fornmal occasions. O you can discorporate, but that has risks. For now, the key is

the Sword. There are several nodes of its operation, but all are governed by your will. If you
choose to appear at the nobst intense war currently being waged, you sinply give it its head and it
will take you there, instantly. The Sword |i kes violence. If you want to go hone -- that is, to
your castle in Purgatory -- you give it the nmental conmand hone."

"Purgatory?" Mym sang

"A Western concept, a kind of crude, structured nir -- vana. It may be easiest to think of
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it as an island in the sky, a place in the clouds, invisible to nortal folk, but real to
imortals. The place where those souls who have not nade the decision whether to go to Heaven or
to Hell pause. A place of indecision, or of decision, however you

see it."

"Reincarnation is nore expedient," Mymsang. "W Cccidentals are not as sophisticated
about the

| arger scale as are you Orientals," Gaea nurnured, sml --

74

ing. But he was sure that this benign green woman was as sophisticated as any living

person.
"I think first | want to rescue Rapture," he sang. "For that, you nust use the directed
travel ," CGaea said. "Sinply point the Sword in the direction you wish to go and will it to
proceed. Alittle experimentation will give you the feel of it."
Mym | ooked at the sword he still held, whose glow had dinminished to a dull red, as if it
were slightly red-hot- He was acquiring nore respect for it.' 'But first | nust escape the

pal ace," he sang.

"The Sword will take you through the walls," Gaea said.

"That's what |I'mafraid of!"

She sniled. "An Incarnation is only as solid as he chooses to be. You will pass through
wi t hout disruption.”

Cautiously he pointed the Sword at an interior wall, so that he would not find hinself
abruptly in md-air outside, two stories up. Forward.' he thought. Slowy.

The sword nmoved -- and he noved with it. There was no sensation; he renai ned standi ng, but
traveling, as if on a noving carpet or one of those scientific airplanes. Surprised, he lifted the
Sword slightly, so that it angled up -- and found hinself sliding upward at that angle, his feet
|l eaving the floor. Hastily he angled it level again -- and sailed through the wall.

There was a nonment of darkness; then he enmerged fromthe other side of the stone. Now he
was floating slowy across the next chanber, half a neter above the fl oor
He realized that he didn't have to worry about being outside at a height; the Sword made

hi m i ndependent of support. He could fly, literally, w thout effort or disconfort.

Gaea appeared in the new chanber, in the formof co -- alescing mst. "Shall we proceed to
Maharastra?" the nist inquired.

Mym was getting to |like the Sword very well. "But suppose | drop it?" he asked, still not

quite certain about venturing high and far

"Try it here," she suggested.

He et go of the Sword. It remained floating in the air -- and so did he. "But |I'm not
touching it!" he sang.
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"The Red Sword is yours until you renounce it," Gaea said. "This is not a matter of

physi cal contact. You could give it to another person, even a nortal, and it would still be
attuned to you. You can sheathe it and orient it men -- tally, and it will not change physically,
but will act as you will. It is a synmbol as much as an object, and its powers

are great."

Evidently so. Mymtook hold of the sword and sheathed it in the great, ornate scabbard
that he abruptly discovered at his hip -- and remained floating. "Then let's go!" he

sang. In his mnd he ained the Sword up, at a thirty degree

angle, and south. He willed a swi ft passage.

He got it. He shot upward at the angle, passing right through the building and into the
nocturnal sky. The pro -- cess was exhilarating. Up, up he sailed, feeling no wind, no change of
tenperature. The magi c of the Sword kept

hi m secure. "But you nust guide it, when the destination is not

famliar to it," a cloud said.

Mym experi enced deja vu. "Were you at the Honey -- noon Castle?" he sang.

"Not specifically,"” another cloud replied. "I amin all things, but |I don't interfere
where | don't need to."

"A cloud talked to ne, there,"” he sang.

"They do, on occasion," the cloud he was now passing agreed. "You nmay w sh to steer
inland."
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He | ooked down and di scovered that he was high over the surging Indian Ocean. He directed

the Sword south -- east, and his direction of travel changed accordingly.
He accel erated, and the sea and dark shore noved by at a phenonenal pace, but still Mym
hinsel f stood cas -- ually upright, feeling no wind resistance. Though it was dark, he was able to

see around him either his night vision was sufficient, or the Sword was | endi ng hi m enhanced
powers of observation. He flew in toward the giant city of Bonmbay, where he knew Rapture had been
sent.

Li ghts shone all across the city, and the palace was brightest of all. Mymhad no trouble
reaching it. He sinply flewin through a stone wall and | anded lightly on an upper
floor.
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But the pal ace was huge, and there were many cham-- bers and suites. How could he |ocate
Rapture, without causing a stir while he searched?

Gaea's m st appeared, |ike vapor condensing. "Use the Sword again," she advised. "
understand that it can tune in on the identity of any person and enable you to share that person's
awareness. It is one-way; the subject is not aware of you. But it can be quite useful on
occasion. "

“Tune in -- on Rapture?" he sang. "But her privacy -- | don't like to -- "

"You have changed since the Honeynoon Castle. This, however, need not be that intimte.
Merely avail yourself of her perceptions, to identify her location; then go to it."

Oh. Mymtouched the Sword. Rapture of Mal achite, Princess of Maharastra, he thought.

Not hi ng happened.

"Titles mean nothing to it," Gaea advised himgently. "It perceives only the essence."

M/mtried again. This tine he thought of the wonan he | oved.

He found hinself |ooking at an ornate femn nine dagger

He blinked -- and he was still standing in the chanber, his finger touching the Red Sword.

It had been Rapture's dagger he had seen

She was contenpl ati ng suici de

He | ooked again, this tine tuning in on the peripheral aspects of her vision. She was in
her private bedroom alone -- but where was that? He was not familiar with the layout of this
pal ace; that room could be anywhere.

Then her gaze wandered vacantly to the mirror, and he saw her forlorn reflection. Her
lustrous tresses had di med, and her green-nalachite eyes were rimmed in red. She was so | ost
wi thout him She had been dependent on her father and now she was dependent on Mym

stripped of that support, she was collapsing into herself. He had | oved her because of

that fundanental vulnera -- bility; she truly did need him
Behi nd her reflected face, a portion of a wi ndow showed, and beyond it was a fragnment of
green. She had set a green handkerchief at the sill, perhaps to dry after being soaked with her

tears. That was so |i ke her!
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He grasped the Sword. Qut he directed. He sailed out through the wall and around the
pal ace. There in an upper wi ndow on the north side was a speck of green. He honmed in on it, then
passed in through the window to |land on the floor. "Rapture,” he sang. She junped, spun about,
recogni zed him and

col | apsed.

He junped forward and caught her as she fell. "Be -- loved!" he said, not stuttering for
the nmonent. He held her, kissed her, and held her sonme nore, and in a nonent

she revived.

"Bel oved!" she echoed. "I have cone to claimyou,” he sang. "But there is

much to explain.”

"Just hold ne," she breathed. "I -- without you, |I -- " "I saw the dagger," he sang. "No
need for that now " Then, holding her, he sang his explanation: his as -- sunption of the office
of the Incarnation of War, by grasp -- ing the great Red Sword; the new powers and responsi --
bilities that provided him and his ability to take her with

him-- if she chose to cone.

"Take nme with you!" she cried without reservation. "But it will nmean a conplete change in
your life," he
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war ned. "You woul d not be a princess any nore." She just |ooked at him and he knew t hat
not hi ng el se

mattered to her except being with him

"Well, let's see how well we can travel together, then,"

he sang. He touched the Sword.

"A consideration,” a wisp of mst said, fornming in the

room Rapture junped again, but Mymreassured her. "That

is Gaea, the Incarnation of Nature," he sang. "She is helping me get started. She showed
me how to reach

you." "If you take her away wi thout explanation," Gaea said,

"her father will assune that she has cone to sone foul end and he will blame your Kingdom
Prince, with which he is at war. That would lead to nuch m schief that | think

you woul d prefer to avoid."

"I would prefer to stop this idiotic war entirely, by

marrying Rapture!" Mymsang. "But ny father -- "
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"' Perhaps we can achieve your desire, with a little ef -- fort," Gaea said. "All that is
needed is the apparent ac -- quiescence of the principals. Wat would make your mar -- riage to
the Prince of Raj asthan acceptable to your father, Rapture?”

"I would not marry -- " Rapture began angrily, but Gaea held up a finger, and the Princess

was silenced. Mym suspected that nore nagi ¢ was invol ved. "A reduced dowy," Rapture said, after a
pause.

Gaea turned to Mym "And if you acceded to nmarriage with the Princess of Rajasthan
proffering the acceptance of a reduced dowy if the sane were accepted for your former betrothed?"

Mym was begi nning to conprehend. "I am sure the Rajah of Raj ast han woul d be anenable to
that; he expects

to pay an exorbitant dowy. But certainly I'"'mnot going to -- "

"Woul d one of your handmai dens like to take your place?" Gaea asked Rapture.

Rapture sniled. "Any handnmai den would |ike to take the place of any princess! But -- "

"Sumon one you feel is worthy, who would be able to act your part, if she had the
appear ance and opportunity."

"That woul d be the one who doubles for nme on boring parades.” Rapture said. "But up close,
she does not re -- senble ne very well."

"Bring her here."

Rapture reached out and drew on a tassled cord. In nmonents a young wonman appeared at the

door. "Bit-of -- Honey, there is a task we nay require of you," she said. "Listen to this woman."
Gaea, who was now conpl etely solid, addressed the young woman. "The Princess Rapture of
Mal achite rmust go away. But she wi shes to appear to remain. If you will consent, | shall fashion
you to the likeness of the Princess, and you shall take her place.”
.Bit-of -Honey shrugged. "I have done so before." Gaea snmiled. "For the rest of your life."
The girl's eyes widened. "But she is to marry the Prince of -- " Her gaze flicked to Mym"Was to
marry -- "
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"She is nowto marry the Prince of Rajasthan," Gaea said. "But she |loves the Prince
of Gujarat, so she is going away with him She would |like you to assunme her identity and nmarry the
Prince of Rajasthan. Are you willing to do

that?" "But | amonly a common girl!" Bit-of-Honey

pr ot est ed.

"You will be the Princess -- if you are willing to give

up your present life in favor of that one, and keep the

secret."

"But -- the Prince -- | could never be nore than a con -- cubine to -- "

Gaea touched her, and the girl's protestations abated.

"You can be what you choose to be. | will provide you with the voice and the appearance;

you nust provide the will and the action. But you nust choose now " The girl |ooked wildly at
Rapture. "Ch, M stress,
woul d never betray you, but this -- "
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"Do it," Rapture said. "You know | have no life with -- out Prince Pride of the Ki ngdom
You are welconme to the

Prince of Rajasthan.” "To be a princess..." the girl breathed, beginning to

bel i eve. Gaea touched her again -- and her appearance dissol ved

and changed and becane that of Rapture. Even her cloth -- ing conforned. "Speak," Gaea
said. "What shall | say?" the pseudo-Rapture asked. She

sounded exactly |like Rapture. "You know what to do," Caea said. "If you slip or

falter, it will be over." The worman | ooked in the mirror at herself, amazed.

Then her shoul ders straightened. "I will not falter," she

sai d. "But what of ny disappearance?" Mym sang.

"W shall take care of you now," Gaea said. "WII| yourself back to the place where the
Sword came to you;

it is famliar with that site. Make sure you have a good

grip on Rapture." Mymtouched the sword with his Ieft hand and put his

right arm about Rapture's slender waist. To the place of our neeting, he thought.
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And they were there.

Gaea's cloud fornmed. However she traveled, it wasn't the same way Mars did. "Now we need a
young nman to assune your identity," she said.

Mym consi dered. "I had a sparring partner of royal birth, for nmy weapons training," he
sang. "He knows the ways of princes, and he likes wealth and power. | believe he could and woul d
play the part."

They sunmoned the nman; after a dialogue simlar to the one that had occurred i n Bonbay,
the man assuned the |ikeness of Mym and was afflicted with his stutter -- but was happy to marry
the Princess of Rajasthan and carry the privileges and responsibilities of the position

Now they were free to depart the nortal realm

"The staff of your castle will assist you hereafter,"” Gaea said. "l shall encounter you in
the line of business. I wish you well."
"I thank you for the invaluable help you have provided ne," M/ymsang. "I hope | shall not

di sappoint you in the office."

"Only if you allow yourself to be deceived by Satan," she said, and dissolved into vapor.

Mym put his arm around Rapture, touched the Red Sword, and willed themto his castle hone
in Purgatory.

He found hinmself in the entrance-foyer of a castle as seemingly solid as any he had
encountered. Huge gray stones rose up to an enornous height. He tapped one and found it solid. "If
this is a castle in the sky, it is never -- theless quite substantial," he sang.

There was a stir within the castle. Several gaunt figures canme to the foyer. Rapture
shrank away fromthem

Mym recogni zed one in a black cloak. "Famine!" he

sang.

Fam ne nodded. "And you are Mars," he replied. Mymturned to the others. "And you are --
?" "Conquest," a big, hearty nan in a white cloak said. He sniled, and his teeth showed |ike
pol i shed white ivory.

"Slaughter,” the one in the blood-red cloak said. There were ragged sl ashes across his
face that dripped fresh blood. Rapture shuddered and averted her gaze.
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"Pestilence," said the one in the dirt-brown cloak. Hs face was a squirm ng mass of
maggot s. Rapture screamed and shrank away.

"My conpanion is distraught,”" Mym sang. "Do not take offense."

"OfFfense?" Pestilence asked, a naggot spraying out as he pronounced the S. "I am
flattered!"

They passed on into the castle proper. The castle staff was |lined up, ready for inspection
by the new master.

"Do you know how to serve royal ty?" Mym sang.

"We do," the head butler replied.

"Then see to the needs of the Lady Rapture,” Mym sang. "And provide nme with a person who
can tell me what | need to know. "

The butler snapped his fingers. Imediately two naids stepped up to Rapture. "W shall see
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you to your suite,"” one said. "There is a bath waiting and a change of dress."

Rapture hesitated, glancing at Mym She didn't want to be separated fromhimin this
strange pl ace.

"Did you neet the lesser Incarnations? ' the other maid asked. "Aren't they sinply awful ?
| had bad dreans for days after | saw Slaughter, and as for Pestilence -- !"

Rapture tamed her gaze to the naid, discovering com-- panionship. She relaxed. These
people mght be all right after all. She went with them

"These are marvel ously acconmodati ng personnel ," Mym remar ked.

"This is our station in the Afterlife,"” the head butler said. "To know and serve your
needs. The Lady Rapture will be nade at ease."

"Afterlife?" Mym sang

"We are not anong the |iving,

"But you seemquite solid."

"Here in Purgatory, sir, everything seens solid, but only you and the Lady Rapture have
physi cal substance beyond these environs. The rest of us -- and the castle too -- are only solid
in aqualified sense.”

"I have sone difficulty accepting this."

"W are as pictures on a sheet of paper. Wen you confine yourself to that frane of
reference, the pictures are sufficient. But when you exert yourself in the three

di mrensi onal franme, we no |onger have rel evance. You have nortal substance that we |ack."

"Purgatory -- is a picture on a sheet of paper?"

"I'n a manner of speaking. A facet of existence |linmted to a plane. Fromthe surface of the
Earth, nortals see right through that plane. But when you cone to it, you join it and interact
with us in what may seemto be a nornmal manner."

"I can't believe that you don't really exist!"

"We exist, sir. But only in alinted sense. Heaven and Hell are simlarly limted; only
nmortal s have the full range of experience."

"Isn'"t this horribly restrictive? Don't you feel inprisoned?”

"This is eternity. Though we |ack the freedomto affect our destinies that nortals
possess, we are freed fromthe concern about pain and term nation that they suffer from W
conprehend the shape of our existence. Qur reality is as if it were stretched out in an infinitely
narrow but infinitely Iong path, unlike that of nortals."

the butler said.

"To be a butler -- for eternity? No reincarnation?”

"Not for eternity. Only for a few centuries, until the inevitable shift of the ratio of
good and evil in us permts departure to Heaven and everl asti ng peace."

"A few centuries!"

"It is worth it, sir. W have only to do our jobs -- and these are not unpl easant jobs. It
woul d be ny pleasure to serve you even if ny destination were not dependent on it."

Mym woul d not have been satisfied with such a situ -- ation -- but of course he was a
nmortal -- or was he? "What is my status, now? WIl | age and die in this office?"

"By no neans, sir. You will remain fixed as you are now, for your full term which wll
term nate only when war on Earth abates. You are an Incarnation of Imor -- tality -- a tenporary

imortal ."

"Who else is in this situation?"

"There are five, or perhaps seven, nmmjor Incarnations. Death, Time, Fate, War, and Nature,
in addition to Good and Evil. There are a greater nunber of |esser Incarna -- tions, such as the
associ ates of War whomyou net in the
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foyer. But the only ones you need be concerned about are the nmjor ones, who wll
general ly cooperate with

you."

"CGeneral ly?"

"CGod, the Incarnation of Good, does not involve Hm-- self with nortal matters, in
accordance to the Covenant. Mortals nust choose their own denouerments. Therefore He will neither
hel p nor hinder you, though He does watch

you." Mymwas glad that he had picked up a snattering of

West ern nyt hol ogy; otherw se this woul d have been very confusing. "Wat of the Incarnation
of Evil?"
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"He is Satan, and because he is evil, he freely violates the Covenant. He will seek to do
m schief, turning your efforts to his designs. He wishes to gain power by ac -- quiring a greater
nunber of souls than God possesses.”

This aligned with the warning Gaea had given him Satan woul d cause trouble. "But how can
he do this, if

| amalert against it?" "Satan is devious, and the master of misdirection. It is

customary for himto, if you will pardon the crudity of the expression, work over new
I ncarnations, You will be

atarget, sir." "It is true that Satan conspired to elininate ny

predecessor?" "It is true, sir." "What did the fornmer Mars do to arouse Satan's

wrat h?" "He supervised a chall enge that the present Fate nmde

to Satan, ensuring that it was fairly conducted. This en -- abled Fate to balk Satan's
design."

"But that's unreasonable!" Mymsang. "A fair con -- test -- "

"Satan is not a reasonable entity, sir. He is interested

only in his own design." "And Mars -- surely he was not helpless in his own

def ense?"

"He tolerated the ploy." "Wiy would he do that, knowi ng that this would be to

Sat an' s advantage and that he hinself would perish?" "He did not perish. He went to
Heaven. That is a con --
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sunmmati on devoutly to be desired. The cessation of war had been his nbst devout wi sh."

"But that's a conflict of interest! If he abolishes his

job -- "

"Not if one's wish is to go to Heaven, sir.'

Mym consi dered that. "So Mars wanted to go to

Heaven and could only get there by having his job end in a positive manner -- so Satan facilitated
that, and it be -- hooved Mars to cooperate.” "Exactly, sir."

"But now Satan has a new and i nexperienced Mars to, as you put it, work over." "Exactly,
sir."

“"And | will not get to Heaven unless | succeed in abol -- ishing war."

"Admirably phrased, sir."

"There's only one catch.”

"Sir?"

"I don't want to go to Heaven."

"Sir?" The butler was visibly startled.

"I ama H ndu. Not a good one, obviously -- but nmy desire is not for Heaven but for
nirvana."
The butler nmade a nmoue. "Then it would seemthat Satan does not have the inducenent to
proffer you that he proffered to your predecessor.™

"Correct.”

"This should be a nost interesting encounter, sir." M/msniled. "Let's hope so."

7 --

BATTLE

The next day, as Mym perceived it, he received news of a battle that required his
attention. He had spent a pleas -- ant night with Rapture in the excellently appointed castle;

they had made | ove and tal ked and watched the scientific television, which by coincidence
was concerned with news of the recent change in officeholders for the Incar -- nation of War and
seenmed to be quite current. Rapture had perked up to hear herself nentioned as the nortal consort
of the Incarnation and to see herself smiling pret -- tily for the camera, though there had been
no such inter -- view But in the norning that sanme television set turned itself on with the
announcement of the battle, and Mym had to rouse hinself for his new duty.

"But what of ne?" Rapture cried. "I cannot go to bat -- tle with you, yet | fear to remain
here al one."

Mym began to perceive a disadvantage of conplete de -- pendence in a wonan. "Let ne
i nvestigate," he sang.
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He went into the elaborate |avatory, then snapped his fingers. Imediately the head butler
appeared. The man did not enter; he just appeared. Now that Mym under -- stood his nature, he was
not surprised. "The Lady Rap -- 86
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ture is concerned about being alone in this strange place," he sang.

"Conduct her to the East Wng," the butler recom-- nended.

Mym wasn't sure how this would help, but he had al -- ready seen the conpetence of the
staff here, so he didn't argue.

After his toilet, which included the donning of a shining golden cloak of office, he
energed to rejoin Rapture. She had neanwhil e been attended to; now she was stunningly lovely in a
silken outfit of malachite green, with the lovely polished stones set in her hair. Princess
i ndeed!

"After we eat, | nmust show you the East Wng," Mym sang.

She raised a fine dark eyebrow. "You have al ready explored the castle?" "The butler told
me you would like it." In due course they repaired to that Wng -- and Rapture gasped with
delight. It was very like the palace she had used on Earth, with glass wi ndows and fountains and
as -- sociated gardens filled with fam liar plants. A high canopy even protected it fromthe
torrential rains of the nmonsoon. In a |lower reach a tane el ephant waited. "I nust go to work," Mm
sang. She hardly heard him "GCh, how delightful!" she ex -- clained, walking through the Wng,
gazing at the lovely statuary.

Mym deci ded to depart; she would not miss himfor sone tine.

Now he went to the front foyer. There were his asso -- ciates, Conquest, Slaughter
Fam ne, and Pestilence, in their colored cloaks. "You know the way?" he inquired. "Qur steeds know
the way," Conquest said. Steeds. He hadn't thought of that, but of course they should be nobunted.
Gaea had told himthat he had a horse -- what was its nane? -- Werre. He went on out, and there in
front were five excellent horses. There was no difficulty judgi ng which one bel onged to which
rider, for they were col or coded.

"Werre," Mym sang, and one cane inmediately to him He nounted the great gol den pal om no
and knew
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fromthe outset that this was a steed such as nan dreaned of. The ani mal was powerful and
suppl e and responded to his cues so readily that he could virtually guide it with a thought. This
stallion was |ike an extension of hinself.

The others were nounted and drew up beside him Con -- quest was on an al bino stallion
with totally white hide and blazing red eyes. Slaughter was on the red one, the color so intense
it was al nost gore. Fami ne was on the black animl, whose body glistened in such a way as to nake
the gloss seemlike a skeletal outline. Pestilence rode the dirty brown horse, wth patches of

di scol or that made it | ook di seased, though it was healthy. Mymre -- nenbered, now, that four
grimhorsenen were tradition -- ally associated with War, but he wasn't sure that these were the
particular four he renenbered. It hardly mat -- tered; Purgatory and the Incarnations evidently
had their

own rul es. They rode out across the cloudscape, and the steeds

did know the way. They galloped to the sudden edge and | eaped over into the sky bel ow,
| anding on air, and charged swiftly across the seem ng nap of the gl obe far beneath. The col ored
capes fluttered in the wind. In short order they had cone to India, where they descended, touching
the ground at |ast at the eastern edge.

Mym surveyed the region -- and discovered that he was familiar with it. This was the
border between Cujarat and Maharastra! This battle was to be fought between his own Ki ngdom and
that of Rapture.

But he had arranged with Gaea to elimnate that quarrel. H's double was to marry the
Raj ast han Princess, and Rap -- ture's double to marry the Rajasthan Prince, unifying the three
Ki ngdons by alliances. How could they be fighting

now? When he thought about it, he knew how. This was only

one day after those rearrangenents had been made. The news had not yet gotten out to the

battlefield, where the two armes were preparing to clash. Wth nodemsci -- entific
comuni cations systenms the word should have been virtually instant -- but the bureaucracy remined
as ponderous as ever. The notice was probably still sitting anong the papers on the desk of a

m nor functionary,
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wai ting for disposition. Meanwhile this conpletely point -- less battle was about to
happen.

He had to stop it, of course. Mymwas not one to be squeani sh about necessary bl oodshed;
he was, after all, a prince. O had been...But this was not only unnec -- essary, it was
di sastrous; neither Kingdomcould afford to throw away its resources |like this.

Already the two arnmies were spread out on the battle -- field, their cavalry, archers,
el ephants, and foot soldiers ranged |ike chess pieces, ready to play their roles. The forces were
about even, so the skill of the generals would count for the victory -- except that there could be
no vic -- tory, in this wongheaded natch.

How was he to stop this folly? He had no idea.
"Famine," he called, and the black figure noved close. "This battle is not supposed to
occur. How do | stop it?"

"Stop it?" Fam ne asked, his deathly gaunt face show -- ing dismay. "We do not stop
conflict, we reap it!"
And what a grimreaping that could be! "Neverthe -- less," M/ymsang, "this conflict nust

be stopped before it starts. If | amtruly the Incarnation of War, surely |

have the power both to generate and to di ssipate conflict."

Fam ne issued a ghastly sigh. "You do. Mars. But it is a sad day when your power is
exerted to -- "

"Never mind that!" Mym sang angrily. "How do | exert ny power?"

"Why, there are several ways. You can enter the mind of a pivotal participant and change
it, or you can freeze the entire battle in place -- "

“I'f | freeze it, what happens when | unfreeze it?" "Then it resunes exactly as before."

"How do | enter the mind of a pivotal participant, and how do | know which one is
pi vot al ?"

Fam ne considered. "That's really not ny departnent. | deal with ny clients after the
conbat has ravaged the land and wiped O]it npost of the food supply. |'ve never been sure exactly
how Mars sel ects his key figures.™

If Famine didn't know, the others probably woul dn't know either. He would just have to
work it out by hinself.

He gui ded his gol den horse toward the banners of the
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Gujarat arny. |If he could manifest and be recogni zed by the general there, he mght be
able to cause that army to

decline battle.

He approached, and no one reacted. That was right -- no one could see an Incarnation
ordinarily. He rode right up to the front line and through it, and the horse's gleam-- ing hooves
made no contact with the nundane objects. It was as if the artifacts of the world were ghosts. O
he

was. He cane to the general's tent. He saw i nmedi ately that

this was a man he knew only by nane; he had never en -- countered hi mpersonally before.
This one had a repu -- tation as a conpetent workhorse, one who had no special flair or el egance,
but who followed orders and got the job

done. The general should recognize Mym if he nanifested.

But how did he do that? Mym hinself had seen the In -- carnations before beconing one
hi nsel f, but no one else had, until Gaea nanifested to Rapture. Gaea knew how to do that, but Mym
didn't.

But he could enter the General's being and change his mnd, according to Fanine. That
shoul d be just as good.

If he could just figure out how.

Wel |, naybe if he sinply overlapped the General, so that his m nd occupied the sanme space
as the General's

mnd...He tried it. He disnounted and stepped into the

Ceneral --
And found hinself in a mael strom of inpressions and thoughts and enotions. He could not
make head or tail of it all; indeed, he was getting nauseous, as from notion

sickness. He ripped hinmself out. Now he was standing before the
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General, who seened to be unaffected. But Mymhinmself felt dizzy. Surely this was not the
way it was supposed

to be!

But the battle would not wait forever. Mymtried again.

This tinme he kept a firmnmental grip on hinself as he phased in to the General's space. He
realized that what he was encountering was the confusion of an unfanmiliar system The General's
mnd differed fromhis own; there
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were different nmenories, different habit patterns, and a different outl ook. Recognizing
that, Mymwas able to keep better equilibrium He phased in nore accurately, so that his own eye-
nerve inpul ses were not trying to read the General's ear-nerve inpulses. He got the senses aligned
and felt only slightly notion-sick

Now he could tune in on what the General was per -- ceiving and understand it. It was not
a perfect alignnent, because the General's senses were of slightly different strengths than Mym s
own and so tended to feel slightly wong. But that was m nor

His maj or problemwas the General's thoughts. It was evident that the General's brain was
wired differently fromMms, and the resulting patterns were alien. He could not make sense of
t hem

VWell, yes he could. The wiring nmight differ, but the end results were simlar. He did not
need to use the General's wiring to grasp the General's conclusions. He sinply needed to tune in
on those conclusions. And then inpose his own.

He tried. CALL OFF BATTLE, he thought strongly.

"What ?" the Ceneral asked, pausing in his contem-- plation of the map of the battle site.

The other officers | ooked at him perplexed. None of them had spoken

The General shook his head, concluding that it had been an errant thought. Every person
had doubts on occasion. "Proceed with the battle plan as outlined,"” he said gruffly.

Mymrealized that this was not the way either. He had projected his thought into the
General 's consci ousness, but it had not been supported by any apparent |ogic, so the General had
dismissed it. He would have to devel op a nore conprehensi ve approach, to actually convince the
General that the new thought nade sense. That would take time. For one thing, he would need to
| eam nore about the General's frames of reference, so as to devise an approach that woul d make
sense to the man.

But he didn't have tinme. The cavalry was already nov -- ing out. The battle was being
j oi ned.

Mym gave up in disgust. He exited the CGeneral. It felt
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I i ke sheddi ng an unconfortabl e yoke. He nmuch preferred

his own identity! He mounted his horse, who had waited patiently for his

return, and gall oped over and through the people to the center of the battlefield. The
Maharastra cavalry was meeting the charge with one of its own -- plus another ele -- ment. A unit
of trained griffins led the way, spreading their wings and | aunchi ng thensel ves at the opposing
line. That could be disaster for the Cujarat caval rynen!

But the Gujarats were prepared. Precision catapults had been set up, and these now opened
fire on the griffins, the object being to knock themout of the air. There was a raucous squawk as
a mssile scored glancingly on one, and a griffin spun to the ground with a broken w ng. But the
fight had not gone out of the creature; it laid about itself with beak and claws, and gore flew as
it scored.

In noments the other griffins swooped down on the line, and the carnage was nultiplied.
"Geat!" the In -- carnation of Slaughter cried, riding near. "Mx it up! Tear those guts! Spatter
that bl ood! Spread that gore!"

Meanwhi | e, the Incarnation of Conquest was urging on the two nain armies. "Victory!" he
cried to both. "Take

no prisoners!"™ And with that the efforts of the arnies increased, and

the conbat became savage. Mym was di sgusted. It was

all so pointless! But he had failed to stop it. Wiat was he to do now?

Well, he could try a nore direct nethod. He rode to the center of the carnage, clinbed a
hill of air to gain elevation, and grasped his Red Sword. Maybe it woul d enable himto manifest.
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He drew it and held it high, willing

hinself to be apparent. And -- it worked! The Sword was the key! He knew he

was visible, because the bowren at the rear lines were staring at him They had never
before seen a man and

horse in md-air. Now was his chance. He would tell themall to stop

fighting, until they could receive the notice that explai ned

why. He took a deep breath. "S-s-s-s-s-s -- " he stuttered.

Dam! He took another breath. "Stop the battle!" he sang.
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There was a nonment of anazed sil ence. Then soneone | aughed. They coul d not believe that
this noble, golden figure could utter such obvi ous nonsense.

“It's atrick!" an officer cried. "Shoot it down!"

Then the archers of both sides went back into action, firing their shafts at him Mm
remai ned frozen, furious at hinself for not being able to address them effectively.

The arrows struck himand the horse and bounced off harml essly. He never even felt them
it seenmed he was invulnerable to nortal weapons.

But he didn't like being a target. He sheathed the Sword -- and evidently faded out of
sight, for the archers blinked and stopped firing. The officers rubbed their eyes.

Yet Mymcould still see hinself and his steed quite clearly. He also saw the other
I ncarnations. Conquest and Sl aughter were exhorting the troops to greater efforts;

Fam ne and Pestilence were watching fromthe sideline, rubbing their hands in anticipation
of their turn to conme, as supplies were depleted and hunger and di sease ran their course.

A nunmber of arrows had been in flight when he faded out of nortal view These now passed

entirely through himand the horse, without deviating at all. That was an -- other evidence of his
change; he truly had beconme un -- solid, as far as nortals were concerned.
Coul d he becone solid while remaining invisible? Cu -- rious, despite the tragedy around

him he touched the Sword and willed hinself to be tangible but inperceptible.
One nore arrow was conmng. It struck the side of the horse and dropped to the ground,
broken. But the archers weren't watching. That was answer enough

But the battle continued. It remained as nuch folly as before, and he still had to stop
it. What el se could he do?
Fam ne had nentioned that Mars could freeze the ac -- tion. Indeed, the |Incarnation of

Deat h had done that when Mym had first encountered him and surely Chronos, the Incarnation of
Time, could do it too.

He touched the Sword again. Freeze action he thought.

Just like that, it froze. The arnmi es bel ow hi mbecame |ike statuary, the men and ani mals
stilled in mid-notion, the sounds of battle abated, and the clouds of dust and
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smoke halted in place. The few arrows that were in flight

hovered in air.

But the other Incarnations were not affected. Slaughter |ooked up fromhis grisly work,
gore dripping fromhis fingers. "Sonmething cone up. Mars?" he called

"Yes," Mymreturned shortly. But what was he to do next? He knew he couldn't keep the
tabl eau frozen in -- definitely -- and the nonent he abated it, the carnage

woul d resune. Unl ess he could do sonmething to stop the battle, before

allowing the action to resune. He was not frozen. He could go to the capitals, find where
the nmessage of ter -- mination of the war was stalled, and facilitate its delivery. Was the rest
of the world frozen too? He doubted it.

But how far did the effect extend?

There was one way to find out. "I have an errand,” he told the other I|ncarnations.
that the freeze remains

until | return.”

"It is your prerogative,
f ool i shness.

Mym urged his horse upward and forward, into the sky to the north. They gall oped away from
the battle site. Soon he saw peopl e noving again and confirmed that the freeze applied only to the
battle. Good enough; he didn't want to interfere with the rest of the world, just to abate

See

Conquest said, grimacing. Ob -- viously he felt this was
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the pointl ess bl oodshed. He canme to Ahmadabad and descended to the Rajah's

pal ace. He passed through the wall, horse and all, and approached his father's private
chanbers. No one saw

him Then he paused. He had thought to manifest and inquire

about the order canceling the war -- but though the per -- sonnel mght recognize him
they woul d be confused be -- cause his real self, as far as they knew, was the double Gaea had
fashioned to take his place. How could there be two of hin? It would not be wise to interfere with
t hat .

Well, then, he could act through hinmself. He galloped his horse to the other palace for an
interview with his double. The young man was no | onger confined, but had seen no need to depart
the pal ace while the arrangenents for his journey to the Honeynoon Castl e were being

made.
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Honeynoon Castle? But there the man's thoughts would be conpletely open to his betrothed!
That woul d give away his true identity and quite possibly provoke a new war. "Ch, Gaea," he sang
under his breath. "You overl ooked one vital detail!"

M st forned before him "Foolish nan," it breathed. "I shaped his nind as well as his
body. He knows his identity, but his thoughts there will only be those of the Prince."
He stopped, there in the hall, the servants brushing through his substance w thout ever

bei ng aware of his presence or that of the horse. "You can do that?" he asked, amazed.

"I am Nature," the m st whispered -- and dissi pated.

If the powers of Mars were as he had di scovered, what then of the powers of Gaea? He could
only glinpse them peripherally, but he found hinsel f awed.

He resunmed his ride, entered the suite of his double, and nade hinsel f tangible. "How goes
it, Prince Pride?" he sang.

The new Prince | ooked up, only mldly surprised. "I look upon a life that is nore
wonderful than any | imag -- ined," he replied in a simlar singsong. "I have seen a painting of
the Princess | amto marry, and she is lovely."

Mym had seen the picture and regarded the Princess as relatively plain. But perhaps Gaea
had dabbled in that aspect of the man too, so that he was entirely content with his lot. Gaea's
favors were subtle but solid. No doubt her anger could be sinilarly devastating!

"I have a problem" Mymsaid. "As you know, | amnow the Incarnation of War. There is a
battl e going on between Cujarat and Maharastra that should not be oc -- curring. The order to halt
hostilities seens to have gotten lost in transit. | need to obtain that order and get it to the
front -- but I do not want to seemto duplicate nyself when | get it. So -- "

“I will get it for you," the new Prince Pride said, un -- derstandi ng i nmredi ately.
"Naturally | don't want |ives expended usel essly any nmore than you do; | will have to manage this

Ki ngdom all too soon."
He was taking hold very nicely, despite his lack of prior
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training for the position he had assumed. Gaea's work again, surely.

The new Prince Pride took a carpet immediately to the Rajah's palace, while Mym paced him
invisibly on the horse. The trip was swift, as neither had to wait on traffic below, and in a few
m nutes they were there. Then Prince Pride asked for a copy of the order requiring the cessation
of hostilities and took it with him The noment he was alone, he held it in the air, and Mym
mat eri ali zed enough tograspit. "Thank you, Prince," he said. "Myyouhave a |long and happy life."

He gal | oped back to the battle site, where things re -- mmined frozen. He brought the
order to a nessenger boy, put it in his hand, and phased in to his nmind. No thought was
proceedi ng, because of the freeze, but Mym projected strongly: URGENT MESSAGE FOR GENERAL.

Then he sat back on the horse, touched the Sword, and willed the release of the stasis.

The scene reani nated. The troops resuned killing each other; blood resumed flow ng, and
arrows conpleted their flights. The nmessenger boy | ooked startled, evidently not renenbering how
he had come to possess the urgent mes -- sage, but knowi ng his duty. He rushed it to the General

The Ceneral perused it. He sighed. "Peace has been declared,” he said, disgusted. "Cease
hostilities. Send a mission under flag of truce to the eneny to acquaint themwth this news."
It took a while to sort it out, but in due course the arnies di sengaged. The battle was
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over, and not too many nmen had been kill ed.
But if he had handl ed the matter nore expeditiously, there would have been no carnage at

all. M/y/mknew he had a ot yet to | eam about the perfornmance of his office.

He gathered up his mnions and returned to his castle in Purgatory. Conquest, Slaughter
Fam ne, and Pestil -- ence went their ways, disappointed. They would have only a slim harvest from
this day's work.

Rapture net himat the front foyer. "Ch, beloved, | missed you so!" she exclained. "Wy

did you have to be gone so | ong?"

"I have an office to serve," he sang.

"To supervise violence and rapi ne?" she asked. "It would be better if you stayed here!"

"To stop a battle between the arm es of your Kingdomand mne," he infornmed her gently.
"Peace has been de -- clared, but the news had not reached the front. | was fortunate to get it
st opped before things had proceeded too far."

"Maharastra -- and Gujarat -- were fighting?" she asked, appalled.

"Because of us," he agreed. "W refused to nmarry the Princess and Prince of Rajasthan, so
our Kingdons went to war with each other."

"But actual conbat? | hadn't realized!" 'l stopped it. That was ny business today." 'But
peopl e died, before -- ?" 'Sonme died, yes. It was conplicated to -- " 'Ch!" she exclainmed. "I
never wanted people to die because of us! If | had realized -- " "There was no way to -- " he
sang. But she turned away fromhim part of her horror ex -- tending to him

Di sgusted, he left her. It seened they were having their first quarrel

He cl eaned up, for though he had had very little contact with nortal things, he had been
under sone pressure and had sweated under his golden cloak. He changed to in -- formal garb, then
went to Rapture's quarters

She met himin the hall and flung her arns about himand sobbed. He tried to speak, but
she stifled that with a kiss.

It seened that thejr quarrel was over.

Then they tal ked, and he | earned what was really up -- setting her. It seenmed that the
butl er had explained it to her during the day.

This was Purgatory. No nortals resided here. This was not discrimnination, but the sinple
fact that nortals were of a far nore conpl ex physical conposition, possessing three physica
di mensions instead of two. This was not a precise anal ogy, but the butler had made it sinple to un
-- derstand. Mortals could visit, when sponsored by an In -- carnation, but could not remain.
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"But you have been here a full night and day!" Mym

sang, protesting. "Yes, and | amstarving," she responded.
"But there is plenty to eat!"”

"For you. Not for ne. Not for a nortal."

“"You're nmy nortal!" he sang angrily. "They will feed

you!" She shook her head. "They have fed me, Mym But

this is Purgatory food. It |looks and tastes real, it feels real -- but it has nourishment
only for ghosts. A nortal requires a thousand tines the substance found in this food. Wat | have
eaten here has been illusion, for ne. | have been existing on ny own bodily resources. This is
easy to do, for a short period, when the stomach seens full -- but can not be maintained."

He stared at her. "Purgatory food -- can't feed you,"

he repeated. "Mym | nmust return to the nortal realm if | amto

eat." He was appalled. "No wonder you were upset! It's so

ni ce here, and now -- "

"Now | nust leave. | can visit only a few hours at a time, before hunger and thirst -- oh
| feel that thirst,

now " Mym shook his head. "Rapture, | never knew about

this! I never would have brought you here, if -- "

Hi s distress seened to aneliorate hers. "I have only to find a nortal home. | can be here
each day when you return. | can spend the nights with you. It can be very nuch the sane; | can be
gone only when you are gone."

"But | have no idea where you can go!" he sang. "It

can't be Bonbay -- "

"The butler says he can arrange sonething, and |I'msure he can. But -- it must be soon
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because -- "

"Because you are wasting away!" he finished. "Ch,

nmy bel oved -- "

“"I't will be all right," she said, though he knew she was deeply distressed. She had want ed
so much to be with himalways and now she coul d not.

They went inmediately to the butler, who explained that there were those nortals who
cooperated in speci al
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matters like this and naintained a systemof hostels for displaced associ ates of
Purgatory. They were discreet and understanding. "In fact you can stay with Thanatos' con -- sort,
Luna Kaftan," he said. "She is in nortal politics, but because of Thanatos, she understands
perfectly. You will be fully confortable with her."

And so it was arranged for Rapture to stay with Luna, who lived in Kilvarough. Thanat os
hi msel f came to escort them down. Rapture al nost fainted when she saw the skull-face, but then
Thanat os drew back his hood to reveal an ordinary hunman face, reassuring her. It was all right --
for now.
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SA3AN

O her nights, Rapture would come to stay with himin the Castle of War. But this night she
was back on Earth, for she had a day's eating to catch up on and needed to ac -- climatize. Mym

had known the instant he net Luna, who seened oddly fam liar, that she would take good care of
Rapture; she was a beautiful, brown-haired, occidental worman, whose house was filled with artistry
and guarded by griffins. It was no palace, but it was the kind of place the Princess could feel at
hone in.

So Mym sl ept alone -- and discovered that, though Rap -- ture m ght be dependent on him
he had becone depen -- dent on her, too. He had grown accustoned to sl eeping beside a | oving wonan
and felt ill at ease by hinself.

In fact, he was unable to sleep. After nore than an hour of restless turnings, he sat up
and | ooked for something to read. There was nothing; evidently his predecessor had

not been a literary man

He got up and donned slippers and night robe and wal ked out into the dusky hall. The

castle staff had re -- tired; all was quiet. Did the spirits of Purgatory require sleep? Perhaps
so, if they required food. As he was com-- ing to understand it, the lives -- the afterlives --
of these
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people were sinmilar to those of nortal folk, but nore dif -- fuse and extended. If they
did not eat, they would not starve -- not within a century or so -- for they could not die; they
were al ready dead. But they would becone un -- confortable. Likew se, probably, with sleep. So |et

themsleep; it did help differentiate the days, which surely were dull enough. Purgatory was not
supposed to be torture, as he perceived this Wstern nmythology; it was nerely a state of
i ndeci si on, a working-off of the debts of an im-- perfectly lived life. Wsterners had no second
chance by way of reincarnation to expiate their faults; they had to get it straight in just one
life and then pay the consequence in the long stretch of eternity thereafter. He did not envy them
their system

But, of course, he was part of it, now He should have been a better H ndu, so as not to
stray into this inferior framework. This was really his own next incarnation, the Incarnation of
War in an alien franework, and now he was bound by its |aws. Puni shnent enough

Yet reward enough, too, for it had solved the problem of his voided betrothal to Rapture
and the war between their two Kingdons. Had this office not cone to himwhen it had, he would have
faced disaster. So fate had not been cruel to him it had been kind. Mst Kkind.

Al so, he rather fancied the challenge of this new po -- sition. He had made ni stakes on
his first day -- but what person didn't, when |earning the job? He now had a far better notion how
to proceed and expected to do better on his next battle. The powers of his office were phe --
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normenal and could be a great force for good when prop -- erly applied.

He cane to the garden region that had so enraptured Rapture. Now it was dark; the cycles
of Purgatory mir -- rored those of nortal Earth. The exotic plants seened |arger, the shadowed
statues nore alive, sonehow. He wal ked on through it; it was indeed a |ovely region, the kind that
a wonan could spend nuch tinme appreciating. It seened al nbst natural -- as if crafted by the
forces of nature, rather than those of nan.

The clouds parted to allow a shaft of moonlight down, and the | eaves and statues turned
silvery. A gentle breeze
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wafted through, stirring the trees. The snell of the wild cane through nore clearly,
luring himon. The path tw sted about, taking him past increasingly intriguing

exhi bits.

He paused to exam ne one statue nore carefully. It was a representation of two figures,
mal e and femal e, both naked, |ocked in close enbrace. In fact they were engaged in the act of
physi cal |ove. Such representati ons were comon enough in India, but this one was unusually spe --
cific. The figures al nost seened to nove

In fact, they were noving. Mymthought he was bei ng deceived by the play of noonlight, but
now he heard the sounds of their exertions. The figures were alive!

| rpossi ble. Statues did not conme to |ife!

Yet there was definite sound and novenent, as the act progressed. Myminspected the
representation closely, and finally touched the shoulder of the man. It was cold stone. So this
was sone kind of mechani cal device, sim-- ulating human mating. Interesting.

He noved on. The breeze picked up, ruffling his hair. The noonlight brightened. The trees
were larger and pret -- tier, and the snell of their natural ness intensified. Now there was sod
underfoot, slightly springy.

He turned to | ook back, but could not see the castle;

he seenmed to be in a forest. That didn't bother him he was pleased with the extent and

verisimlitude of this gar -- den. No wonder Rapture had been deli ghted!

He cane to another statue -- and this one was |arger, nore aninmated, and nore intimate
than the first. These could have been real people, and their technique was quite interesting.

The man turned his head and saw Mym "Ah, the mas -- ter of the castle arrives," he said.

Startled, Mym stepped back. It talked!

The woman di sengaged and sat on the pedestal, dan -- gling her long, bare |l egs over its
edge. She was extremely full-breasted and full-hipped, but slender in other re -- spects. "Cone,
join ne," she invited Mym opening her

arns.

A concubi ne? "Who are you?" Mym demanded. Then he paused, surprised, for he had spoken
wi t hout stuttering.

"I am Satan, the Incarnation of Evil," the man said. "This is one of My innunerable
consorts, each of whomis nore |uscious and tractable than the last."

"Sat an?" Mym repeated, again amazed at his |lack of stutter. "Here in ny castle?"

"Not precisely your castle. Mars," Satan said. "You have wandered from your garden into a

section of My realm where reality is nore intriguing. But have no con -- cern; you are wel cone
here. | have wanted to interview you."

"Aren't you the occidental figure of evil?" Mymasked. "I have been warned to be wary of
you. "

"Indeed I am and indeed you have," Satan agreed ex -- pansively. "My nanme is Nefarious --
and rightly so."

This was not precisely the approach Mymhad antici -- pated. He had been led to expect a
creature with hooves, tail, and horns, who breathed fire. This nan was none of these. He seened

entirely human, even to the act he had been performing with the woman. "Wy have you chosen to
contact me?" he asked, once again marveling at his lack of a stutter

"Why, isn't it the neighborly thing to do?" Satan asked. "It is no easy thing to step
abruptly into the office of an Incarnation, and it behooves others of us to facilitate your
adaptation in whatever ways we can."
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Mym shrugged. "I appreciate that effort. But other ac -- counts indicate that you bear
nmostly malice to others. As the Incarnation of Evil, this makes sense. So you should be trying to
make this nore difficult for ne.”

Satan grinned in disarmng fashion, and the wonan smiled. "This shows the inportance of
personal contact. As you can see, | amnot as intractable as others nay depict Me. Cone, let us
converse." He junped off the pedestal, not at all concerned about his nakedness, and the woman
foll owed. She was robustly constructed, and her breasts bounced nagnificently as she | anded. What
a concubi ne she woul d nmake!

As they wal ked, the wel kin brightened, not fromany dawn but from a surrounding
| um nescence. The trees gl owed, and the ground, and even the three people, as if animated from
within. This provided a preternatural clar --
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ity of vision, for there were no obstructive shadows. The garden was al nbst ecstatically
beautiful, a true paradise.

The woman took his arm M/m gl anced at her, sur -- prised. The enhancenent of vision
applied to her, too, and nmade of her physical forma thing of perfect splendor. She smiled at him

"You like Lilith?" Satan inquired. "She was the nodel for all the statuary, and she wl|
gl adly pose for you, in any manner you desire. She has nore experience than any nortal wonan."

So she was of the spirit world; he should have realized. "Thank you; | already have a
woman. "

"But not a suitable concubine, here in Purgatory," Satan said. "A man of your stature
needs nore than one woman."

"True," Mymsaid. "But a prince does not take a used wonan."

"Readily fixed," Satan said. He snapped his fingers, and Lilith vani shed. Satan snapped
again, and a new wonan appeared. This one was just as lusciously con -- structed, but possessed a
greater innocence of demeanor. "Lila, here, has never been touched by man."

Lila smiled at Mym She was every bit as pretty as the concubines the Rajah had provided.

Still Mymhad a doubt.' 'But | don't know how Rapture would feel about a spirit
concubi ne. "

"Well, you can ask her," Satan said. "Lila will be avail abl e whenever you w sh." He waved
one hand neg -- ligently, and Lila vanished. "How did you like your first day's work?"

"It sufficed," Mymsaid guardedly.

"l understand that you had the privilege of supervising a battle in your own bailiw ck."

"I was trying to end it!" Mym excl ai ned.

"End it? Whatever for?"

"Because it was pointless. There was no need for nmen to die on that field; peace had been
decl ared. "

Satan smiled. "Now | can see how that night be con -- strued as an enbarrassnent. Still, a
good battle is a good battle, whatever the circunstances. Wiy didn't you sim-- ply enjoy it?"

"Enjoy it!" Mymcried. "Qutrageous!"

"How so. Prince? War is an honorable pursuit, and there is much chall enge and glory to be
had in battle.”

"That is the kind of remark | should expect fromSiva," Mymnuttered. "War is the root of
endl ess evil. Slaugh -- ter, Famine, and Pestilence ride right with nme when | go out."

"Siva -- your God of Destruction," Satan said. "I like that. But consider where the world
would be if there were no war. W know that nortals have faults; they are dis -- satisfied with
their lots, whatever their lots may be, so they seek to better those lots at the expense of their
nei gh -- bors. Men take advantage of each other, they steal fromeach other, they enslave each
other and will not give over

whol e soci eti es have been enslaved by other societies, or by their own repressive
| eadership, and suffering is en -- demic. | know these things, for | receive the souls that are
degraded and finally damed by such circunstances. Human beings are not fair to each other; each
wants nore than his fair share and will take it if he has the power. Wat mechani smexists to
restore fairness to humanity? Reason? Man is not a rational aninal, no natter what he chooses to
call hinself. He remmins governed by his sel -- fish enptions. He uses reason only as a neans to
an end -- the end of self-aggrandi zenment. When reason suggests he is wong, he dispenses with it
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and keeps his ill-gotten gains. No, Prince -- in the end, there is only one answer, and that is to
restore fairness by force. That is what we call war."

"But war does not restore fairness!™ Mym protested, taken aback by this rationale. "It is
noted in the spread ofunfainess!"

"Only if abused," Satan said snoothly. "That is why there is an Incarnation of War -- to
see that it is correctly used."

Mym t hought of his day's work. "I did not handle it well today."

"You will inmprove with experience, of course. W all do. No blame attaches to you for
that."

"I would prefer to abolish all war, so that no battles needed nanagi ng."
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"Then you woul d be neglecting your office. Sone war is necessary. It is like burning off a
fallow field, to clear it of a tangle of brush and to fertilize it with ashes, so as to facilitate
new growt h. The process of burning may seemviolent, but it is in fact quite beneficial. Likew se
one nust not be deterred by the seening violence of war; it is but a neans to a necessary end."
"Some means are not justified, and war " "O like the surgeon's knife, that cuts away cancerous
growmh. It is true that sone healthy flesh nust be touched, but this is a small sacrifice in view
of the advantage to be

obt ai ned. "

"But war is not surgery," Mymprotested. "It is butch -- ery! | saw the carnage, today,
when -- "

"Anything can be harnful, if it is allowed to proceed uncontrolled. Fire is an excellent

exanple; it can be man's greatest eneny or his greatest friend. One sinply needs to learn how to
manage it. Likewi se the process of cutting;

what is butchery in the bad formrenmains excision in the good form It is not the agent
that is to be condemmed, but the abuse, as | said before."

There was an insidious |logic here that Mymdistrusted. "I would prefer to abolish war
entirely."

"You can not," Satan said. "Nor would you want to, if you truly understood it."

"But you will explain nmy abilities and notives to nme," Mymsaid sourly.

"Naturally. As | said, it behooves one Incarnation to assist another. You can not abolish
war entirely, because it is not a cause; it is a synptom the tangible manifes -- tation of a nore
fundarmental nalady. Only by dealing with that underlying problemcan you hope to elininate war. As
it is, all you can do is fan it into greater activity or danmp it down, shaping it somewhat to your
design. "

Mym renenbered the extrene difficulty he had had in turning off the battle between Qujarat
and Maharastr a;

certainly there had seenmed to be an inperative to conbat that defied conmpn sense. "And
what is this underlying problemthat | would not want to abolish if | coul d?"

"It is the nature of nman," Satan said. "Man is not a perfect creature; were he so, there
woul d be no need of
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Heaven or Hell, of God or Me. Man is a conposite of good and evil, and the whole of his
exi stence as a nortal being is designed to deternm ne the extent of those ele -- nments within him

so that he can be classified and sent to his appropriate locale in the Afterlife. Naturally his
mortal span is rife with tensions and disturbance; it is good and evil that are tugging himthis
way and that. \When nmen band together in the larger societies they call nations or kingdons, those
larger units assune the attributes of the individuals of which they are conposed. There is a
fabric of social tension, a pattern of conplex and subtle pres -- sures. Inevitably these nount
until they manifest in overt war, the nost drastic formof conpetition. You could not stifle that
without stifling the society's nost effective nmode of expression. If all such interaction could be
truly suppressed, man woul d never be properly defined, and there would be no point in nortality.
So it is not your position, as the Incarnation of War, to prevent war; in -- stead you want to
shape and guide this visible aspect of social stress and use it to reduce social inequities and
facilitate the enmergence of nore effective | eadership. You want to fashion war into the truly
useful tool for redress of inequity that it can and should be."
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Mym did not trust Satan, but this was a nost conpelling rationale. "I'Il think about it,"
he sai d grudgingly.

"Of course you will, Mars; that is your office. | amsatisfied to have helped clarify it
for you."

"To be sure." The ease with which he spoke rem nded Mym of another question: "Howis it
that | amnot stut -- tering, now?"

"You are visiting an aspect of My dommin," Satan ex -- plained. "This place is not
governed by natural |aws, but by My laws. | see no need for a person of your status to be

afflicted with an inpedi ment of speech; therefore there is none."

"But | have stuttered all through life, and in Purgatory too!" Mym protested.

"That is the difference between |ife and Purgatory and My realm" Satan said. "There is
much | can offer you, and not nerely suitable concubines."

"Offer ne -- in exchange for what?"
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109

"Merely amicable relations,"” Satan said blithely. "Bring Rapture here tonorrow, and | wll
show her also what is available. She will be delighted."

"She needs no denons for amorous conpani onship!"

Sat an | aughed. "OF course not. Mars! What she craves is nourishing food -- w thout having
to travel all the way to Earth for it every day, depriving you of her conpany."

"You have nortally nourishing food?" Mymasked, ab -- ruptly interested. "Here?"

For answer, Satan waved a hand. A table appeared, heavily laden with a sunptuous repast.

"But the food of Purgatory |ooks and tastes real," Mymsaid. "How can we tell whether your
food is solid?"

"By eating it," Satan said. "The truth will become ap -- parent soon enough."

Mym nodded. Satan seemed to have little reason to deceive himon this score. H's offerings
were attractive. Pleasant surroundings, the abolition of the stutter, and a way for Rapture to
remain with him If this were truly for the sake of neighborliness, Mymwas anenabl e.

He turned about and nade his way back toward the castle. The shrubbery became nore nornal,
and the stat -- uary becane stone; it was |like noving fromthe super -- natural to the natural

As he entered the castle, he tried an experinent. "H-- h-h-hello," he said to hinself.
Yes, the stutter was back

In the nmorning he touched the Sword and willed hinmself to travel to Luna's norta
resi dence, where Rapture was staying. One noment he was standing in the castle; the next he was at
the entrance to the house. It was a trifle unsettling to travel so far so readily, but he liked it
wel | enough. He knocked on the door.

Rapture hersel f opened it, expecting him She threw herself into his arns. "Ch, it is

wonder ful here!™ she cried. "I missed you so nuch!"

Luna stood beyond. Mym caught her eye, over Rap -- ture's shoul der, and she nodded
knowi ngly." "It is the way of woman,"” she said. "To suffer pleasure and pain

together."” "I will bring her back soon," Mym sang. Then he

touched the Sword, and he and Rapture stood in the castle.

Rapt ure di sengaged and started for the bedroom but he restrained her. "Contrary to
appear ances, " he sang, "there is sonetimes nore on a man's mnd than that. | want to show you
sonet hi ng. "

Per pl exed, she acconpanied himto the garden. They wal ked down the path and into the
extension of Satan's realm

"But this wasn't here yesterday!" Rapture exclained. "There was a wall, the far end of --

"True,
"I't nust be! These plants are --
"Not a thing," he said.
"You did!" she exclained. "You didn't stutter!"
"I told you this was special."
"But a noment ago -- why did you sing, if you have conquered the stutter?"
"I haven't conquered the stutter. This is a gift of this garden. Here | can speak
normal |y, nowhere else."
"Here? What is this place?"
Sat an appeared, with Lila at his side. This tine both were clothed. "It is an extension of
My domain," he said grandly. "I thought you would like it."
Rapture turned to Mym "Wo is he?"

he said. "But this is special."
" She paused. "Did you say sonet hi ng?"
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"Rapture, neet Satan," Mym said. "The occidental equivalent of Siva."

"Siva!" she cried, retreating.

"And Satan, meet Rapture of Malachite, ny be -- trothed,” Mym concl uded.

Sat an bowed. "My pleasure, lovely nortal wonan."

"But Siva -- God of Destruction and of -- "

"Of sex," Satan finished. "Wich brings us to Lila, here, a denoness of My realm It
occurred to Me that your betrothed is short of concubines, here in Purgatory, and if you approve,
Lila will be happy to serve."

Rapture did a rapid reassessnent. Western nations had different and peculiar standards,
but in India the Rajahs and nobl emen were expected to have plenty of concu -- bines, who were
subservient to the wife. It would be a
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sorry Rajah who | acked concubi nes, and his wife would suffer |oss of status, too. People
woul d think he was im-- potent. On the other hand, this was not India, and it was a trifle early
for M\/mto be needing a regul ar concubi ne;

it would be better for Rapture to get gravid with a son first. Thereafter, it was a relief
for her husband to have plenty of concubines; it provided the wife nore tine to herself. But
Rapt ure was a dependent person, who didn't want to be left to herself too nuch.

"Let's let that wait a few nonths," Rapture decided. "By all neans," Satan said. He
gestured negligently, and Lila vanished; only a faint puff of snoke renmai ned

where she had been

Mym made no comment, but he was privately relieved. Concubines still made himrenenber his
father's | esson in obedience: they tended to find their heads on spi kes when declined. Since
Rapture had turned this one down -- or at |east postponed her -- he didn't have to worry about
that this tinme. Also, he was far fromready to trade Rap -- ture off for other wonen in his bed;
he | oved her and wanted to make the nost of her while the enption re -- mained high. Evidently she
felt the same, and that pleased

hi m deepl y.

Now the table | aden with food reappeared. "This is a | feast for you, honored Lady," Satan
said grandly. |

"But | can't live on -- " she protested. \

"Satan says that you can be sustained on this food,"" Mymsaid. "Just as | can talk here
wi t hout stuttering."

Slowy, she smled. "Then | can remain here with you, always!" she excl ai ned.

They fell to, and the food was excellent. But privately Mymhad a reservation. Satan was
doing himfavors here, and he did not trust this occidental version of savage Siva not to nake
sone inconvenient claimon himat sone |later date. But as |ong as Rapture was happy, he woul d not
interfere.

Later, alone again, he pondered further. He knew that Satan was tenpting him offering

gifts it was difficult in -- deed to decline. He distrusted this; but, when the alter -- native
was to be without Rapture or to have her unhappy,
what choice did he have? So he knew he would not in -- terfere with this offering, but he

knew he had to sone minor degree conpronised hinself. How coul d he ensure that no offering of
Satan's subverted his ability to performhis office?

He wandered the bare halls of the Castle of War, nom-- inally exploring its reaches, but
actually exploring his own disquiet. Mymwas a prince; he had received expert train -- ing in the
adm nistrative as well as the physical aspects of government. He knew he was treadi ng on
treacherous ground, and he wanted to find some way to inmprove his position w thout sacrificing
anything he valued. It was not necessary for himto turn down Satan's offerings; it was only
necessary for himto shield hinself from subversion by them If he could do that, Satan would not
have the | everage he thought he had. But since Satan could with -- draw the benefits of the garden
at any tinme, any overt denial would be costly.

Per haps he should sinply inform Satan that he refused to be influenced by any such gifts,
so that Satan was wast -- ing his effort. That would be the honest course, and it was inportant to
be honest, because Satan was the Father of Lies. Any lie would be playing into Satan's hands. But
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if he told the truth, and Satan still thought the gifts would subvert him--
Mym came to a chanber he had not seen before. He had been following an unfaniliar hall,
and it had term -- nated in a flight of stairs that evidently nounted a turret, and here was a

cl osed wooden door. Curious, Mympushed at it with his hand, but it would not budge. He was sure
t he chanber beyond was not intended to be barred to the naster of the castle; it had to be seal ed
agai nst intrusion by the servants or visitors. Wy?

He explored the door, tapping it here and there. It was solid. There was a | arge keyhole --
but he had no key.

He touched the Red Sword. He could hack through the door -- but he didn't want to do that,
for that would be adnmitting some kind of defeat. O he could render hinself into ghost status, and
wal k through it -- but again, that inplied defeat. He should be able to obtain access legit --

i mately, wthout special neasures.
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He touched the Sword again, considering. Then, ab -- ruptly, he snapped his fingers. He
drew the Sword and willed it to change its formto that of a key.

The Sword shi mrered and changed. Now a |l arge key was in Mymis hand. He inserted this into
the keyhole, and turned it. If he had guessed correctly, this should be the right key. The
tunbl ers clicked, and the I ock gave

way. Victory! | He opened the door and entered the chanber. It con -- tained only a table,
and on the table was a book. Mym

crossed over and picked up the book

The vol une had synbols on the cover and synbols in -- side. Mymrecogni zed these as
Chi nese or Japanese, but could not read them Then, as he watched, the synbols shinmered, as the
Sword had, and becane words, iden -- tifying the book. Its title was Go Rin No Sho. But he stil

couldn't read it. Then the words shi mered and becane English: Five

Rings -- A Book. The volune had finally zeroed in on a

| anguage he could use. Mym had seen this book before; he had read it years

ago. It was a very well known reference for Kendo, or the Way of the Sword, and was
studied by serious martial artists everywhere. It seened that the prior Mars had val -- ued it
too; evidently the man had come here often to re -- viewit, for the volume was well-thunbed.

He opened it randomy, and read a passage. In strategy make the gaze broad. Learn to see
to the sides without shifting the eyeballs. Use this gaze always, whether in

battle or in ordinary life. Interesting. Mymhad forgotten this -- or perhaps he had

understood it on another |evel before. O course it was literal -- but it was also
figurative. Awarrior did not want to give away the focus of his attention by shifting his eyes
about; he needed to take in everything while |ooking at nothing, to spy the eneny to the side,
wi t hout seeming to, so that the eneny would not have the advantage of surprise he thought he had.

That much was literal. But also in the mind -- a person should grasp concepts wi thout seemng to
and fat hom deceptions while focusing on or -- dinary matters -- just as he was trying to do with
Sat an
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He flipped randomy again, and read anot her passage. Becone the enemy. Merge with the
eneny's situation. In this manner you will gain understanding to prevail over him

Again, that seemed both literal and figurative. If a war -- rior considered his eneny's
situation, really getting into it, he could nore readily fathomthat eneny's likely re -- actions.
That could be a valuable tool for victory. But, in the nore subtle interpersonal relations, it was
just as use -- ful. Satan was not threatening himphysically; Satan was trying to nodify his

attitude. If he could just conprehend Satan's notive, he could judge it and work out an effective
counter.

Mym cl osed the book. He was inpressed. If two ran -- dom gl ances offered this nuch
i nsight, what would the entire volune provi de? The random passages had not given himanswers, but
had suggested alternate ways of considering the problem He felt that his awareness had been
br oadened al ready.

Mym sat at the table and comenced reading the vol -- une fromthe begi nning. Though he
had read it before, this tine it was as if he had an entirely new text, because he was absorbing
it on a different |evel
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9

| ACHESI S

A few days | ater another battle was shaping up, and the grim horsenen gathered again at
the front of the castle. Rapture shuddered as she saw themin their inpressive white, red, black
and brown cl oaks, their matching horses stanping their hooves and snorting with eagerness.

"Must you associate with those ruffians?" she asked. "I realize that you have a job to do,
exactly as you woul d have had as a Rajah, but these casteless creatures -- !"

"I fear | nust," he sang. "I did not choose them but | did choose to assune the office of
War, and they are

t he handrmai dens of war." She |aughed, sonewhat hysterically. "Handnai dens!"

"But I will try nmy best to ninimize the conflict |I su -- pervise today," he continued.
"War nay be inevitable, but it doesn't have to be totally destructive, if properly managed. Then
those subsidiary Incarnations will not

have much benefit fromit." She had to be nollified. "Return as soon as you can

ny beloved. | don't l|ike being here w thout you."

"Well, you can return to Luna's house in the nortal realm" he rem nded her. "Or you can
go to the garden and have sonething to eat."

"You woul d have to take me to Luna's house, and, anyway, she's busy. She's nice and al ways
polite, but she is engaged in local politics, and | don't like to take up her time. But the
garden..." She trailed off.

“I"'msure nothing there can hurt you," he sang. "I wouldn't trust Satan unduly, but he is
currying ny favor and he knows that what pleases you is likely to please ne. You could go and tal k
to Lila, to see whether she is worthwhile."

Rapture brightened. "Yes, | nust find out how well she sews and weaves, and whet her she
dances. "

Mmsmled inwardly. What a neat solution to her prob -- lenml Concubines did a | ot of
sewi ng and weaving in their off hours, supervised by the wife. Sonetines the King -- dons of npbdem
I ndia had contests between the harems of their ranking nobles to see which produced the finest
tapestries, and great honor accrued to the wives who or -- ganized the w nning shows. It was said
that the wives were nore interested in the harens than the husbands were, though there was a snide
side to that renark.

But this exchange reni nded himof Satan's influence on his present existence. Satan was
hel ping to make Rap -- ture happy and Satan could hel p to make her unhappy. That remai ned awkwar d.

He had read Five Rings, and it had provided himw th nmuch upon which to cogitate. But he
had not yet digested it sufficiently to apply it to Satan.

The heart of the book, as he now understood it, was the five great rings, which equated on
one level to the five elenents: Gound, Water, Fire, Wnd, and Void. None of these were sinple
concepts, and conplete understand -- ing would require | ong experience and contenplation. But it
was as if it were a chart for his future understandi ng. Once he conprehended the full nature of
each of the rings, he should possess sufficient understanding of the universe to know his true
course. He intended to work on it.

He donned his gol den cl oak, mounted his pal onino, and rode out with the others. This tine
they descended on the border between two so-called M ddle-Eastern nations, whose | ong-dragged- out
war had broken out again after the breakdown of a truce. Persia was preparing a nassive
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assault on the entrenchments of Babylonia, and the scale was far |arger than that of
Quj arat and Maharastra had been. There was no single spot that Mymcould settle on

for effective supervision; there were thousands of troops

depl oyed along a front hundreds of kiloneters |ong. !

Last time, he had sought to enter the mind of a general | and had nmade little progress.
This time he wanted to act ( with better effect. He had to gain a proper understanding j of what
was goi ng on here. Then he could devise sone | strategy to dimnish the wasteful ness of it.
Perhaps it ;
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woul d be better to phase in to the situation of one of the

common troops.

"When is Persia's attack scheduled to be | aunched?” Myminquired of Conquest, whose
business it was to

know such details.

"Not for several hours yet,"'
opportunity to plan for the #

greatest harvest." "Then | shall make ny own investigation during that

period," Mymsang. "See that nothing starts

prematurely." Conquest nodded. War's word was |aw to those others,

for he was the prinmary Incarnation here.

He rode to the lines of Babylonia first. He saw in a nmoment that the defenses were
form dabl e. Behind tow -- ering nasses of barbed wire there were extensive nine fields, and beyond
these were concrete abutnments and hardened enpl acenents for machine guns. Any human attack on
these fortifications would cormence at the cost of many, many lives. If it broke through, only a
smal | fraction of the attacking troops would survive.

Qoviously the Persian mlitary command was aware of this. Wat kind of an attack did it
contenpl ate? There

had to be sonething speci al

Mymrode to the other side. None of the nortals saw hi mor his horse, of course. He rode

the white-caped warrior replied. "That will give us

through the barbed wire w thout being touched and into the Persian forma -- tion. There were only
a few arnmed nen at the front; the majority were in special canps, getting ready for the
assaul t.

Pi ers Ant hony 117

Who woul d be best to identify with for the ground-Ilevel survey? Mym pondered nonentarily
and decided on a random sanpling. He would enter the canmp, count off heads, and take the tenth
sol di er he found.

He found a large, crude tenporary barracks building. He rode through the wall. There were
the troops, nassed for a preparatory briefing. Mymcounted heads, identified the tenth, and
di smount ed. "Be near when | need you," he directed the horse. Then he strode to the soldier he had
identified, stood before him and backed into the nan.

In a moment he overl apped himand felt the confusion of double identity.

Slowmy his eyes caught the focus, and his ears becane those of his host. The sensations of

the body becane his own. He was still hinself, but also, gradually, the soldier. He concentrated
solely on tuning in, on aligning the sen -- sations of the nortal body with his own, so that his
iden -- tification clarified. This took sone time; while it occurred, the body was going about its

own business, but this was a necessary delay. For one thing, the body used an alien |anguage; the
only way that Mym coul d understand it was to orient on the neaning as registered by the brain,
rather than the actual sounds of it. He made steady progress in this, but the process could not be
rushed.

The first significant thing he realized was that this body was young. This was no nan;
this was a boy of about eleven! Yet he was definitely a soldier; he had the nmilitary garb and a
rifle and he had been drilled in its use. He was now bei ng exhorted to go into battle for the
honor of his country. It was, the instructor was assuring himand the other boys of this comrand,
a great honor to fight for one's country and a greater honor to die for it in this Holy War. He
must go out and destroy the infidel eneny!

A child, Mymthought. They were all children, some younger than this one. Al garbed in

ill-fitting mlitary uni -- forms, bearing archaic rifles with linmted amunition, and steeped
with the ferver of fanaticism
He thought of the formi dabl e Babyl onian enplace -- ments he had viewed. These children

woul d be crucified agai nst those defenses! He probed in the nmind for some

118 Welding a Red Sword

conprehensi on of what |ay ahead, but none of that in -- formation had been provided. This
young boy was very like an occidental cowin the corral, noving with the herd toward the
sl aught erhouse. Cows were never treated in that barbaric fashion in India, of course.

It seened that Persia, having |argely exhausted its ex -- perienced adult personnel, was
now throwing the lives of its children into the breach. They would die |like flies -- but perhaps
they would force an opening in the eneny line that the experienced troops could then exploit.
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It made sense on one level. It was pointless to throw away seasoned troops on an
i mpossi bl e assault and | eave the children to carry the major part of the action. Better to confine
the heavy | osses to those who were | east trained, then use the effective troops where and when

they could count.

But Mym was sickened by this tactic. What barbarismthrew away the hope of its future, its
children, in such

manner? But he drew on his own nenory to fill in nmore of the
pi cture. This war had started when Babyl onia, perceiving an opportunity to take advantage
of its weakened neigh -- bor, had invaded, seeking to add territory and acquire inportant

seaports. Babylonia had acted with conplete indifference to international |aw, grabbing at
anything it supposed wasn't nailed down. Persia had fought doggedly back w th inadequate personne
and resources and turned the tide, driving the invader back out of its territory. Nat -- urally
the | osses had been substantial. Had Persia con -- fined itself to conventional recruitment, it
woul d not have had the personnel to do the job. So it had reached into its reserves -- the
reserves of its future -- in order to guar -- antee that there would be a future for its national
identity. Qutsiders like Mym m ght condem such desperation -- but what would he have done, as the
| eader of Qujarat, if his -Kingdomhad found itself in a simlar situation? Sone evils were sinply
not to be tolerated, and anong these was capitulation to brutal conquest.

He explored the attitude of the boy and found some justification there. The internecine
war, dragging on as it

119

Pi ers Ant hony

had, had deci mated t he popul ation of the region. The boy's fam |y had been ruined by the
passage of the troops, both directions; the crop had been destroyed, the father drafted and
killed, the brothers driven away, the nother forced to work at starvation wages in a failing
effort to sustain her remaining famly, one sister raped and killed at age twelve, and the other

simply stabbed by the bayonet of an eneny sol dier when she screanmed in fear and pro -- test. This
boy, eleven, had joined his nation's mlitary service in order to get noney for his nother, who
was working herself to death; this renoved fromher the bur -- den of sustaining himand nade it
possi ble for her to buy sonme additional food and pay rent in a tenporary canp for refugees. This
boy had taken the part of a man during desperate tinmes -- as had the other boys of this unit. If
he died in battle, a death benefit would accrue to his nother;

if he survived, he could continue contributing to her sup -- port. He was proud to do this

-- and Mymwas forced to echo this pride. Gven the situation of this region, the boy had done
what he had to do, with honor and courage that would have befitted a man of any age.

No, Mym coul d not condemn that. Neither could he condemrm the nation of Persia for using
boys of this age;

there was al nost nothing el se they could be used for, in this place and this tinme, and
using themmade it possible for themto serve both thenselves and their nation. If this boy were
di scharged at this nonent fromthis service, it would not be a victory for what was right and
good; it would be disaster.

Mym found hinmself both glad and sad that he had cho -- sen to share this young soldier's
experience. Howtrue it was -- a nman had to walk a distance in the shoes of another to understand
the other's situation.

Now he under st ood enough of the local situation; he could withdraw fromthis host and
return to his own formto supervise the comng battle. But now he knew this boy -- and he found he
could not sinply desert himat this stage. He knew that the boy was headed straight for death --
and not an honorabl e, hard-fought death. For a slaughter.
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He had to do sonething. But what? This war had been grinding on, with brief interm ssions,
such as the one that helped elimnate Mynmis predecessor, for years. Its no -- nentum was
i nexorabl e, and the damage it had al ready done was staggering. Even if he nanaged to abolish it
this noment, the carnage it had w ought woul d remain.

Mym struggled with this, as the preparation for the ons -- |aught proceeded. Could he
renove this boy fromthe lo -- cale, at least saving his life? But that woul d cause himto be
branded a deserter -- and how would the |lad fare then? Looking into the boy's mnd, Mym saw t hat
this was no solution; the boy had to be allowed to conplete his ms -- sion in whatever nmanner he
coul d.
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Coul d he manage to get this battle called off? Not b'. any action of this boy; he had
chosen the wong host for that. Nowit was too late to phase in to another; the boy's unit was
bei ng marched directly to the front. The attack woul d commence within the hour

There was nothing Mymcould do -- yet still he did not |eave the boy. He had to find sone
way!

The unit formed at the top of a small hill. Oher units forned to either side. There were
t housands of youths in this action! Mst of themwould be dead an hour from now -- and what woul d
t hey have acconplished?

The order to attack was given. Bravely, the boy charged over the brimof the hill and down
toward the eneny line. His associates ran beside him their faces grim but also charged with the
unholy joy of the mission: they were engaging in the Holy War! They were half-drunk with the glory
of this conbat as harangued into themby the in -- structors. Theirs, as the words of another
culture had phrased it, not to reason why, theirs but to do and die.

For nmoments there was nothing fromthe enemy. Then the big guns fired. Shells detonated in
the mdst of the charging |ine. The Babyl onians had this section zeroed in, awaiting this very
charge. One went off not far fromMm and he felt the blast of it. He turned his head to | ook and
saw sonmething flying at him It |anded before him-- a human arm severed at the shoul der

Now, suddenly, the truth hit home to the boy. This was a deathfield! Wether he lived or
died had no relation to
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his personal nerit. It was random If a shell |anded on him he was gone; if it didn't, he
was free to keep runni ng. Nobody cared. There was nothing he could do to save hinself; it al
depended on the shells.

The boy froze. He was a boy; he had not been hardened to the reality of his own conplete
i mpot ence. He had thought that somehow things would turn out all right, if he just did the best he
could and obeyed orders. Now he knew that was not true. The realization paralyzed him

The sounds of the slaughter becanme loud in the boy's ears. Not all of the victins of the
shells were dead, but many were dying. Scattered angui shed excl amations projected fromthe over-

all noise. "My foot -- it's hanging by a flap of skin!"™ "I can't seel My eyes -- ny eyes are al
bl ood!" "Where did those intestines cone fron? Allah preserve ne -- they're mnel" "My friend --
his shoulder is gone -- and half his head." The boys, stunned, sinply did not know what to nake of

t he horrendous carnage;
they were reacting like sightseers, in these first monents of horror. But very soon they

woul d get down to the se -- rious business of bleeding to death. The charge had been broken, but
still the shells cane.

Mm with his training in the nmlitary arts and his ex -- perience as a commander,
autonmatically anal yzed the pat -- tern of the detonating shells. There were five big guns oriented

on this region, and they were firing sequentially so that it was possible to judge the approxi mate
| ocations of the forthcom ng blasts. One was due for this spot in a few seconds.

Mym ext ended his will and took over the boy's para -- lyzed nuscles. He had not realized
he could do this; per -- haps he could not, had the boy been operative, but under this inmedi ate
pressure, he did. He plunged directly for -- ward, getting as far awmay fromthe critical |ocation

as he coul d.

The shell |anded behind him The blast of it half Iifted him throw ng himforward.

In that noment he spied an Incarnation. He knew it was one, because he saw a | arge spider
slide in fromsonme celestially anchored thread and convert to a m ddl e-aged woman whose eyes were
fixed on him

122 Welding a Red Sword

He willed the Sword to still the scene. The action of the battle froze, with boys | ocked
in place in md-stride,

and pi eces of boys paused in md-air.

“"Mars, whatever are you doi ng?" the woman

demanded.

"Who are you?" he denanded in return, using his nec -- essary singsong.

"I am Lachesis." "Ah, Lakshni, CGoddess of Fortune,"” he agreed.

"What ?" He smiled. "There seemto be parallels between your

nyt hol ogy and ours. | recogni ze your nature."

"But | amonly one aspect of three," she said, non -- plused. She wavered and was repl aced
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by a beautiful young oriental wonan, then by an old negroid wonan

Then she was back to her original form

"Yes, Lakshm has an aspect for each of Vishnu's in -- carnations, to be his consort in
each. When she nmanifests with only two of her four arms, she is the nbst beautifu

of wonen." The lovely oriental reappeared, intrigued. "GCh?"

Then the original Lachesis reasserted herself. "Stop this nonsense! |'mnot part of your
pant heon! | amthe Incarnation of Fate, whose threads govern the lives of
nortal s."

"Those lives are ending," Mym pointed out. "No one

can govern them now. "

"Al'l human events are arranged by Fate," Lachesis

said firmy. "Like the tide, | will have ny way." The tide. Sonething connected in Mynms
mnd, "W--

Water!" he excl ai ned.

"What?" "In the organization of the book. Five Rings, one of

the five nmajor strategies is based on water. But we five Incarnations nay relate to this
framework. Var is Fire;

Fate is Water."

"Perhaps," she said, nonplused. "I will debate theol -- ogy with you sonme other tine.
Ri ght now | must have an answer. Just what do you think you're doing here?"

Mymwas still a bit benused by this abrupt encounter with the occidental Pate with the
spider web. "I amtrying to manage this battle,” he sang.
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"By using children!"

"One nmust work with the resources one has," he sang unconfortably. "I don't like this, but
it seems to be necessary.”

"I have very little concern for what you nay consider to be necessary,"” Lachesis said
severely. He could see that, though she was past her physical prine, she had the underlying
structure of a suprenely beautiful wonman. It would have been interesting to have seen her in her
youth. "You are using children in war and, while | recogni ze that you have certain prerogatives,
this use is not some -- thing | amprepared to tolerate."

M/mdid not |like the use of children in war hinmself, but this put himon the defensive.
"Exactly what business is this of yours. Fate?" he denanded.

"I't is ny business to handle the Threads of Life, Mars," she repeated with sonme asperity.

"I'n ny several Aspects, | spin them | measure them and | cut themto proper |ength. Wen you put
theminto a suicidal war and kill them of f whol esale, you are disrupting the pattern | am setting
up. | can not sit idly in ny Abode while you shear off those early threads!"

There was sonet hi ng about Lachesis that seened fa -- miliar, though he could not identify

it. He was sure he had not encountered her before. He had been bothered the same way about Luna.
"But war is ny business, and these are soldiers.”

"Lives are my business, and these are children!" "Wy didn't you route these young threads
el sewhere, then?" he demanded, still bothered by the feeling that he shoul d know her from
sonewhere. "This situation was in the making |ong before | assuned this office. | don't like it,
but | rnmust make the best of it. | see no better way than to conplete this battle and try to send

the survivors home with honor."

"Wth honor!" she excl ai ned, outraged. "Wat honor is there in pointless death?"

"This boy | am studying nowis earning his own support and that of his nother in the only
way available to him" Mymsang. "He is serving his nation. There is no other way for him He mnust
do what he has to do, or worse evi
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will befall himand his conmpanions. | regret this situation deeply, but if this battle
could be nmade to disappear, it would not bring back this boy's father or his brothers, or provide
food or shelter for him | amtrying to discover howto nminimze the ill effect of this battle and

this war, but the situation is conplex, and sinplistic protests by the uninforned will not
acconpl i sh anyt hi ng useful."
"Sinplistic protests!" she exclaimed furiously. Now, in her wath, she seened nore than
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ever famliar. Her fair hair, the bones of her face..."Uninforned?! You can't talk to ne |ike
that! | am Fate!"

"I don't care if you're Devi herself! This is ny

busi ness. "

"I don't have to put up with this," she said. She shim-- nered, becane the |arge spider
and di sappear ed.

Mym was about to free the stasis and pernit the battle to resunme, when Lachesis
reappeared. This tinme she had a woman with her

Mym stared. It was Rapture!

Rapture stared about her, appalled. "The blood!" she

cried. "Were am|?"

“You are on the site of Mars' business,

Lachesis said. "I thought you'd like to join him
at work.

"She doesn't belong here!"™ Mymcri ed.

"Ch?" Fate inquired. "She is a nortal, and the thread of her life is subject to ny
mani pul ation. | thought it ap -- propriate to allow her to participate in your activity. Wen this
battle of children resunes, she will be anbng them"

Mym was stricken. Rapture would be killed in short order, and, even if he nanaged to
rescue her fromthe carnage, her mnd would be profoundly affected. "Take her back!" he cried.

"Are you ready to deal. Mars?" Lachesis demanded

sternly. This was coercion, but he was vulnerable to it. "Yes,"

he sang grimy.

Pat e shi nmered, changed, and vani shed with Rapture. In a nonent she reappeared, alone. "I
arranged for a simlar scene to appear on the tel evision program she was
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wat chi ng," she said. "Later, she will believe that it was only a bad daydream sponsored by
that program" Her gaze oriented on him "Now | expect you to abate this war forthwith, so as to
give ne opportunity to route the children out of it."

"I would prefer to have the children out of it!" he ex -- clainmed. "But | haven't found
any way!" "Then we shall find a way," she said. "Right now" "These children are here because
Persia needs them

for its war effort," he said.

"I really don't see the point in war, anyway." "It is a product of the natural tensions
and inequities of society,” he explained. "Wthout war, there would be no redress for certain
wongs. War is only harnful when it is poorly nmanaged. "

"Ch, pooh!" she snorted. "That sounds |ike something Satan woul d say."

That set Mym back. Satan hod said it. "Have you any strategy in mnd to alleviate this
battle or this war?"

"Surely it is the result of some m sunderstanding,” she said. "If we can ascertain what

that msunderstanding is, and clarify it, the need for combat should be elimnated. Wat started
it?"

"Babyl oni a' s mi sunderstandi ng about Persia's ability and will to defend its territory,"
Mym sang grimy

She frowned. "Babylonia is a bit out of ny regular ter -- ritory; but fromall I
understand, it is no shining exanple of decency. But then, neither is Persia. It was an awf ul
mess, extricating the captive threads of over a hundred western hostages fromthat country. A pox
on both their houses."

"Why are you so eager to save their children, then?" "I could say that it is because sone
of those children are nine, holding western beliefs in their secret hearts. That, certainly, is
what first alerted ne to this problemand brought nme here. But once | saw the full horror of it, |
knew | had to act to protect all those children; | don't care what their beliefs are. They don't
deserve to die in a stupid war fashioned by fanatic adults. | don't care how conplicated it is,
those children have to be saved."
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Mym di scovered that he was coming to like this wom-- an's attitude. He had never had much
to do with children, but certainly they represented any nation's hope for the future. "I agree
that the children are not responsible for this war," he sang. "I would prefer to see those who
cause wars have to serve on the front lines."
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Lachesis | aughed. And suddenly he placed that naggi ng recognition: he had known soneone
who | aughed like that! "That would end this war in a hurry, wouldn't it!"

"Are you fromlrel and?" Mym asked

She glanced at him surprised. "This Aspect is. O course, now |l serve a wider clientele
Why do you ask?"

"I knew a worman fromlIreland, a beautiful and good worman, and your hair, your face -- |
think in youth you nust have | ooked very nuch |like her."

"I have cone to distrust coincidence, since assuming this office," she said. "Did Satan
have a hand in your

ascensi on?"

"He helped elinmnate the fornmer Mars, if that's what

you mean. But he didn't have any hand in ny actua

selection.” "Are you sure? Wiy were you ready for this office, at

the appropriate tinme?"

"I had been denied ny fiancee, owing to an abrupt

change of political circunstance, and -- " He broke off. "Does Satan dabble in politics?"

"Does a fish breathe water?" She fixed her gaze in -- tently on him "That woman you knew -
- did she sing?"

Mym spread his hands. "I never heard nore beautiful nusic. She had a little harp -- "

"Orbl" "Orb," he agreed. "You know her?"

"I am her nother."

Mym was stunned. Now the hair, features, accent, and laugh all cane clear -- |ike nother
| i ke daughter. But what an anmzi ng coi nci dence, that he should encounter

the not her of his fornmer |over

Coi nci dence? "You said you distrust coincidence," he sang. "Because you arrange much of

what to nortals ap -- pears to be coincidence. Do others do the sanme?"

"They shoul dn't, but one does."
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" Sat an. "

"Satan," she agreed. "I very nuch think he has been interfering again. \What reason could
he have had to want you in this office?"

"Apart fromny inexperience that he m ght take ad -- vantage of, | can think of none."

"But you know ny daughter."”

"I loved your daughter. But circunstances forced our separation, and now | | ove Rapture.
This was no design of mine, or fault in Ob; it -- " He shrugged. "It happened."

"And Orb | oved you?"

"Yes. But she knew why | had to | eave her, and | think by now she has nmade her own life.
She was -- is a won -- derful person.”

"Is it possible that Satan was jeal ous of you?"

Mym broke into a stuttering | augh. "For what possible reason?"

"Because ny daughter |oved you."

That sobered him "Satan -- has an interest in Ob?"

Lachesis pursed her lips.' 'Possibly, in his devious fash -- ion. Satan -- well, he once
expressed interest in me, when | was young and attractive. | was said by sonme to be the nost
beauti ful woman of ny generation, and nmales are attracted to that sort of thing. Ob is not far
off that stan -- dard and she inherited that phenonenal nusical talent fromher father's side of
the famly. Satan tried to prevent her fromgetting her harp, and her cousin Luna from-- "

"Luna! "

"My granddaughter.”

"Your -- I But -- "

She snmiled. "I bore Luna's father in ny youth, and Ob later. It is conplicated. W raised
the two girls to -- gether, and they were |ike sisters. Now -- "

"But Luna does not resenble Orb! Both are beautiful wormen, but the manner, the bones, the
hair -- " But he knew as he spoke that the two did resenble each other, and that was the undefined

thing he had been aware of in Luna.
" 'Luna dyed her hair brown and adopted different ways. That, too, is conplicated to
explain. At any rate, Luna
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is slated to balk Satan's grand design to assune greater power on Earth, and Satan has
been | aboring mghtily to elimnate her. But she is protected by Thanatos, so he nust be
roundabout. Orb, however, is not so protected, so he may have mischief in mnd for her, to put
pressure on nme and on Luna. And -- | dislike saying this -- he nay have a certain persona
interest in Orb, because it seens he is partial to that type of woman. That mi ght be a ruse, of
course. At any rate, if any of this conjecture of mine is true, Satan m ght resent whatever nan
Ob took an

interest in and act to elimnate that man." Mym was appalled. "Could -- could Satan
arrange to

have a prince killed?" "Surely so. Satan can arrange evil for any person not

protected by another I|ncarnation."

“I't was my brother's untinely death that caused ny

separation fromOb,'" Mymsang, shaking with shock and anger. "He was to be Rajah: when
he died, | had to as -- sune that office. So | was denied Ob and given Rapture, against ny wll.
The circunstances of nmy love for -- " "No nystery," Lachesis said. "Rapture is lovely." "And you
were going to kmher!" he sang, suddenly

enraged at her.

"No..It was a bluff to make ny point." "You nmade it! | would not allow Rapture to be
hurt." "And Orb -- if Satan threatened her, now -- ?" Mymspread his hands. "I did not |ose ny
feeling for

her, when | canme to love Rapture. | -- would be

vul nerable.” "Well, don't worry. | amwatching Orb's thread. Satan

can not interfere directly with it without alerting me, and if | can't protect her, the
other Incarnations will help ne. Satan knows that. | suspect that it was the other way around; he
was trying to use you to hurt her. | wasn't watching your thread, and certainly not your brother's

thread." "And Satan was pretending to be ny friend!" Mym

gritted. "He does that. Never trust him he always has sone

devi ous schenme brewing." "But -- once he had taken ne away from Ob -- why

would he try to separate ne al so from Rapture?"
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"To make you angry enough to qualify for the office of the Incarnation of War."

"But why would he want me in that office? | could not do himmuch mnischief before, but now

-- " Mymconsid -- ered, and realized that he didn't know how he m ght harm Satan. "Surely | am
or will be, nore of a threat to himnow, as an |ncarnation."

“One woul d think so. But of course you weren't sup -- posed to know about his machinations
inyour life -- if, indeed, we have conjectured correctly. Only our neeting here has clarified
that."

"He had to know | would in tine recognize the nother of the woman | once | oved!"

She sighed. "Yes, | suppose so. | suspect that we have not yet properly fathoned Satan's
m schief. We nust be alert for it. Satan never exerts hinself w thout bad rea -- son." She smled

briefly. "But we have drifted fromthe topic. How can we abate this battle or this war?"
"By putting the one who started it on the front line," Mymsang. "W had agreed on that."

She considered. "I had thought we were joking. But now | wonder. Wy not put that nan
her e?"

"Because it would be nurder. You don't approve of that."

"And you do?"

“I would call it an execution. If the Iife of that one guilty man coul d cause the |ives of
the remaining children to be spared, | would gladly destroy him"

She grinmaced. "Then | leave it in your hands." She converted to her spider form and
vani shed.

So quickly! Yet they had cone to an agreenent, and if she, |ike many of her sex, | acked

the stomach for what was necessary, it nade sense to leave it in the hands of one who could handl e
it.

Mym wi t hdrew fromthe boy and nounted his horse, |eaving the battle frozen. They gal |l oped
across the terrain of Babyl onia, seeking the palace of the ruler of the nation. This took time --
but it didn't matter, for the battle was not operative. Mymlocated the man and, without cere --
nmony, set a hand on his shoulder. This brought the man into Mymis magi c frane; he di sappeared from
t he eyes
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of nortals and was carried through the air, through the

wal I's, and into the sky.

Mym set himdown on the battlefield, directly in the path of the boy he had inhabited
before. Then he rel eased

the stasis.

The battle resuned. The pieces of bodies conpleted their flights through the air and
socked into the ground. The boy, boosted by the blast behind him stunbl ed, caught his bal ance --
and spied the gesticul ating eneny

before him The boy reacted automatically. He stopped, raised his

rifle, sighted, and fired.

VWhet her his bullet scored was doubtful; good marks -- manship was unlikely in such
circunstance. But his action alerted the other boys of this region. They stopped, raised their
rifles, and fired. Several bullets tore into the man, and he screaned and fell.

The boys charged up, saw the man's face, and ex -- clained with amazement. They had seen
that face before

it had been on posters used for hate training. They cried

the nane.

A Persian officer spied the conmption and chanced his hide by comng to investigate. He,
too, recognized the cas -- ualty. He gave orders, and the boys took hold of the corpse and dragged
it back up the hill. The body was heavy, but there were many hands; few were slowto re -- alize

that this detail was taking themaway fromthe worst danger. The battle, such as it was,
di ssol ved.
Mym wat ched fromhis steed, invisibly. He saw them get the body into a bunker. He saw the

boy he had oc -- cupied identified as the soldier who had killed this hor -- rendous eneny. The
boy was an instant hero, given a comendation and sent to the rear to report to higher
authorities. He would be safe -- and neither he nor his nmother would suffer further privation

Persia had said, publicly and often, that it would carry on the war until this eneny
| eader was deposed. Suddenly the man was dead. The stated reason for the war had been elini nated.
The attack was called off, and a de facto truce

devel oped. No nore children would die for a while. Perhaps the
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war woul d now be allowed to end, and the recovery coul d begin.

Mym wasn't sure what the final judgnent might be on his nmethod of stopping this war, but
he was satisfied. He had not only acconplished his objective, he had | earned another way to make
his position effective.
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-- 10

THANATOS

Concerned by what Fate had told himof Satan's designs, Mymtried to talk to Rapture about
it that night. "I think you woul d be better off with Luna in the nortal realm" he sang. "Since
you can still readily spend the nights with me, here, the separation is really not that onerous."

"Wth the cousin of the woman you | oved before me?" she inquired bittersweetly.

Quch! "Who informed you of that?"

“"Lila, of course.”

“"Lila -- the creature of Satan."

"She's an interesting wonan. She will nake you an

excel | ent concubi ne."

"I"'mnot so sure | want a denoness for a concubi ne.

She surely serves the interests of Satan before mne
wonman serving any

i nterest before yours?" This was not the type of question Rapture had asked

before this. Mymwasn't sure he |liked the change. "I don't like the notion of being that
close to a creature provided

by the Incarnation of Evil."

"You don't like the notion of any
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"Ch, pooh!" she said. "Lila isn't evil! She's an edu -- cated woman."

"What is she doing in Hell, then?" "She says it was a bumrap." "A what?"

"A bumrap. A false charge. A msunderstanding. Be -- fore she realized, she was in Hel
and couldn't get out. So she nakes the best of it."

"It still sounds suspicious to ne. She's a denpness." 'Ch, don't be such a fuddy-duddy!"

" A what ?"

" An ol d-fashioned bore."

"It sounds like reduplicating echoismto nme. This oc -- cidental slang does not becone
you. Rapture. Don't forget you are a princess.”

"Was a princess. Now|l'ma woman. And so is Lila

Ch, the things | amlearning fromher!" "Like what, apart from gossip and sl ang?" "Like
this," she said, and kissed himin a fashion that

made his skin heat.

"You're coming on |like a concubine!" he protested.

"I"'mconmng on |like a worman who is learning what it's all about."”

"A princess does not need to know what it's all about!" "But a wonan does. Lila is
certainly right about that." "I really think you would be better off with Luna Kaftan."

"Luna is a fine woman, and | |ike her -- but nowthat | know how simlar she is to your
former love, | prefer to keep ny distance fromher -- and your distance too. It's enough trouble

adapting to this new lifestyle without having to worry about what's going on in your nind."

He found that concern singularly difficult to address. He felt no romantic attraction for
Luna, but it was true that his new know edge of her relation to O b worked a subtle effect on him
Where was Ob now? How had she fared, after he had deserted her? Had the ring enabl ed her to cope
adequat el y? She had been a western wonan, and he had | oved her; now Rapture was assum ng sonme west
-- ern attributes, and he did not find them appealing in her. Perhaps there was justice in her
disinclination to remain with Luna.

"Wl |, perhaps you could stay with another nortal woman,

he suggest ed.
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"Why? | like it here. The food is good, the grounds are beautiful, and Lila is a fine
conpani on. Soon she is going to take ne to visit Hell."
"To visit Hell!" he exclainmed in singsong, alnmost chok -- ing. "I don't want you goi ng

near that place!"

"You prefer that | sit in the castle all day, sew ng handkerchiefs?"

He sighed. It was true that there was not a lot for her to do here in Purgatory. "Perhaps
you could find sone -- thing to do in the nortal realmto keep you busy. |I'msure Luna would -- "

"Her, again. She seens nuch on your mnd."

Unfortunately true, after the dialogue with Fate. He had never expected to be thrown into
the conpany of Ob's close relatives. But because he had known Orb well, he trusted those
relatives. And he wanted to get Rapture away fromthe insidious influence of Satan. "I just fee
that Satan means to do you some mschief, and it would devastate me to have that happen.”

She softened. "That's an unprincely thing to say. Wy don't you just order nme to do what
you w sh?"

"Because | |ove you."

"You know that's a decadent Western concept.'
will seek sonme nortal enploynent."

"That pl eases ne."

Then they made | ove, and all was good.

The next situation requiring the personal attention of Mars was in Latin America.

Conquest, Sl aughter, Fam ne and Pestil ence were eager to get to work, but Mym | acked proper

ent husi asm Increasingly he was wonderi ng whether he was the proper man for this office. He had
been trained for command and for war, but he took no special joy in it, especially not in

poi nt| ess bl oodshed. He would prefer to abolish war. But there was the conflict of interest,
because, if he succeeded, he would | ose the office -- and where woul d he be then? Locked into this
alien Afterlife, his nortal life conpleted. What chance at the ultimte relief of nirvana would he
have t hen?

He had | earned that new I ncarnations had a period of

apprenticeship or trial, after which they could voluntarily give up the offices. Perhaps

But she coul d not suppress her pleasure. "I
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it would be best for himto do that -- to step down when that chance canme. Wuld that return him
to nortal status? He suspected so. But what offered then? Wuld he have to resume his position as
Heir-Prince to Gujarat, displacing the man he had es -- tablished in his place and marrying the
Princess of Ra -- jasthan? That woul d be horri bl e!

Suppose he could step into the nortal world in sone other capacity? Becone a new person in
the occidental world? That had its appeal. But what would he do? He was trained to be a prince,
and that was not a preferred enploynent in the west. Also, he was a stutterer. He had made it on
si ngsong well enough, but that was in |large part because he had held positions of extrenme power,
both as Prince and as the Incarnation of War. O hers did not |augh at the powerful; they

acconmopdated their idiosyn -- crasies. But if he tried to assune an wnpowerful position --
No, he would have to make do with the situation he had, try to be the best Mars he coul d
be and, if he suc -- ceeded in abolishing war, to retire to whatever the Af -- terlife offered.

This was not a bad existence, really. He could enul ate Miusashi, author of Five Rings, learning to
prevail through humility and hard work.

That book spelled out the Way to leamthe author's strategy very sinply and directly, in
the section on the Ground: to think honestly; to train, to |l eamevery art and know the Ways of al
prof essions; to distinguish between gain and | oss, develop intuitive judgnent, perceiving what
could not be seen; to pay attention even to trifles, and to do nothing that was of no use; in sum
to be honest and perceptive and purposeful throughout life. So easy to read and to agree with, but
sonetimes so hard to honor! How woul d Musashi have handl ed the situation with Rapture?

Mym si ghed. As far as he could tell, the great Japanese Sanurai had never narried or
formed any significant re -- lation with a woman. Perhaps he had been nost practical of all in
t hat !

They arrived at the site. It was a jungle. Lush tropical gromh spread all about. "Wat's
the situation?" Mym asked.

136

Pi ers Ant hony 137

Welding a Red Sword

"Muddl ed, " Conquest replied. "This is a guerrilla war, festering for a nunber of years. |
was surprised when it died down at the time of your ascension, because the un -- derlying causes
had not changed.™

"Satan had a hand in that," Mymsang. "He didn't |ike ny predecessor."

"True. But Satan's grudges are |egion."

"So we don't really know how things are faring, here, because guerrilla warfare is not
open and neasurable,” Mymsaid. "W only know that there will be bl oodshed, nuch of it by
i nnocents."

"Yeah!" Sl aughter said raptly.

"But there is a strong indication that something of ex -- trene significance is about to
occur at this site," Con -- quest said. "That's why this action requires our persona

supervi sion."

"l shoul d have known there would be nore to it than mere routine destruction and killing,"

Mym sang sourly. "Just what kind of devel opnent is this?"

"We don't know," Pestilence said. "But | feel it in ny flesh, so it nust relate to nme."

Mym | ooked at him The figure's flesh withed with maggots and nold and | eggy things; and
when he noved, flies buzzed up. If a nman was known by the conpany he kept, Mym thought, he would
have preferred other

company.

Agai n he thought of the Book of the Gound, in Five Rings. Pestilence was like a rotting
segnment of ground! But this was an erroneous association, for Misashi did not talk of decay, but
of the inportance of basic orga -- nization and proper timng in all things, the groundwork for
success, and of ascertaining the reality, so as to have one thing but to know ten thousand things.
Know edge -- there was a prine key. The warrior who knew all things did not waste his effort on
what was of no use

Information! That was the first requirement here -- to perceive that which could not
presently be seen.

"I will investigate,” Mym deci ded. He di snounted and | ooked about. Wat should he | ook
for? He didn't want to identify with another el even-year-old boy!

"There is a governnent outpost there," Conquest said, pointing.
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"That will do." Mymstrode toward the building. As he cane near, four men emerged. They
were rough-1o00k -- ing types, wearing unkenpt uniforns, carrying sidearnms and knives. Mym paced
himself to overlap the evident | eader and phased in.

Again he suffered disorientation, but he was getting the hang of this and soon he was
using the soldier's percep -- tions. This man was reasonably well fed and healthy, but dirty and
dissatisfied. He had little formal education and owed his position of limted | eadership to his
nmuscl e and general insensitivity to the plight of others. Myimdid not Ilike himat all, but stayed
with himbecause it would have been too much of an investnment in tine and energy to phase in to
anot her body. This overlapping was not pleas -- ant for him but it seened to be the best way to
get a real feel for the situation. If a person wanted to know how to deal with worns, there was
nothing Iike being a wormfor a while!

This squad was on a mission. The host was barely lit -- erate in Spanish, his native
| anguage, but one of his hench -- nmen could read well. "It's the farmacross the stream there,"
the man said. "We'll have to watch it; he's got dogs."

"W know how to deal with dogs," the host said, and the others | aughed coarsely.

They trekked to a snall wooden bridge across the river. Two emaci ated children were
sitting there. They stretched out their thin arnms in a gesture of supplication as the party
approached. "Candy?" the little boy begged in Spanish. Mymcould understand this | anguage now,
because he was tuning into the sense of it as rendered by the host's brain.

"CGet out of our way!" a henchman grunted. He lifted his boot, set it against the boy's
shoul der, and shoved. Wth a screamthe boy tunbled backward into the river

"Death Squad!" the little girl cried, struggling to her feet. "Bad nen!" She started to
run away.

"Don't let her go!" the host cried. "Can't have her telling anyone we were here."

A henchman strode after the girl and caught her. He haul ed her back by one spindly arm
"What do we do with her?"
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"Kill her," the host said.

"But she's just a kid," the henchnan protested.

"She's a witness," the host clarified.

"But we can't just -- "

"Where are your guts?" the host demanded. "W've gotajobtodo." He drew his knife. "W
don't want noise. I'll show you how to nake it quiet."

He took hold of the girl's straggly hair, haul ed her head up, and brought the knife to her
exposed throat.

Mym acted. He exerted his will and paralyzed the man's arns. The little girl dropped from
the sl ackening grasp and lay on the ground, unnoving. She had fainted.
"See? No noise," Mymforced the nan's vocal appa -- ratus to say. It was difficult,

because Mym had to focus the thought wi thout |anguage, forcing it through the brain so that it
cane out in the proper words.

"No noise," the henchnman echoed, relieved. "For a minute | thought you were going to Kil
her!"

Mym eased up on his control. The host found hinself in the awkward position of having done
a senseless thing by his definition. He had indeed intended to kill the child. Now he had to
explain his action

It was easier for himto pretend that things had gone as planned. "Now you know," he said
gruffly and turned and noved on across the bridge.

Mym had navigated that crisis. But had he done it by proper planning and deci sion or by

sinmply nuddling through? He still had a lot to | eam of the Way of Strategy!

They proceeded on toward the farm Mm now knew that this was a killer group that went
surreptitiously to nurder individuals who opposed the policies of this na -- tion's governnent; he
had read about these during his mlitary studies. Thousands or tens of thousands had been kill ed
in this manner -- but instead of securing the gov -- ernnment's power, this had generated a
backl ash that had become a full-fledged guerrilla revolution. This govern -- nent was at war with

its own people and would have fallen long ago if not generously supported by powerful outside
i nterests.

Mym had no synpathy with terrorism whether prac -- ticed by the governnent or against it.
If this was the way
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this governnent operated, his synpathies were with the opposition

But it was not his job to dictate the political systemof a nation or the manner it
mai ntai ned its base of power. It was his job to supervise the violence that resulted.

Wel |, perhaps he could redefine his job. He had suc -- ceeded in drastically changing the
configuration of the war between Babyl onia and Persia; was there a way to elim -- nate these
Deat h Squads here?

Aside from arrangi ng another elimnmnation of a head of state, he wasn't sure how And when
he started practicing assassination hinself, how did that differ fromwhat the Death Squads were
doing? It was no easy decision

Now the nen were near the farmhouses. The dogs spot -- ted them and charged. A henchman
tossed down bits of neat that he renoved froma special package. The dogs, poorly trained, paused
to snap up the neat -- and in nmo -- nents they were withing on the ground. The bait was poi soned,
of course.

"He's supposed to be alone today,"” the literate hench -- nman said. "His wife's off at the
big celebration." Mymwasn't able to grasp the exact nature of the cel ebration

it was tied in too closely with cultural values that did not align with his own.

"W'll play it safe, anyway," the host said. "We'lIl sur -- round the house. I'll challenge
himfromthe front; you be ready to catch himwhen he tries to sneak out the back."

They depl oyed accordingly. But as the host cane to the front, the figure of a woman
appeared in the doorway.

The host cursed under his breath. Mymread his thought: the intelligence had been wong.
The wife was honme. Now it woul d be nessy, and they would have to kill her too. They woul d charge
extra for that.

The wonman di sappeared inside the house, slamming the door. The host charged, know ng that
time was now of the essence. He would have to catch and kill the wonan, because his weak-kneed
cohorts wouldn't want to do it. He couldn't have her escaping and bearing the report of the
identity of the killers; that would enbarrass the em-- ployer, who preferred anonymty.
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He lifted his boot and kicked at the flimsy door. It crashed i nward. He stepped over it
and into the house. There was the woman, speaking into a tel ephone.

A tel ephone! There was another vital detail the intel -- ligence report had overl ooked! |f
he had known about that, he would have taken time to cut the wires before approaching the house.
It was a nui sance, but had to be done. Now it was too |ate; she had already nade the call

He strode across and swept the phone out of her hand. The woman screaned and spun away
fromhim He caught at her, getting hold of her shaw. It canme free, and he threw it down and
grabbed again, this tinme catching her blouse. That tore as she fought to escape, exposing her
hal tered bosom Evidently she had been less formally garbed and donned her bl ouse over the halter
when she heard activity near the house.

The host paused. This was a well-shaped woman! OF course he had to kill her -- but it
woul d be a shane to let a formlike that go to waste. The henchnman woul d catch the escapi ng nan
he could spare a few ninutes

He got both hands on her and bore her back against the wall. She screaned, so he knocked
her in the face. Blood welled at her lips, but the screamcut off.

He caught at the halter and yanked. The thing was stur -- dier than it | ooked; instead of
comng away it stretched out and down, baring one of her breasts. The sexual pas -- sion of the

host was magnified by this sight. He stared at the breast, then reached for it.

Mym bermused at the proceedings, had failed to act in tinme to abate the host's viol ence.
Now he exerted hinself, fighting to control the sudden lust of the man. But though he had been
successful in saving the girl-child, he was now up against a greater determnination. The host had
not really wanted to kill the child, but had intended to do it as a necessary thing; in contrast,
he was inflamed by de -- sire to possess this woman before he killed her. Perhaps with nore
experi ence, Mymcoul d have assunmed control. As it was, he could not. Wiile he tried, the host
opened his own clothing and brought his body up against that of

the woman. Mym gave up the struggle and withdrew. He had pos -- sessed a hundred different
and | ovely young wonen in his life as a prince, but had raped none. He refused to share a body
engaged in such an act.

Now he st ood beside the man and wonan, watching the conmencenent of the rape. He was
angry.

He touched his Sword. Suddenly he was solid. He reached out and grasped the thug's collar
and haul ed hi m back. But the man was heavier than Mym and this pull was not enough
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Mym touched his Sword again. If the instrument could make himsolid, it could nake him
solider! He reached out a second time, caught the collar, and nade a terrific exertion

The man was |ifted back and away, and hurled at the opposite wall. He collapsed to the
floor, unconscious. It was as if a giant had thrown himn

Curious despite the situation, Mymturned and struck the wall with his fist. His fist
punched right through it.

He had i ndeed becone nore solid! Odinary matter was now of a | esser density, so that his
flesh had the relative mass of a sledgehamer, and his force was magni fied nany times. No wonder
the thug had fl own!

The wonman was staring right through him Mmre -- nmained invisible; she had no notion
what had saved her. Then she recovered her wits and scranbl ed up and away, sinultaneously hauling
her halter back into place.

The thug had been right about one thing; she was an attractive woman. But now Mym had to
attend to the other nenbers of the Death Squad, to prevent themfromkilling the wealthy farner.

He | ooked through the house, but saw only the woman, hiding behind the stove. The farner
nmust al ready be outsi de.

But when he went outside, he found the three other Squad nenbers waiting. The farner had
not energed.

The wonman nust have been alone. That intelligence was really foul ed up

Then Mym heard sonething. It was a kind of scuffling down the drive | eading to the house
Sonmet hing was com-- ing. More killers fromthe governnent?

He summned his horse with a thought, and the ani mal appeared. Mym nounted, and the horse
st agger ed.
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Oh. That extra mass. He touched the Sword and willed hinself back to massl essness. The
horse rel axed.

They gal | oped toward the new sound. In nmonents they spied the source and paused,
ast oni shed.

It was a troop of ghastly people shanbling along. Their eyes were staring, their nouths
hung open, and drool fell across their chins. Their hair was wild, their clothing hap -- hazard.
Their arms and | egs noved as if operated by mar -- ionette strings, jerking up and forward and
sl appi ng down. Each one of them seened about to collapse, but sonehow did not.

These were not ordinary people! They were zonbi es! What were they doing here, roused from
their ground?

From the ground? There was that theme again!

Mym wat ched as the zonmbie troop shuffled along to -- ward the farmhouse. The nenbers of
the Death Squad saw them and yell ed. The | eader staggered out, still woozy fromhis fall. The
zonbi es continued wi t hout pause.

This could not be coincidence! The wonan nust have sumoned the zonbi es when she phoned.
But that ex -- plained only part of the nystery of this occasion. Were had the zonbies cone from
and how had the wonman known about then? Where was the nman of the house? Why had he left his lovely
wi f e unprotected?

Shots were fired. The zonbi es proceeded w t hout pause. The Death Squad nenbers fired
again, taking bet -- ter aim-- but still there was no visible effect. They were baffl ed.

Now t he worman appeared in the doorway. She yelled at the zonbies and pointed to the Death
Squad menbers

The zonbi es understood. They pursued the nen

Too late, the nmen realized what they were up against. They tried to scranble away, but the
zonbi es surrounded them Dangling hands fl opped agai nst the nen, and slack jaws worked. The attack

was inefficient, but it was ap -- parent that the zonbies felt no pain, so that nothing the nen
could do to them had any effect. Each of the nen was soon buried under a clunsy nass of bodies,
and slob -- bering mouths |abored to bite at living flesh.

Mym mi ght have interfered, but found he had no in -- clination. He knew firsthand the evi

of the Death Squad

menbers; they were not worth saving. Al so, he had no desire to make physical contact with
the zonbi es, who were about as repulsive as creatures of human formcould be. He realized now that
they were not refugees froma graveyard, for none of their flesh was rotting and there was no
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earth on them rather, they were |like alnost total idiots.

Anot her horse gal |l oped down fromthe sky. At first Mymthought it was one of his own
conpani ons, but then he realized that the color of the horse did not natch those he knew. It
wasn't any color; it was pale, though the rider was caped in black. Certainly it was supernatural
however .

The horse | anded and trotted to him Now Mym saw the skull-features of Thanatos, the
I ncarnation of Death. "What are you doing here, Mrs?" Thanatos call ed.

"I think | am supervising a battle," Mymreturned in singsong. "O precisely what nature,
I hardly know. "

"Of an illicit nature!" Thanatos said. "Those are zonbies!"

"I had conme to that conclusion,” Mymagreed. "But they seemto be serving a good cause."

Thanat os was obviously agitated. "Do you know what a zonbie is?"

"An undead,"” Mymreplied. "W have themin India, too, though | have never seen them fi ght
a battle before.™

"A zonbie is a living man whose soul has been renpved."

"Yes, | suppose so, since life departs with the soul. If the nortal body does not lie
still, it is called a zonbie."

"But these bodi es have not been killed!" Thanatos said. "They are not on ny schedule."

"They are evidently on mine," Mymsang. "They are doing a necessary job, sumoned in
def ense of that young woman."

"You may organi ze a battle as you choose,” Thanatos said, his bone-jaw grim "But you may
not inpinge on ny prerogatives. You may not interfere with the souls of nortals before their
deat hs. "

"I don't know how these zonbies came to be," Mymsang. "But if they are what it takes to
set matters straight, |I'manmenable."
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“I'f you do not elimnate the zonbies, | will!" Thanatos

said angrily.

Thi s sounded |ike a challenge, and Mymwas not in the nood to be challenged on his own

turf. Evidently Than -- atos represented the Ground, but that did not give himleave to interfere
with Fire. "Show nme how to nmake a zonbie, and perhaps | will know how to elim nate one,"

he sang.

"Li ke this!" Thanatos said, and reached his skeletal hand into Mymis body. The fingers
passed right through his flesh, which wasn't surprising while he was insub -- stantial. But then

t hey caught on sonmething within himand pulled on it, and he was abruptly in nortal agony.

Thanat os had grasped his soul and was pulling it from

hi s body!

Mym reacted involuntarily. He stepped into Thanatos, overlapping him and exerted his wll
to take over the other nan's mnd. That transferred some of his agony to

the host -- to Thanatos.

Thanatos imredi ately et go of Mymis soul, as now he could only hurt hinmself. Mym stepped
out of the body.

They | ooked at each other. "Incarnations should not quarrel with each other,"’
said after a nonent.

"Agreed," Mym sang. He knew he should not have reacted so inperiously and was glad to
accept the truce. The Way of the Warrior was a resolute acceptance of death. Here he had Death
literally before himand should have accepted Death's concern. "But if only you can draw out the
soul froma living body, how did these zom-- bies come to be? Certainly / did not create them"

"W had better find out.'

"The young wonan sunmoned thenm perhaps she can

answer." They went to the wonman, and Thanatos spoke to her

"You nust informus how the zonbi es cane about," he

said. The woman seened startled, as if she hadn't realized

that anyone was near. She started to turn to face the

cl oaked figure.

"Do not | ook at ne,

Thanat os

Thanat os sai d qui ckly. She hesitated, then spoke in Spanish. Mym now
dis --
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associated fromthe thug host, was unable to understand it, but Thanatos did.

"I amthe Incarnation of Death," Thanatos replied to her. "But | have not cone for you,
only to discover the truth about the zonbies."

She spoke again, with sone force.

"The Death Squad thug tried to rape you?" Thanatos asked. He was speaking in English, yet
the wonan seened to hear himin Spanish. Mym wondered how that was acconplished, but knew that
matter was not worth pursuing at the nonment.

The wonman spoke agai n.

"So you asked the guerrilla connection to send help, but you did not know the nature of
what woul d cone," Thanatos said, and the worman nodded

"G ve ne that nunber that you called," Thanatos said.

She protested; it was a secret she could not divul ge.

"Look at me, now, " Thanatos sai d.

The woman turned to stare into his face. She quail ed, then spoke a numnber

"Thank you," Thanatos said. He gestured to Mym and they went into the house.

Thanat os pi cked up the phone and dial ed the nunber. Wen the connecti on was nmade, Thanat os
turned to his fine pale horse. "Mirtis, orient on that location," he said. Then he hung up the
phone.

They went back outside. The zonbies were still work -- ing on the thugs, and the woman was
watching with a certain horrified pleasure. It was not every woman who got such a chance to see an
attenpted rape and murder so obnoxiously puni shed.

They nmounted their steeds. "To that |ocation,”™ Than -- atos told his horse.

The ani mal took off. Mynmis own nount followed. They galloped swiftly through the air. Soon
they came down in a small jungle clearing and trotted to an isolated cabin.

This was the place, all right: a nunber of zonbies shuf -- fled about. A trainer was
instructing them evidently teaching them how to walk without falling and howto follow a road. A
truck was parked, hidden under a tree -- the primary transportation for the zonbies. "They drove
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themto the vicinity of the farm then pointed themtoward it," Mymsaid. "That mnust have
been all that was

necessary."

"Yes. But ny concern is with the Grafting of them" They di snobunted and wal ked to the
cabin. It was

closed, its wi ndows boarded, so they wal ked through the

wall to enter. A nan was inside, using nortar and pestle to work up

a white paste. That was all. Thanatos manifested before him "Look at ne,

Mortal ." The man | ooked up -- and stiffened. He recogni zed

Deat h.

Thanat os questioned him and Mym picked up the es -- sence; the man had been seeking a

better way to purify cocai ne and had stunbl ed upon a savage variation. This product affected the
subj ect so deeply that he passed right through a trance state into somanbul ance, and coul d not be
aroused. Hi s body lived, but his mnd was alnost en -- tirely gone.

Thus, the zonbies -- living people deprived of their

soul s, proceedi ng wi thout personal volition, dooned to degenerate shortly from negl ect.
Hence the connection with the Incarnation of Pestilence; in days, those bodies would be riddled
with disease, the prey of flies and

WOr ns.

Certainly this related to War, for these zonbies were being used to oppose the Death
Squads. In fact, the wom-- an's husband, the nman the Squad had cone to assassinate, was invol ved
with this project; when he had gotten news that he was to be hit, naturally he had arranged to
test the zonbies in action. Hs brave wife had renmined at the house to alert himwhen the Squad
arrived. She had been supposed to phone himand hide in the attic, but the pre -- mature break-in
of the Squad | eader had cut off her es -- cape. The zonbi es would have wapped things up any --
way, but only Mymis intercession had spared her fromrape and possibly nurder before their
arrival

However, Mymrealized that it was the devel opnent of the zonbies that had brought him
here, so perhaps that was not coincidence. Neverthel ess, there was no question
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that it also overlapped the office of Death, since people were being killed, and in a
manner that was supposed to be reserved for Thanatos. They were going to have to work this out.

Where did they get the people to de-soul by neans of this drug? From captive government
troops. It made per -- fect sense, to the guerrillas and to Mym who had just seen how the
government operated. But it didn't nmake sense to Thanatos. "If nortals | eam how to handl e souls,
there will be no end of nischief," he declared. "This know edge nust be abolished."

Mym t hought of the way the zonbies had shuffled into battle and concl uded that Thanat os

was correct. Killing was bad enough, but de-souling would give unscrupul ous people a notive for
more of it. They would generate ar -- mies of zombies, and no person would be safe. It would
transformwar, making it uglier than it already was, be -- cause the killing would be done before

the battles ever started.

"But how can know edge be abol i shed?" he sang.

"W shall have to get help," Thanatos decided. "Chronos could do it."

Because Chronos controlled time, Mymrealized. He could tilt his Hourglass and cause tine
to freeze, and --

No, that wouldn't work. Both Mars and Thanatos had the ability to freeze scenes -- but the
scenes resuned un -- changed later. Chronos would have to run tine actually backwards to undo the
di scovery of the drug. That would conplicate the world in other ways. "There nust be an easier
way, " he sang. "Maybe Gaea -- "

"Yes, CGaea woul d be best," Thanatos agreed. "She knows how to do things with | east
disruption. I will sum-- non her." He lifted the heavy black watch he carried to his face and
spoke into it as if it were a mcrophone. "Gaea."

M st coal esced, thickening and formng into ghostly, then solid, shape. Mym stil
consci ous of Five Rings, recognized this as the nmanifestation of Wnd -- or Air. Mi -- sashi also
called it Tradition.

"I was waiting for your call,’
compl ete

the voice of Gaea said, slightly before her appearance was
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"W have know edge to elimnate,"” Thanatos said. Gaea frowned "To elininate!" she
excl ai med. "Since when have you becone regressive? Satan thrives on

i gnhorance. "

"l shall explain," Thanatos said.

Mym heard somet hi ng outside. He signaled the others that he would investigate while they
clarified the issue and wal ked through the wall.

Mlitary trucks were pulling up. What was this? Mire victins for de-souling being brought
in? The Incarnations were taking acti on none too soon

"The governnent!" the trainer of the zonbies cried.

The first truck screeched to a stop, and soldiers piled out of the back. "Take them
alive!" an officer called.

The trainer and the zonbi es fought as well as they were able, but in mnutes all were
captive, for the governnent forces were overwhelmng. "Spread out!" the officer cried. Mymwasn't
sure whet her he was speaki ng English, or whether Spanish was beconming intelligible now "Se --
cure all property! Destroy nothing!"

They were after the secret of nmaking zonmbi es! They nust have traced the zonbie-truck back
to its source and mounted a mssion to capture both the site and its

personnel. Mym stepped back into the building. "The government

is comng after the secret!" he exclained in singsong.

"Too soon!" Thanatos said. "W have not yet decided on a way to abolish it."

Gaea sniled. "Perhaps we can delay them sonewhat," she said. She stepped to and through
the wall. Mym and

Thanat os f ol | owed.

Qut si de, the government troops were conbing through the jungle and the clearing, hundreds

strong, poking at the ground with bayonets. Before long the Iine would in -- tersect the cabin.
There did not seemto be any way to
stop it.

"I think fire is best," Gaea said. She raised her hands, her fingers spread, and jags of
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electricity radiated fromthem The jags touched the ground -- and fire erupted. It spread between
the points of its origin, formed a line, and swept toward the troops.
The soldiers were quick to realize their peril. "Fire!" they cried. "They've torched it!"
"Beat it out!" the officer cried. "Save that shack!"
But the troops were denoralized by the fire. They re -- treated fromit.

Gaea turned about. Mre current flared fromher hands. The cabin burst into flane.

"But the man inside!" Mym sang.

Gaea shrugged. "Rescue him then."

Mym strode through the flanmes and the wall, feeling neither. The man inside was standing,
al armed. Mym caught himby the arm then touched the Sword.

The two of them flew up, through the roof, and into the sky. The nan's nouth hung open; he
could not believe this was happening. Mym brought them down besi de Gaea and Thanat os.

The wonman turned to the nman. "Who besides you knows the secret for naking the drug?" she
asked.

"N-no one!" the man said, his knees seeni ng to weaken.

A streaner of m st poured from Gaea's right hand. Snakelike, it slid toward the man's
head, and into it. "No one," she repeated.

The man's expression changed. "I -- have forgotten how " he said.

"And you will never remenber or rediscover it," Gaea said. "Now depart, before the troops
appr ehend you."

"But -- but the fire -- "

"WIIl not touch you," she finished.

The nan wal ked, neared the line of fire that enclosed the cabin, and wal ked through it. He
was magically pro -- tected -- for the noment. Soon he was out of sight.

The officer had succeeded in restoring some discipline in the troops, and they were now
attacking the fire with shovels, beating it out. A gap was formng in the fireline.

"Wth the material and equi prent destroyed by fire and the menory of its process gone,
they will not be able to fathomthe secret,” Gaea said. She fuzzed, becane vapor, and dissi pated.

Mym exchanged a gl ance with Thanatos. "It seens our problem has been sol ved," Thanat os
said. "I have no
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further interest in the proceedings.

He made a signal, and his pale horse appeared at his

si de.

" Wait!'' Mymsang.'' Your friend Luna -- did you know that | once |oved her cousin?"

Thanat os paused. "I did not knowi | have not net her cousin, but | understand she is easy
to love."

"Now | love Rapture -- and | don't |like the influence that Satan is having on her. | want
her to be nore with Luna, a better influence. But she -- she fears any contact | mght have with
Luna, because of her simlarity to Ob -- "

Thanatos smiled. "I will deliver Rapture between Lun -- a's estate and your castle," he
sai d.

Mym grasped his bony hand. "I thank you, Thanatos! If | can ever repay the favor -- "

"We Incarnations nust hel p each other to oppose Satan,"” he said. "Wien |I help you, | help

nmysel f, for now you will oppose Satan's designs on Luna."

"I will certainly do that! But what is it Satan neans to do to Luna? Lachesis told ne that
Luna is destined to balk -- "

"She is to cast a decisive vote against Satan's political power on Earth, sone years
hence. Satan neans to re -- nove her frompolitical office, or in sone way circunvent her, so that
his will shall govern, and he shall be able to corrupt the nortal real mand gain a majority of
souls for hinmself. This would represent his final victory over God."

"Satan can do that? Change things about on Earth to suit hinmsel f? Wiy doesn't God stop

hi nP"

"The two made a Covenant of noninterference," Than -- atos explained. "CGod is good,
therefore he honors it and allows free will anong the nortals, wherever it may |ead. But Satan
being evil, violates it and seeks always to win nore power."

Mym renenbered that Gaea had said the same. Still, he found it hard to accept. "But then --

what is to prevent Satan from wi nni ng?"
"The other Incarnations," Thanatos said. "And the war is now coming to you. Wage it well."

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%204%20-%20Wielding%20A%20Red%20Sword.txt (71 of 149) [1/19/03 8:14:27 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%204%620-%20Wi el ding%20A %20Red%20Sword.txt

"I will try," Mymsang. "But | remain newin this office and still have nuch to | eam"
Pi ers Anthony "5
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Rapture, having nade a genuine effort to find a place for herself in the nortal world, had
found one. She was to be a part-time consultant on Indian Culture for the Uni -- versity of

Ki | varough. Luna, when asked, had been of considerable hel p, and Rapture was pl eased. She was wel |
qualified for this position, as she spoke both English and the |anguages of several I|ndian
Ki ngdons and was ex -- cellently versed in the conventions and artifacts of them The nobney she
woul d earn woul d enabl e her to pay a nomnal rental for her stay at Luna's house, which gave her a
sense of independence that she had never enjoyed

bef ore. Thanatos, true to his word, brought her to and fromthe

Castl e of War each day. At first she had been leery of the skeletal figure, but
acquai ntance with Luna had reassured her. "Zane," Luna had told her -- that was the name she
called Thanatos -- "is not really the GimReaper. He is an ordinary man with a difficult job and
a great deal of

conpassi on. "

Conpassion. It was, inits way, a magic word. A de -- pendent person valued that quality
in others. So she cane
152
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to respect Thanatos, w thout being any nore thrilled by the nature of his enpl oynent than
she was with Mynis.

And that enpl oynment was a continui ng wedge between them Rapture did not argue the case or
make demands on him but he could feel the tension in her whenever the subject of his work cane
up. He learned not to tell her of the details of his day's work, because that made her
unconfortabl e, and she grew cold w thout being con -- scious of it. Their |ovenmaki ng becane
awkwar d. Yet what could he do? He had reservations of his own about his office, but had thrashed
it out with himself and concluded that his best course was to stick with it. It was ironic that
the sane office that had enabled himto rescue hinself and Rapture fromthe heartbreak that had
awaited themin the nortal real mwas now i nexorably separating them

There canme a night when Rapture did not appear. It seened that there was a special late

sem nar at the Uni -- versity that required her presence, so it was easier to stay over at Luna's
so that she would not be late the follow ng nmorning. She would see himthe next evening.

This was all clear and sensible -- but Mymdid not |ike being alone at night. Qut of
sorts, he wal ked again in the garden

There was Lila, of course. "I think you are ready for a concubine," she said. "G ve ne
| eave to enter your prenises, and | will serve in any manner you desire."

Mym | ooked at her. She was garbed in a slightly iri -- descent, slightly |um nescent,
slightly translucent robe that enhanced a figure he knew was crafted in Hell. Her face was classic

inits perfection, and her lustrous hair

fl omed down across her shoulders like a mdnight river of silk

But he had seen -- and possessed -- beautiful wonen be -- fore and he still distrusted the
noti ves of the creatures of Satan. He did not want any of them having access to his Incarnation
premi ses. "You," he said shortly, again able to speak without stuttering in this region. "You were
the one who gave Rapture notions of independence!™

Lila's eyes w dened innocently. "Wy, we tal ked, and she inquired about the ways of

western wonen," she pro -- tested. "I told her nothing that was not true."
154
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"Such as the relationship between Luna and O b?"
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' They are both good wonen."
"And you are not."
"And | amnot," she agreed.

"You told Rapture that you were in Hell on a "bumrap.' | amsure that's not true."
"She m sunderstood. | was speaking of another. | ama denoness. | never had a norta
exi stence. But for that reason, | |lack the nbdesty of true spirits. | can provide you with the

ki nki est types of passion that a decent worman woul d never --

Angry, he caught her by the arm not certain what to do with her. She cane readily in
cl ose, the nusky perfume of her body manifesting. "You may hit nme if you wish," she nmurmured. "O
what ever el se may pl ease you. Any -- thing at all..."

He cast her | oose. "Nothing about you pl eases ne!" he snapped, turned about, and stonped
back toward the

Cast |l e.

"Each lie you tell,"’
Fat her of Lies."

He ignored that gibe. But as he returned to his solitary roomand tried to settle down for
sl eep, the barb returned to haunt him Five R ngs had advised himnot to think dishonestly, but he
had lied, for Lila's body, if not her nature, pleased himquite well. And actually her nature, her
willingness to be with himand to serve his needs, was also quite tenpting. He was not |ooking for
a wife, just a concubine; why hadn't he taken her?

Because of what Lachesis had said about Satan. If Satan had really conspired to deprive
Mymfirst of Orb, and then of Rapture -- the second plot foiled only by Mynmi s accession as Mars --
then Mym wanted no further association with the Incarnation of Evil. Indeed, Satan had been using
his agent Lila to subvert Rapture's mnd, putting fenal e-suffrage notions in her head; he was gl ad
he had gotten her away fromLila. WAs he now to be with Lila hinsel f? Cbviously not.

Finally he slept -- and dreamed that Lila had come to his bed, her flesh quivering
| usci ously. He woke, an -- gry, and found hinself alone. And could not get to sleep again.

she called dulcetly after him "brings you closer to Satan, the

The next action requiring his attention was in Cush, a kingdomin Africa. It seened that a
tribe of Nubians in its northern section were rebelling and that the govern -- nent was using its
troops to conbat this uprising.

O course it was nore conplicated than that, because Mars did not need to supervise every
battl e personally, any nore than Thanatos needed to supervise every death personally. It was only
when somet hi ng speci al was hap -- pening that he had to attend. Wars and battles were going on
continually in scattered regions of the world; if they ever all stopped at one tinme, Mymwould be
retired.

"So what's the situation, this tinme?" he asked Con -- quest as they rode to the site.

“"Interesting that you should say 'this tine,'" the white-cloaked Incarnation replied. "It
does seemto in -- volve time, though we aren't sure how "

The subsidiary | ncarnations never seened to have full information; Mymrealized that that

was probably one reason they were subsidiary. It would be up to him again, to ascertain the
preci se situation and deci de what action should be taken. If it really involved tine, he would
have to consult with Chronos.

They cane down to Earth and gal |l oped across the hot terrain. The earth was sere and
barren; there had been a bad drought, destroying the crops. Wat a tinme to fight a war

They arrived at the site. The battle was about to begin;

the government troops were converging on a rebel site. There were nounds and trenches
around the village, so it was evidently defended. But there was no sign of any -- thing unusual

"I will investigate," Mymsaid. He di snounted and strode across to the village perineter.

He stepped down into the first defensive enplacenent he saw and phased in to the nman
there. The initial con -- fusion was nilder and shorter than before; he was | earning howto
mnimze this, as he gained experience. In just a few mnutes he identified reasonably well with
the man and coul d understand what the man heard in his own lan -- guage, though it was foreign to
Mym hi nsel f.

This man had been a small farner, doing not well but
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adequately, back in the years when the weather was better and the crops grew
satisfactorily. Then the government had been taken over by the Conmuni sts and Anerican aid had
stopped and the drought had come, making it im-- possible to farmeffectively. This man's farm
had not made its quotas and had been expropriated; rather than serve as a | aborer on what he had
once owned, he had joined the opposition. Many others had done the same. But the same governnent
that said it lacked the resources to hire nagic for rainnaking to save the crops seened to have
pl enty of resources to send troops to harass the com-- nmon folk who tried to stand up for their
rights.

The only weapon this man had was a spear, while the soldiers had rifles. He was hungry,
while they were well fed. But he knew he was right, while they were wong, and he had nothing | eft
to lose. His children had starved to death, and his wife had died of dysentery. He had sur --
vived only because, as part of the rebellion, he had been in a position to capture and pillage a
government outpost. He had carried two pounds of grain back to his wife, only to discover that the
weeks he had been in the field had been too long, and she was dead. Friends had taken care of the
di sposition of the body, and for that much he was grateful. He had seen what dysentery did to

others -- the pain, the vonmting, the bl ood-suffused diarrhea. The thought of seeing his wife like
that, and of being unable to help her -- no, it was better that he had been spared
t hat .

But the troops that were to cone at himl He would glory in their blood! He hoped to take
several with himbefore he died. He knew that their bullets would make holes in his body, but he
al so knew that the first shot was seldominmediately fatal. He steeled hinself to keep going, no
matter what the pain, until he could ramhis spearpoint into the eye of the eneny, and into the
eye of a second if he could, and a third. \Whatever he coul d manage before he dropped, that would
be good enough. He knew that on either side of himhis conpanions in the defense of their comobn
soil were simlarly determned. Their |ast supplies of food had been exhausted the day before, de -
- spite fractional rations; honorable death was all that renained.

Now the first soldier appeared, a head bobbing near the ground, conming toward him If only
he had a gun, he could put a bullet through it now, if he had a bullet. If he knew how to work a
gun.

The bobbi ng head was joi ned by another and a third. They were com ng rapidly; now they
were al nost upon the trench. The man braced hinself for his final effort, offering up a prayer for
the souls of his dead wife and children and for his own.

A stone flew fromthe right, striking the lead soldier on the shoulder. The hit was a
nui sance, no nore, but the soldier turned to fire at the source -- and didn't watch where his feet
were going. As a result, he stunbled right into the trench, issuing a cry of dismay as he fell.

This was so unexpected that the defender did not know what to do. He squatted there,
staring at the soldier. The soldier, disheveled but not hurt, hauled his face out of the dirt and
brought his rifle around.

Mym acted. He lifted the spear and jammed it in the soldier's exposed ear, hard. The point
broke off, for it was a flinmsy, honemade weapon, but the effort sufficed;

the sol di er gave one hoarse scream and col | apsed, bl ood welling out around the wound.

Mym st epped forward and caught the rifle. H's expe -- rienced eye identified it as of
obsol escent design, of such ancient vintage as to suggest the Czarist Enpire, but ser -- viceable
nonet hel ess. He whipped it about and fired it at the next soldier comng at the trench, holing his
heart. The soldier plunged, dead, into the trench. A third one appeared, and Mym put a bullet up
hi s nose.

Then he stood and peered out across the field. Mre soldiers were com ng, but the

defensive farners were giv -- ing a decent account of thenselves and causing the sol -- diers to
nmove with greater caution. "Take their rifles!™ Mymcalled to the trenches to either side of him
forcing his thought through the brain and nouth of his host.' 'Get the ammunition fromthe bodi es!

Qui ckly! We can hold themoff!" And he shot another soldier, by way of exanple.
"But we don't know how to use them " one farnmer protested.
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"I have figured it out!" Mymresponded. "Cone singly to my trench, and | will show you
It's not hard and it's better than dying! There may be food -- rations -- on sonme of those
bodi es!"

Food! That thought cut through to the deepest need of the hungry farners. One scranbled to
join Mym who got out new anmunition, set up his rifle, showed the nan the trigger, and gave it to
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him "Bring it back here when it's enpty," he said; it was too conplicated to explain the |oading
mechani sm

In this nmanner they soon forned a form dable cell of resistance that expanded as nore
rifles came on-line. The farmers were terrible shots, but the fact that there was return fire
caused the soldiers to | ose courage, and they began a disorderly retreat. The farners were w nning
t he

day!

Then, abruptly, it happened. The battlefield froze. No one noved. Even the bullets becane
anchored in air.

Mym | ooked about with confusion. He had not stilled the battle! How had this cone about?

Qoviously this was the reason he had been brought here -- soneone el se was using a
supernatural method to stop the battle. And that party was the eneny, for now he saw a helicopter
flying away. It was above the battle -- field, evidently too high to be affected by the stasis.
Per -- haps it had dropped a tinme bonb, freezing tine.

Mym phased out of his host, for he had to be able to nove. He was not affected by the
stasi s, because he was an Incarnation, but his host was. He touched the Sword. "Chr-Chronos," he
said, his stutter back now that he was using his own vocal equipnent.

Chronos appeared, sailing down fromthe sky, holding his glow ng Hourglass aloft. He
| anded beside Mym "You have a problem Mars?"

"When an aspect of death was used without Thanatos' approval, he objected,” Mym sang. "Now

an aspect of tine is being used without ny approval; is it with yours? If so, | nust inquire why
you choose to interfere in ny
busi ness. "

“I would not interfere," Chronos said sonewhat stiffly. "I assunmed it was your stasis.
have no nenory of such violation."
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"This is the first tine it has happened,” M/m sang.

"My nmenory is of your future,” Chronos rem nded him

Ch. "And this has not happened henceforth? It nust be a fluke."

"Hardly. The supernatural is not incurred as a fluke. Some nortal has discovered howto
interfere with tinme." And, indeed, Chronos was angry, now.

"Can you discover who has done this and elininate it?" Mymasked. "That way, you will have
no menory of it because it never happens again."

"That will be an awful chore,” Chronos grunbled. "I can deal with the discoverer of the
stasis effect when | identify him but that's a needle in a haystack."

"You can't just trace the tinme bonb itself back to its origin?"

"I will have to, though it's not the bonb I want, but the person behind it -- and that
person will be nost care -- fully hidden. There may be deliberate fal se | eads. They may not have
expected Chronos to be tracing it down, but their nundane security provisions will be devious

enough. "

Now trucks runbled up to the battle area. These ones did not freeze; they parked and
di sgorged active men. These nen advanced on the village defensive positions.

"Spot nullification!" Chronos exclainmed indignantly. "Another infringement!"

Now the strategy of it was clear to Mym The govern -- nment, having | ocated a point of
stiff resistance, had time -- bonbed it into stasis, then sent in special troops to nullify the
eneny. Already the new troops were passing anong the defenders, taking away their weapons, and
restoring themto the governnent troops. It was obvious that when the battle resuned, the
advantage woul d be all with the attackers. "That's outrageous!" Mym sang. "The de -- fenders won't
have any chance at all!"

"A mnor matter,'
prerogatives."

"Ch, forget the prerogatives!"™ Mymsnapped in song. "It's a clean device to conclude a
battle without blood -- shed. If it weren't so unfair, | would hardly be concerned."

Chronos said. "What's inportant is their infringenment of supernatura
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"Well, | amnot concerned with the 'fairness' of any -- thing as appalling as physica
conbat," Chronos retorted. "But when nortals start interfering with -- "
"I should think your effort would be better spent ar -- ranging for food for the

starving," Mymsang, nettled by this slight on his office.
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"Wthout your effort, and that of your cohorts, few would be starving," Chronos reni nded
him "Look at Fanmi ne over there, eager to reap his bitter harvest!"

"I"'mtrying to reduce his business,” Mymsang. "But there is starvation here because of
t he drought, not be -- cause of the war."

"W are drifting fromthe point,"

Chronos said. "W have a probl em here.

True. Mymdidn't want to argue with yet another In -- carnation. "I was caught by surprise
by this manifestation of the Void."
"The voi d?"

Mym smled, "My predecessor left me a book, Five Rings, that aligns the basic concepts as
G ound, Water, Fire, Wnd, and the Void. | find nyself thinking of themas the Incarnations, with

my office being the fire of War, and yours being the void of eternity -- no begi nning and no end.
It is the nost difficult concept to grasp. | nmeant no of fense."
Chronos returned the smle. "None taken. Mars. | like that concept. | shall have to | ook

at that book, unless it has ceased to exist."

"Ceased to exist?"

"To you, a book may be published at a certain date, and exists thereafter. To ne, that
sanme date represents its cessation.”

"Have no concern, Chronos! That book was written in 1645."

"Then it should indeed be available to me for some tine yet. Wien | have leisure, | shall
peruse it."

"You are wel come to borrow ny copy."

"By the time | get to it, | suspect, |I shall have to ask your predecessor."”

“"I"'msure he will agree." Mymconsidered for a no -- nment. "I think | could do sonething

to locate that nman
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you want, because | can phase into minds and | earn then -- thoughts."

Chronos brightened. "Yes, | had forgotten! If you would do that -- "

"It mght take a little time, no pun intended."”

"I can give you tine," Chronos said with a smle. "In fact, | could arrange for a shipnent
of grain to be delivered here, by changing the tinme frane."

"Then why don't | try to spot your nan, while you see to the grain?' Mym sang, pl eased.
"W can do each other some good, which is the way it should be."

"The way it should be," Chronos agreed. "But first -- " He lifted his Hourglass, and Mym
saw the trickle of sand within it change color. The noving nmen froze, joining the already-frozen
ones. There would be no action here until the Incarnations were finished.

Mym nounted his steed, and they trotted after the de -- parted helicopter. The horse
clinmbed the air as if it were a nountain; when they had sufficient elevation, Mymwas able to see
the flying machine in the distance. "Follow that scientific device," he told the horse.

Werre accel erated, churning up fleeting contrails as he gall oped. Mym wonder ed whet her any
nortals were watching this part of the sky from bel ow, what woul d they think of those cloudl ets?
But probably the divots were no nore visible than the horse and rider were. Mrtals sinply
couldn't see the supernatural, ordinarily.

They overhaul ed the helicopter and entered it. Werre stood on its deck, part of him

overlapping the wall. O course it didn't matter; the horse related only casually to the norta
worl d. Otherwi se his weight woul d have caused the helicopter to skew and | ose altitude.
Mym sat in the pilot's lap and sank into his body, phas -- ing in. Soon he was reading the

t houghts. The man had no know edge of the nature of the bonb he had dropped;

he thought it was sonme kind of gas to imobilize the eneny. Where had he picked up the
bonb? From a guarded mlitary truck that had driven onto the nmilitary airport and departed
forthwth.

Dead | ead, there. But Mym knew how a military op -- eration worked. There would have had
to be cl earance
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for that truck, and the officer in charge of airport security would know about that. So he
di sengaged fromthe pilot, renbunted Werre, and headed for the airport.

As it happened, the security officer was on one of his frequent coffee breaks when Mym
found him That was no problem Mm phased in and drank spi ked coffee with him He introduced the
t hought: What about that truck? Had the clearance been tight? Yes, it had been; that truck had
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conme directly fromthe New Devices Lab, and all was

in order.

And what did he really know about that Lab, Mym nused, inserting the thought. Well, not
much, but its clearances were of the highest nature. The General in charge of it brooked no

interference by any other de -- partnment and was a very bad nan to cross.

Mym got the name and address of the General and rode there. He didn't know how long this
woul d take, and there was a fine green |awn outside the building -- there might be a drought in
the farm ands, but they found plenty of water for the nmlitary premises -- so he turned Werre
| oose to graze and used the Sword to nove hinsel f inside.

The General was watching the battle. He had a closed -- circuit television system wth

pi ckups stationed beyond the freeze-zone, and was using his controls to switch fromone canera to
anot her. Even with tel ephoto | enses he was having trouble getting a clear picture; nothing seened
to

be happeni ng.

Mym phased in and tuned in to the General's thoughts. The man was frustrated. Cbviously
the bonb was work -- ing -- but why weren't the backup forces noving? They had nullifiers! Curse
this i nadequate equi pnent!

Mym had no synpathy for the man's frustration; he only wanted the source of the
technol ogi cal breakt hrough. He shaped a thought and adapted it to the General's train of thoughts
so that it seemed a natural bypath. Could there be some flaw in the systen? Wat did he know about
the designer? Could the man really be trusted? If the equip -- nment had sone secret liability --

The CGeneral was of a naturally paranoid turn of mnd, so this thought took hold readily.
He plunged into a review of what he knew about the somewhat oddbal | genius who

had abruptly come up with the time bonb, when the hor -- rendously financed | aboratories
of nations far, far wealth -- ier than Cush had been unable to make this breakthrough. The tine
bonb pronised to be the key to suppression of the Nubian rebels now and conquest of the world to --
morrow. But only if it worked perfectly. The individual who had devised it was, ironically, a
Nubi an hinmself, a refugee fromthe drought who had sought whatever em-- ploynent he could get and
turned out to be extraordinarily clever with el ectronics neshed with magic. No one else really
under st ood what he was doi ng; indeed, the device seened inpossible on the face of it. But they had
tested it on an isolated peaceful village, and it had worked: the villagers had remained in
absolute stasis for six hours, then abruptly resuned activity as the effect wore off. They had
been amazed at the sudden junp forward by the sun, not realizing that the world had lived through

six hours in the seem ng blink of an eye. Then cane the com-- panion discovery -- how to protect
men fromthe stasis. That had worked too.
But now they were using both for the first time in the field -- and sonet hing was w ong.

The protected troops seened to have succunbed the same as the unprotected ones. If this were
betrayal --

Mym phased out, having gotten what he wanted -- the identity of the scientist who had made
t he breakt hrough. The General had no notion of the technology; all he knew was that the devices
worked -- up to a point. The scientist was the real key.

The nan was not in the |ab today. He had been granted | eave to work at honme, because that
was where he worked best. They had tried to keep himat the lab full tine, but that had led to no
acconpl i shments. Because the erratic genius was his, they had to let the man operate in his own
f ashi on.

Mym went to the man's hone. It was unpretentious, not even in the better section of the
city.

The nman | ooked just |ike an unenployed farner. He was in patched, baggy clothes and he was
asl eep on his battered couch. This was the genius scientist?

Mym hesitated. Should he try to phase in to the sleeping man? He had never tried that

bef ore.
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He lay on the man, sank into him and phased in. He was getting expert at positioning
himself so that all senses aligned, but still it always took a while to get the conplete m nd
tuned in. The mind was nuch nore than the physical brain, and the brain was no sinple nass of
tissue! Each brain had its own idiosyncratic patterns, no two even re -- notely simlar in the
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cellular detail of the routines, and he sinply had to discover the way of each one by guess and
error.
And this one was different, not in configuration, but because it was asleep. Sleep was a

whol e new node. Fur -- thernore, it was dreaming. It was hard enough to adjust to the particular
brain and m nd, but harder yet to grasp that alternate reality that was the dream state. Sone folk
presuned that dreans were sinply an alternate con -- sciousness, governed by the same rules as

those of the waking state, as if the person nmerely stopped fromone roominto another. It was not
so!

Mym was the man -- and the man was wal ki ng through a section of a park. There was an
overhanging tree, its branch seenming very |arge and heavy. Then there was a face, the face of a
wonan, eclipsing the tree; in fact the tree was gone, sloughed off wi thout further attention. The

wormean was the man's nother. But she was dead -- and now there was a gravesite, and across it
wal ked a bird of some sort. And now a bow of rice, but there was not enough; the bow was al nost
enpty. Menory of hunger surged up -- years of hunger. A dog appeared -- and a stone flung out,

catching the dog on the runp, and it ran away. Anger; the aninmal had escaped. Poor aim the stone
shoul d have struck its head, knocking it out. Water, a large | ake, remenbered fromlong ago, a
wonder redou -- bled in this tine of drought.

Mymrealized that he was seeing the cuttings froman idling consciousness -- those
sni ppets of information and menory and feeling that bobble about just below the sur -- face of
thought, as if awaiting their opportunity to be drawn to full exam nation, and sonetimes breaking
t hrough when the critical mind was relaxing. The con -- scious nmind tried to make sense of these
al nost-random bits, formng theminto dreans, but that sense was non -- sense, like fornmng a
story fromrandom words, neaning sonetinmes seemng to nanifest, but illusory. He could not afford
to drift along with this; he had to discover how this man had nade the tinme bonb breakthroughs.

So he inserted his own thought of the bonb and watched while it had its effect on the
nmel ange. The bomb -- a dream in this case a dreamwithin a dream a menory of that. Sleep, and
dream of hearing a call and wal king toward it and discovering a door in the wall, one that had not
been there before. Opening that door, en -- tering a passage with a glow at the far end. This was
work -- ing beautifully; it was a fam liar nenory, that played itself off when triggered. Wl king
toward that glow, discovering it to emanate froma book. Success, witten in some un -- known
| anguage, but in the dreamhe could read it as if it were his own, realizing that the pages of
this book con -- tained all that a man m ght need to know about inproving his condition. He put
his hand to the cover -- and drew it away, for the cover was burning hot. Indeed, flanmes sur --
rounded the volune; it was fromthemthat the glow cane. But he knew that there was no other way
to read the book, and that if he did not do so now, he m ght never have another chance. So he
nerved hinsel f and touched the cover again, and lifted it, and the flame w apped about his hand
and burned it hideously, destroying it, but now the book was open, and there were the words that
woul d facilitate his destiny of success. And they were the words of the fornula for the tinme bonb.

He read them though he was illiterate, and they burned their inpressions on the inner
surface of his skull, never to be forgotten. He retreated and in a nonment he was back in his own
room The dream faded out, and his hand was whol e again, but the seared image in his skul
remai ned.

Mym pondered, slightly shaken by the intensity of this borrowed experience. He was not
illiterate; that was the farmer. But what was the true source of the information? The farmer could
not have developed it fromhis own sub -- conscious; the/ technical information was far too
sophi sti cat ed.

But the fornula for the tinme bonb was only part of it. Wat of the spot nullifier?
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Mym nudged the sl eeper toward that, and the renmem-- bered dreamreturned. It was simlar
to the first. The call cane in the dreamwi thin a dream and the door in the wall appeared. He
entered and wal ked down the sinister passage -- and his right hand becane a charred nass, its
mal ady restored. He came to the dread book. Success, the alien word intelligible even to the
illiterate, fire reach -- ing up fromit. The right hand was usel ess; he had to use the left to
lift the cover, and when he did that, the flame scorched it into charcoal. But the words were
there, dif -- ferent words, and the fire of their formulation reached in through his eyeballs and
singed their inprints on the in -- terior of his skull. Now he possessed the nullifier, and the

nmagi ¢ was conpl et e.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%204%20-%20Wielding%20A%20Red%20Sword.txt (78 of 149) [1/19/03 8:14:27 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%204%620-%20Wi el ding%20A %20Red%20Sword.txt

He backed away and energed again, and once nore his hands were restored, and he was awake,
with the letters of fire against his pulsing brain. All he had to do was repeat those twin
formulas to those who could interpret and apply them and success was his.

Mym knew that the man had done so. He now had the excellent |life he had desired. Yet now
that he had it, it seened sonehow i nadequate. He could not tell anyone beyond the secret project
of his significance, because that would nake hima target for eneny agents, so he had to pretend
to be no nore than a sinple farner who had cone into wealth. That was unsatisfying. He desired
acclaim He wanted beautiful wonen to seek himfor his personal attributes and charm He wanted
the heads of state to consult him to take him seriously, and to conpliment him

on his know edge.

Mym recogni zed the problem The farner had been bit -- ten by the wormof desire for fane
and could not be sat -- isfied with only part of it. He was driven to seek nore

than he had, nore than success.

Perhaps stirred by Mym s realization, the dreamer en -- tered a new phase. The dream

wi thin a dream for med.

"I wouldn't do that," Mymsaid in the dream But the dreaner shrugged himoff. The worm of
anbition was too strong; its poison had spread too far. It could not be

denied.. Mymwi thdrew hinmself fromthe dreaner. He watched

as the man made wal king notions with his |egs, and door -- opening notions with his hands.
Then nmore wal king -- and the two hands curled up as if de-nerved, beconing usel ess cl aws.

There was a pause, and Mymrealized why; the man was trying to figure out how to open the
magi ¢ vol ume of Success when both his hands were usel ess husks. After a nmonment, one |leg stirred;
he was lifting the cover with a toe.

Mym did not stay. He could see the progression: each additional piece of information would
cost a part of the body. After both feet were gone, the man woul d have to open the book with his
teeth, and his head would be in -- cinerated. That would be the end of him his nundane body mi ght
seem unchanged, but his mnd woul d be dead.

Mym sunmoned Werre, nounted, and returned to the site of the battle. Chronos was there,
wai ting for him

"I thought you were going to go facilitate a shipnent of grain!" Mymsang, half-
chal | engi ngly.

"I did -- last week," Chronos replied.

"But it has only been a few hours!"

"You forget ny nature.”

Now Mym r emenbered Chronos was the Incarnation of Tine. Chronos could step into | ast week
and return to the present. "Were is the shipnment, then?"

Chronos sighed. "I did what | could do, but found nmy -- self bal ked by a greater power."

"What power is that?" Mym asked, al arned.

"Human corruption.” And Chronos explained. He had found the bottl eneck, manifested, and by
dint of sonme fast talking gotten the train noving toward its destination -- only to have it held
up at the next station by officials who were deternmined to collect a decimating tax on its wares.
This was a relief train, not taxable, but they affected not to understand that, and unl oaded a
segrment of its cargo. The sanme thing happened further down the Iine. At every stop, nore was
taken, until the train was enpty -- before reaching its destination. Corrupt officials had stolen
the entire cargo. Against this, Chronos was powerless; he could nmanipulate tinme, but time was not
the problem here. Human greed was. Greed had defeated Tine. The grain
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was now being sold on the black market; none of it would reach the starving folk for whom
it had been intended.

"But the governnent!" Mym protested. "It should be protecting the train, not robbing it!"

" "When the train is destined for a segnent of the country that is in rebellion against
t hat gover nnent ?" Chronos

asked.

There, of course, was the underlying reason. The gov -- ernnent would not pernit a
rebel i ous province to be fed, for that could strengthen the rebellion. So it permtted the

graft while protesting innocence.

Mym cl enched his fist. "There is justification in war!" he sang. "To abolish governnents
li ke that!"
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"Perhaps so," Chronos agreed. "It is athesis you have

made to ne before.™

"I have?" Mym asked, startled.

Chronos smiled. "In future years, your framework." Then he frowned. "I regret | have not
fulfilled my part of the bargain. Therefore if you -- "

"No, you made an honest effort," Mymsang. He was |earning nore about the linmtations of

the I ncarnations when nmeddling in human affairs. Mrtals could be so de -- terninedly short-
si ghted and w ong- headed! Were they really worth hel ping? "I have di scovered the source of the
t echnol ogi cal breakthroughs on the mani pulation of tinme -- or part of it. A nan had a series of

visions or dreans that revealed the key formulas to him Elinmnate that man slightly before he
elimnates hinself, and there will be no breakthroughs."

"Not a scientist?" Chronos asked, surprised.

"Not a scientist. He dreanms of a special chanmber in which is a fiery book | abel ed Success,
and it bunms hi mwhen he takes the information."

Chronos frowned. "All in a vision? That seens

famliar."

"Ch? How?"

Chronos shook his head. "I -- suspect | should not bur -- den you with my conjecture, as
am drawi ng on nmenories in your future. Let ne just say that | am not sangui ne

about this." Mym sagged. Chronos' incidental revel ations about
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drop.
But what was he to do about the battle that remained frozen? He chewed on his lip as he
| ooked out over it.

"Do not be concerned," Chronos said. "When | elim -- nate the breakthrough, none of this
wi || have happened. You may supervise the battle as you choose.”

Mym wasn't sure quite how that would work, but was willing to find out. "Very well." He
described the lo -- cation of the key nman

Abruptly the battle resunmed -- but not as it had been. This tinme the defending farnmers

were getting the best of it, and no time bonb dropped.

"You prefer this?" Chronos inquired.

Qovi ously the man had been at work, traveling back and forth in time. Now reality had
changed, at least for this region. The breakthrough had never happened.

Mym shook his head. "I think | have had enough of battle for today -- even if none of it
happened. |'m going home."

"This is the way it often is in nmy donmin," Chronos said.

Mym wonder ed how the man naintained his sanity. Who could guess what convol uti ons Chronos
had en -- dured -- that never happened? He nade a gesture of ca -- maraderie and nmounted Werre.

-- 12 --

GAEA

Rapture was away increasingly as tine passed. She was very positive about her nortal job
and seened to be doing well, but it apparently nade consi derabl e demands on her. Mymwas gl ad t hat
she had adjusted so well, but the fre -- quent nights al one bothered him

Naturally Lila was avail able. Wien he couldn't sleep, he took wal ks in the garden, and she
was al ways there. O course she was ready, willing, and able to serve as his # concubine, but a
conpl ex of considerations prevented himfromexercising this option. For one thing, she was from
Hell, and he still distrusted the creatures of Satan on general principle. For another, he was
becom ng un -- certain of Rapture, and that nmade himless rather than nore inclined to use another
worman. Had Rapture been solidly established and pregnant, it would have been vir -- tually his
duty to use a concubine, so as not to place de -- nands on the bearer of his Heir; as it was, a
concubi ne was premature. H s seed needed to be saved for the Heir, rather than expended
frivolously. So to use a concubine at this stage might be to suggest that he did not desire
Rapture or seek an Heir, and that was not the case. Also, and this was an insidi ous consideration
he was not certain
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that Lila was a virgin. It was, of course, necessary for a man to know a nunber of womnen,
as no single wonan could provide essential variety, but it was inportant that a woman know only
one man. It would dermean his princely heritage if he were to consort with an unchaste worman. The
creatures of Satan, by all accounts, were of questionable pedigree, and their forns here in the
spirit realmwere nalleable, so Lila well mght be a pseudo -- virgin

H s pride kept himfrom making application to the Pur -- gatory front office for a
| egi ti mat e concubi ne, because of the problemw th Rapture. Thus he was caught w thout adequate
service in this respect. That was what made Lila so infernally tenpting, as well she knew

"Al one yet again tonight?" she inquired dulcetly, ap -- pearing ahead of him as he passed
the copul ating statue. "Maybe you should bring your fiancee back here."
"Where she can be corrupted by your occidental no -- tions of ferale suffrage!" Mym

snhapped. As always, he found pleasure in the ability to speak without stuttering, here.

"But Mym she's a nortal," Lila said. "You brought her out of her oriental situation and
pl anted her in the West. Things are different here. Wnen are supposed to have m nds of their
own. "

"For what ?" he denanded. "Rapture was already well -- versed in what she needed to know. "

"For pleasing a nman and bearing a son," she agreed. "But what about her own fulfill nment?"
She stretched her arns out and up, so that her gown opened in front to reveal the perfect gl obes

of her breasts, lifting with her notion. She was very like a statue in contour

"That is her owmn fulfillnment!" he retorted.

"Not in this hem sphere,” she said, coincidentally touching one of her own. "It would be
grand for a creature like nme, but not for a nortal |ike her. She needs to assert herself, to

branch out, to explore her larger potential."

"So speaks a creature of Hell."

“I may be damed, Mym but |'mnot ignorant. | have | earned comon sense the hard way."
She bent to adjust her fastenings, in the process exposing one leg up through the plush buttock
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"Not as | see it!" he said, and strode out of the garden. But alone in bed, he did curse
hi msel f for foolishness. Way should he allow the words of a Hell-slut to bother hin The opinions
of women mattered little, and those of a pseudo-woman even | ess. Wiay hadn't he sinply used her for
her explicit purpose and not listened to her at all? Discussion, after all, was no necessary part
of sexua

ful fill ment.

O course he could return to the garden and do that now or sinmply summon Lila here to the
castle. He could do anything he wanted with her and bani sh her without no -- tice. That was the
obvi ous and sensi bl e course. That flesh she had arranged to show him-- he knew that though she
was of the spirit world, that body would feel conpletely solid and alive. She was, indeed,
designed to satisfy the lust of a man.

But that would nean a kind of capitulation, and that he could not abide. So he suffered
al one. He was Mars, an Incarnation, dedicated to settling the quarrels of nortals efficiently, yet
he could not settle his own.

When Rapture showed up again, the change was nore apparent. She was not satisfied to
remain placidly in bed;

she wanted to converse about unrelated things. She was full of detail about the students
she was hel ping to educate and their interest in the quaint custons of the Orient, where science
was little practiced. She now had classes at all levels, ranging fromadult to juvenile. She |oved
t he experience of independence, of being able to nake de -- cisions based purely on her own
preferences. She was devel opi ng a confidence in herself and her individual worth she had never
bef ore experienced. She was ac -- quiring an occidental wardrobe, so that she could avoid being
taken for an Indian at tinmes when she preferred to be herself. She even wore jeans in public.

"What ?" Mym denanded.

"Trousers fashioned of denimnmaterial, blue in hue," she explained. "Very conveni ent and
confortable

for -- " "For |aborers!" he exclained in singsong. "Not for

princesses!™

"I amno longer a princess,"” she rem nded him quite undi sturbed by the denpotion

1/ "1 have seen the occidental wonen in those abom -- nations!" he sang. "Their
posteriors practically rip open the fabric!"

"Yes, that is one of the appealing aspects," she agreed.
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"For every passing nmale to see!" he concl uded indignantly.

"They don't object," she pointed out. "In fact, | have received sone conplinments."

"You are ny worman!" he raged. "Only | should see such detail in you!"

She | aughed. "Were do you think you we, Myn? In archaic India? In the western world, the
wealth is shared."

"Are you sure you haven't been talking with the denpness?"

"Lila? No, | haven't seen her since | noved to the nortal realm But | have been | earning
about the real world, Mym"

"I think you had better resign that job and return here."

"I will do no such thing!" she exclainmed. "I amsu -- prenely happy with ny newlife. For
the first tinme, | feel genuinely independent and useful, and | know they need ne at the nmuseum "

"I need you heref

"Ch, pooh! You have everything you need without nme.

"I do not! | spend too many ni ghts al one."

"Al one? What happened to Lil a?"

"l haven't touched her."

"Whyever not, Myn®? She's your concubine."

"I don't want a concubine, | want you!"

She sniled. "That's sweet. But no need to go to ex -- trenes. When |'mnot here, use the
dammed concubi ne. "

Mym was shocked, at her |anguage as nuch as her sen -- timent. He wasn't certain whether
she was swearing in the occidental fashion, or referring to the status of a crea -- ture of Hell
or bot h.

"Well, let's get this over with," Rapture said, and noved her beautiful body against him
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Get this over with? What did that inply? But he realized that further dial ogue night only
result in his having to spend another night alone, so he let it pass.

The busi ness of Mars becane routine. Mymremained somewhat dissatisfied with the details
of it and with the passions of the | esser Incarnations he had to associate with, but he was
satisfied that, to an increasing extent, he was bringing war under control and permtting it to
wreak | ess havoc anpong the nortals than woul d have been the case w thout his supervision. There
wer e i ndeed causes that deserved pronotion and that could achieve it only by violence. Var
properly managed, was certainly better than the alternatives of oppression or disposses -- sion
But how nmuch better it would be if the causes of war did not exist! If nortal man could sinply
exi st in peace and harnmony and plenty, requiring no Incarnation to supervise his violence.

But the nortal realmwas as it was, and human nature was intractable. Therefore the
various Incarnations were required, and Mymwas satisfied to performthis neces -- sary office. It
was not his job that bothered him but his

hone |ife. That proceeded fromunsatisfying to disastrous, in a

singl e step.

Rapt ure appeared and dropped it on him "Mym |I'm/leaving you," she said abruptly.

"W w w what ?"

"I have found a nice nortal man, and |I'm going to nove

inwith him"

"Y-y-y -- " Mymrenenbered his singsong and in -- voked it. "You're marrying a nortal ?"

"No. | amnoving inwith him If it works out, then maybe I'Il marry him but there are no
commitments yet." "But you are nmy worman!" Mym protested. "Not any nmore, Mym" she said. "W have
grown apart, since you became Mars; you have your life, and | have found nmine. It is best that we
recogni ze this and take proper action now. "

"I won't let you go!" he protested. "I love you!" "What will you do -- nake war on ne?"
She snil ed
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conpassi onately. "Mym you never |oved me; you loved ny body and ny conpl ete dependence on

you. | | oved your appreciation of ne. But | don't |ove your present position, and if | amto be a
sex object, | prefer to be it as an independent agent. So it is better with John than it is with
you, and | amsinply recognizing that fact. | hope this parting of our ways can be am cable, but

am cable or not, it is occurring."
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If Rapture had been dependent, she was so no nore! Mymwas so angry at this betrayal that
he coul d not even speak in singsong.

"Well, farewell,"” she said, and turned and wal ked away. Now Mym saw Thanatos in the
adj acent chanber, ready to convey Rapture back to the realmof the nortals. She had cone only to
i nform Mym of her deci sion.

Mym tasted blood in his nouth. In his rage he had bitten his tongue. Now that bl ood was
triggering a rage of a different nature. He would deal with this "John" others!

He grasped the Red Sword and willed hinself to the nortal realm He knew where Rapture
wor ked and where she lived; fromthere he should be able to trace this nortal nan John.

But then he paused. Was he, the Incarnation of War, to exert his power in a purely
sel fish, negative way? To hurt the one he |oved, or had |oved, or thought he had | oved? How nuch

of his ideal of peace would he be spreading that way? And this John -- surely an innocent young
man, for Rapture would not have told a nortal about her relation to an immortal. A man who |iked
Rap -- ture very well, who probably needed her nore than she needed him and wanted to get to know

her as well as he coul d.

Mym reversed his course. No, he had no need and no desire to hurt Rapture or her friend.
He woul d set the exanmple that he wi shed nortals would follow and accept the inevitable wth what
grace he could nuster.

He returned to his castle and wal ked in the garden, severely out of sorts. It was true
that he and Rapture had been growi ng apart, and her initiative had been valid. But he had
di scovered the joy of loving and being loved with Orb and redi scovered it with Rapture; he could
no | onger count enance bei ng al one.
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O b. Wiere was she now?

Lil a appeared. "So she dunped you," she said.

Dam her! Except that she was al ready damed. "No thanks to you, denoness," he said.

"She wasn't right for you anyway," Lila said. "Maybe she was when you were playing the
Prince-Princess game anong the nmortals, but not for this situation. You need a woman who
under st ands about Incarnations.”

“True. | shall |ook for one."

She sniled, inhaling. She now wore one of her trans -- lucent outfits that were nore
maddeni ngly suggestive than full nudity would have been. "No nortal will do, Mym You need one who
is committed to the Afterlife."”

"Thanat os seens to do well enough with a nortal ."

"Thanatos has a quite remarkable nortal. There is not

anot her |ike Luna."

"You err, denpness. There is her cousin Orb." Lila shrugged el oquently. "That's right. You
had an

affair with her, didn't you! But that's |long over, and you

can't go back." "lI'mnot so sure. | |loved her before, and she |oved ne.

| could | ove her again."

Lila paced in front of him allowing her flesh to quiver provocatively. "You finished that
rel ati onshi p when you deserted her for another wonan."

"That was not mny choice!"

"Neverthel ess, you left her in a rather difficult situa -- tion. You see, she was gravid."

"Gravi d?"

"Wth child. It happens to nortals, you know. "

"Pregnant ? She couldn't have been!"

"Verify it in Fate's threads, Mym She was carrying your baby girl and she bore her after
you |l eft and gave her up for adoption. That rather finished that aspect of your romance. | doubt
very nuch that she would choose to go through that again."

"But she never said anything to ne!"

"She didn't know it when you deserted her."

Mym was stricken. "If | had known!"

"Fortunately, creatures of the Afterlife don't get gravid. Wth them it's all pleasure,
no consequence. So
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why don't you becone sensible and do what you have been longing to do for so | ong?" She
shi mered, and her clothing dissolved into nist. She opened her arnms. "I can be nost
accomodating, Mym and | rmake no demands."

He | ooked at her. This creature of Hell seened on the verge of victory at |ast. Her body
was beautiful, but her nature denonic. He trusted her to serve her nmaster, and her master was
Sat an

He tasted the blood in his nouth again. This tinme he let the berserker reflex take over.

Abruptly he was nmoving. His great Red Sword was out and whistling. It |opped off her head.
The head flew up, its face surprised; the body remai ned standing. There was no bl ood.

The Sword whistled back. It |opped off the upper arns and the top of the torso cleanly at
the Iine of the breasts. The shoul ders rose, and the neck and the tops of the two breasts, also
bl oodl essly. The nether sections of the breasts resenbled two bows filled precisely level with
gray stuffing. Both sections of that bosom were expand -- ing, for Lila had been inhaling at the
monent of his attack.

Again the Sword passed through, severing the body at the slender waist. And again, at the
genital region, and at the knees. Five swift cuts, and the body was tunbling in six major
segnments, which in turn were fragnenting as the separate arns and legs fell skew In a nonment
there was sinply a collection of itens on the ground.

“I'n this manner, too, | amready to serve you," the head said. It was lying to the side,
where it had bounced and rolled. The truncated neck was up, th? face inverted.

"I just want to be rid of you!™ Mymgritted.

"Then stuff my parts in a trunk and ship it straight to Hell," the head said.

"I have no trunk." Mymwas |ooking at his Sword and finding no blood on the blade. H's
berserker rage had faded, being replaced by benusenent. He had known that denons differed from
peopl e, but had not been quite pre -- pared for this.

"Use the base of the statue."

Mym went to the copul ati ng statue and hacked off its figures. The pedestal now mani fested
as a holl ow cham - -
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ber. He sheathed the Sword and westled this zip. It was indeed about the configuration of
a coffin.

He picked up a piece of torso and dunped it in the chest. The piece was |ike warm wax,
firmbut slightly soft, the flat cut side no different fromthe exterior. Cbviously Lila had had
no di gestive apparatus, no circulatory sys -- tem and no respiratory system She was sinply a
shape formed of pseudo-flesh, a body wi thout a person

Yet she had wal ked and tal ked and seened alive. She had sewn nischief with Rapture, and
much of what she said nmade infernal sense. She was not a person, ob -- viously -- yet she was al so
not inanimate matter. Wat,

then, was she?

He paused, with the upper and | ower sections of a leg. He tried fitting them together
They fused, forming the

fall |eg.

"You may put ne together again if you wish,” the head said. "One nore section, and you
will be reaching inter -- esting territory."

Mym dropped the leg into the chest. He picked up the pieces of the other leg, and the
arns. Then he got to the section of the torso fromthe waist to the nmid-bosom It was amazi ng how
full and firmthose half breasts were,

as far as they went.

"Or you could reassenble just that portion of me you wish to use,"” the head suggested.

He dunped the half bust in. "I prefer a genuine
woman. "
"A genui ne wonan woul d dunmp you in favor of a nor -- tal nan," the head retorted. "Here in

the Afterlife, you need a woman of the Afterlife.”

There was that insidious |logic of hers. Wat she said nmade nore sense than he cared to
accept. He had to try to refute it. "I amnot of the Afterlife; | ama nortal in tenporary
residence. | need a woman in simlar

ci rcumst ance. "
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"That, too, can be provided," the head said. Mymfinished dunping the rest of the body in
the chest, but hesitated to pick up the head itself. So he talked to it a nonment nore. "How can
such a thing be provided?" "You could take up with a femal e Incarnation. The

youngest aspect of Fate, called dotho, is known to be obliging."

Mym vi sual i zed the young, pretty Oriental, Cotho. The notion appeal ed. But then he

renenbered the far nore mature Lachesis, actually the same Incarnation in differ -- ent form
Surely the minds of Fate were the same, though the body changed. In that sense, she was no better
than the denpness. A young and innocent body with an ex -- perienced and cynical nind was not what

a man really desired in a worman. Al so, Fate surely had associations of her own and woul d not
necessarily be eager to take up with a man like him

"Then there's -- but, of course, you wouldn't be inter -- ested in her," the head
remar ked

An obvious ploy! But Mymstill was not eager to pick up the tal king head, so he accepted
the ploy. "Who?"

"She's a dansel, a princess, locked in a castle of frozen mist, unable to escape because
no one cares about her. But, of course, that's none of your business."

"Who is she?"

"Her nane's Ligeia. But --

"Why was she put there?"

"I't's her penalty for the mschief she did inlife."

"Ch -- she's anot her denoness."

"No. She's a dammed soul ."

"There's a distinction?"

The head | aughed. "Certainly there is! Denons are creatures of Hell, who serve My Lord
Satan inplicitly. They are constructs of ether with no living processes, exactly as you see in ny
flesh here. Souls are the imortal essences of nortal beings; they share the consci ousness,
intellects, and feelings of nortals, but no | onger have nmor -- tal existence.”

"Like the staff of the Castle of War," Mym agreed. "But since they aren't nortals, they
are hopelessly com-- mitted to the Afterlife and are no better for my purpose than are you
denons. "

"True. But Ligeia is a special case. She was inproperly dammed, and if she could only get
a fair hearing, she mght be reclassified."

"Why can't she get a hearing?"

180 Welding a Red Sword

"A. fair hearing. There are hearings aplenty in Hell, but they aren't fair. Every time she
tries to present her case, they laugh at her. She nust be pretty upset by now. | think she'd
really be appreciative if sonmeone with sone power were to take up her case. But of course, if she
got her fair hearing, and won reprieve, she'd only go to Heaven, so that would be the end of that.
There's no point in soneone |ike you getting involved with her."

Mymwas sure by Lila's attitude that she wanted himto get involved with Ligeia, so he
reacted negatively. "I agree," he said, and caught up a trailing strand of hair and lifted the
head by it and swung it into the chest. "Now

how do | ship this to Hell?"

"Sinply address it for the destination,” the head said. The words were sonewhat nuffled,
because the face was

now down.

"To Hell with you!" Mym sai d.

The chest and its contents exploded. A dense cloud of snoke puffed out. When it
di ssi pated, the chest was gone.

The next call for the supervision of Mars was in Ireland. Wien Mymarrived with his grim

ent ourage, he surveyed the situation in his usual fashion and |earned that the H b -- ernian Arny,
a revol utionary organi zation, had used gene-splicing technology to devel op a virus that affected
only Protestants. They were about to | oose a plague that would either kill or greatly debilitate

those it infected. The HA woul d not even have to fight; they would sinply take over after the
pl ague had done its grisly work.

"I'sn'"t this phenonenal!" the Incarnation of Pestilence exclained. "It has been | ong since
I have had the op -- portunity to supervise a dread pl ague!"
"CGene-splicing," Mymnurnured thoughtfully. "I have a feeling Gaea will be on this, if |
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don't check it with her first." He put a hold on the action, nounted Werre, and headed for the
resi dence of the Incarnation of Nature.

But when they reached the Green Mother's estate in Purgatory, they encountered an enornous
noat that shielded it fromintrusion. Mymsought to have Werre sinply hurdle it or trot across it,
but the pal omino shied away.
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"What is this?' Mymasked the horse. "There is noth -- ing in the world that you can't
traverse."

But Werre sinply neighed in negation. Mymrenem-- bered that this was not the world; it
was Purgatory, a region of different rules. This npat m ght be enchanted to bal k equi nes.

He di smounted and stepped to the bank. Immediately a weird sort offish swam cl ose. No, not
a fish; it had the legs and | ower torso of a man. But above the waistline it possessed the fins
and gills of a fish, and its nouth was full of teeth.

" A mannmer, Mym rmur mur ed. He had never seen one in the flesh before, but there was no
m staking the cross -- breed. A nmerman had the top section of a man and the tail of a fish; the
manner was the opposite. Wiile it was possible to get along with nmernmen and mermai ds, and mai dners
could be tolerably good conpany if one's in -- terest was not in faces, manners were said to have
the worst elenents of each species. They were brainlessly vicious, existing only to tear apart
victims.

Mym made as if to touch the water with his boot, and the manner snapped at it so violently
that a spray of water and sparks went up. No question, this nonster meant business.

He pondered, then touched the Sword. "Gaea," he sang.

The wonman did not appear. Instead a colorful parrot flewin. "Wio seeks? Who seeks?" the
bird denanded.

"Mars seeks Gaea," Mymreplied, annoyed.

"Prove it! Prove it!" the parrot squawked

"You birdbrain, don't you see nme?"

"I see a hundred |ike you every day,
pester ny mstress."

A hundred i ke hima day? Suddenly Mymrealized that Satan was up to nore mschief, trying
toinfiltrate his denobn nminions into Nature's domain by inmtating the In -- carnations. No wonder
Gaea had instituted defensive neasures. "Go tell Gaea and she can verify for herself ny validity."

"The Green Mdther is busy with her own concerns;

she can not waste her tinme exposing every inposter.™

the parrot re -- plied. "All fakes sent by Satan to
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That, too, made sense. "How can | prove ny identity to you, so that you will advise her of
ny presence?"

"Get in to see her yourself,'
And it flew away.

Mym si ghed. Ri ght when he needed to consult with Gaea, Satan had set up an interference
pattern. Unfor -- tunate tining

Unf ortunat e? No, maybe Satan had planned it that way, to prevent Mymfrom conpleting the
consul tation, so that Gaea would not be alerted, and the plague would not be halted before it
ravaged the Protestants.

That neant that it was doubly inportant that he get through. He was really opposing Satan,
not CGaea.

But the manner waited with eager teeth. Though Mym knew hinself to be invulnerable to
nmortal attack, he was not at all sure about the present situation. If an inmortal were
i nvul nerable to the teeth of the manmer, the denmons woul d be able to get through. Certainly Wrre
didn't trust his flesh to that water, and there was evidently a spell to prevent the horse from
| eaping or flying over the nbat. Mymdidn't care to risk his flesh that way.

Well, he could still pass. He drew the Red Sword. "I regret this, Mnmer," he said. "But
I"mgoing to have to

slay you in order to pass."

the parrot squawked. "Only a true Incarnation can do that."

But still he hesitated. Denons could w eld swords, tocf, and would certainly be wlling.
Wiy hadn't they done so?
The nore he considered, the | ess easy he becane. Fi -- nally he picked up a | oose stone

and threw it across the
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nmoat. At the far bank, the stone expl oded. Sonething had

destroyed it.

That sonmething was apt to do the sanme thing to a man or a denon. Again, it wasn't worth
risking. Also, he really didn't want to slay a creature, the manner, who was only doing the job it
had been assi gned.

But how was he supposed to pass, if a demon could not? There had to be a way, or this was
no valid test for

his identity.

He considered, and deci ded that he woul d have to do sone perhaps unpl easant research. He
got down beside the water and, when the nmanner snapped at him he put
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one di scorporate hand into the creature itself. Startled, the fishman paused in place, and
Mym dropped the rest of his body onto it and into it. His arns aligned with the fins, his head
with its head, his legs with its |l egs. He had phased in, physically.

He adjusted his brain, getting it aligned with the brain of the nonster. He had becone
acconplished at this ma -- neuver, but this was a special challenge, for this was the brain
ofafish. Only the nost primtive aspects of his brain could align properly; there sinply was no
hi gher center in the fish's head to match his own.

Fortunately very little identification was required. The instructions for the manmer were
uppernost in its linmted mind, and Mymassinm | ated them before he got fairly into the rest of the
creature's identity.

There was a grating in the bottom of the noat. Wen the water turned cloudy, that grating
becane perneabl e;

it was possible to swmthrough it. OF course Cutefoot woul d consune any person or
creature who tried -- except for the one who addressed himby his nane. That one, and that one
only, he would suffer to pass.

That sufficed. Mymw thdrew fromthe mannmer and spl ashed through the water, back to shore.
It took the manmer a nonent to realize that sonmeone was there; then he acted. But Mym was al r eady
scranbling cl ear

Werre was waiting for him "Loyal steed, | nust pro -- ceed alone fromthis point," Mm
informed him "Return to the Castle of War; | will summon you when ny business here is done."

Werre nei ghed, wheel ed about, and gall oped away. That was one intelligent steed; the like
hardly existed in the nortal realm Mmrealized that this was a significant part of what he |iked

about this office -- the possession of truly conpetent accoutrenents |ike the Sword and War horse
Mym gazed into the noat. Yes, deep down he spied the grate; the water was clear, so he
could see it. Al he had to do was wait until it clouded.

There was the sound of hooves. Mym gl anced back, and saw a gol den pal omi no appr oachi ng,
bearing a golden -- cl oaked rider
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That was Mars! Rather, it was a denopn disguised as Mars; Mymwas in a position to know
that it was not the genuine Incarnation. He had better get past this noat be -- fore the denon
arrived.

But the water remained clear. He could not afford to enter it yet. He could stop the
manner by speaking his nane, but would not be able to pass the grate. He had to

wai t .

Anot her figure galloped up, just like the first. The parrot had been correct: there were
denmons all over. No wonder the Green Mdther had gotten fed up with it. He had to nove on through

before a crowmd of them gathered and made that inpossible. But still the water was clear.

The first denon arrived. "Ho, miscreant!" it cried chal -- lengingly. "Dare you assune ny
i mage? Begone,

i nposter!"

The sheer audacity of this challenge put Myminto an instant rage. Suddenly the Red Sword
was in his hand and whistling through the air. The denon-horse's head flew off, then a segment of
its neck, then the top half of the rider. As with Lila, there was not blood; it was as if the
sections had been fashioned separately and set together, and now were falling apart again. The
denon' s upper body splashed into the npat and sank

The water swirled as the manner went after the frag -- nent. The vicious teeth slashed
out, cutting the denon substance into | esser fragnents. The action noved down as the fragnents
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sank; the manmer meant to consune it all. The nmuck of the bottomwas stirred up, clouding the

wat er.

"Ho, miscreant!"” the second denon chall enged. Mym | ooked up. The thing was chargi ng down
on him

sword swinging. Behind it, three nore were coning, al

identical. Dam them Literally! Mymlifted the Sword -- and

paused.

The water of the noat was cl oudy.

He turned, sheathing the sword. He dived into the water. "Cutefoot!"” he cried just before
he spl ashed.

The nmanner froze in place, letting himpass. He stroked down to the nether grate and
through it, the bars seening
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i nsubstantial. He passed into a submarine cave that ex -- tended forward.

There was no surface here, so he could not take a breath, but he was in no disconfort. He
realized that as an Incarnation he could not drown, for he could not be killed. Breathing was now
nmere reflex and conveni ence, as was eating.

In due course, the cavern surfaced, and he energed into the garden estate of the G een
Mother. It was lovely. Shrubs and trees of every description flourished, and fl owers abounded.
Squirrels junped frombranch to branch, and a chi prmunk ni bbled at a nut atop a boul der. This would
be'a nost pleasant place sinply to renain.

But he had business. Mymforged on, following a path that led toward the center of the
estate.

Soon he cane to a narrowi ng of the way. Rocks rose up on either side, squeezing the path
between them In the center of the narrowest section stood a small 1izard.

Mym paused. There was sonething about that little creature. It was not afraid of him and
it eyed himwith a disturbing alertness. It was dull red, actually rather pretty, and rem nded him
of --

O fire. This was not necessarily any lizard; it could be a sal amander.

He reached to the side and found a section of an old branch. He heaved this toward the
creature.

The tiny reptile leaped up to intercept the branch, biting at it. As contact was nade, the
wood burst into flame. It burned explosively. By the time it struck the ground, it was a nmass of
charcoal and ash that quickly snoldered into dust.

That was a sal anander, all right. A creature who set fire to whatever it touched, other
than the ground it stood on -- fire that burned until only ash remained.

If he tried to pass that creature, and it bit him he would bumsinilarly.

O course he was an Incarnation, he renminded hinmself, immune to nortal threats. But again
he renenbered that this was not the nortal realm this was Gaea's garden, where other rules
governed. If this creature could prevent a denon frompassing, it mght as readily prevent an In --
carnation too
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"But there are no denons here,

he muttered in

singsong. A figure appeared behind him "Ho, nmiscreant!" it
cried.
"How t he hell did you get here?" Mym demanded, star -- tled and angry.

"I said the same nagic word you did, so the fishman |let ne pass,
"Now defend yourself, inposter!”" And it charged, sword swi nging.
Mym ducked. The denon stunbl ed over his hunched body and tunbled into the sal amander.

the Mars-denon replied.

There was a flare of flame. "Aiii! | bum" the thing cried. Then the form becane a
structure of ashes and

col | apsed.

"One denon, returned to Hell," Mymsang. He felt no regret, know ng that these beings

| acked any aspect of humanity, apart fromtheir outer senblance.
But how foolish he had been, to utter the manner's nane in the presence of a denon
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Natural ly the denon had heard, copied, and gotten through

Well, the dembn was gone now. All Mymhad to do was figure out howto get by the
sal anander .

"Ho, miscreant!"

What, anot her demon? Mymrealized bel atedly that what one coul d copy, another could. There
could be any nunber of denons here in the garden, thanks to his care -- |lessness. It was a good
thing that the G een Mdther had had the foresight to place a second barrier

The denon charged. This tine Mym dodged out of the way, squeezing by so that the denon

found itself ad -- vancing directly on the sal amander. Let the denon be destroyed the way the
ot her was!

"So, sal amander!" the denon cried. "I shall deal with you!" And it swung the blade of the
red sword down.

Mymwaited for the flash of fire -- but it didn't cone. The sharp sword cut the sal amander

in tw. The tail twitched back and forth, while the head coughed out a spurt of fire and expired.
The sal amander had been sl ain.

Thi s shook Mymi's confidence. If a denmon could kill one of the defenders of Gaea's estate,
then the denons could get through, and this was no valid separation of

i ntruders. Should he be trying to enter hinself, if the Green Mther's power was so
uncertai n?

The denon Mars strode on along the path -- and was struck by a bolt of lightning froma
hovering little cloud. Nothing was |left of the creature except a whiff of sul -- phurous gas.

Mym was reassured. The Green Mther's defenses were tight after all! Denbns could no nore
pass this spot than they could the npat, w thout the proper credentials. The sal amander was only
part of it.

A second sal amander crept out from behind a rock. Things were back as they had been

Mym t ook another stick and poked at the little creature. Wien it sprang and bit, igniting
the stick, Mymreached down with his free hand and grabbed it. He phased hinself in to it as well
as he could, channeling his identity down through his own arm He had not realized that Mars could
do this until it was done -- yet he realized that he nmust have known it in some other aspect of
hi s bei ng, because this woul d have been a suicidal gesture otherwi se.

The sal amander's mind was small and vicious, but again it was easy to read, because the
operating instructions were uppernost. Its name was Sweetbreath, and it would not attack the one
who spoke that nane. Wen snoke cl ouded the region, a hole would open in the wall.

Mym phased out and dropped the sal amander, stepping hastily back before it could snap at
him Then he gl anced about, perceived no other denon, and fetched an arnful of slightly danp
| eaves fromthe adjacent forest floor. He dunped these on the sal amander's head.

O course the creature fired the | eaves. A dense cloud of snmoke and steam puffed up
covering the path.

Now Mym spoke the name: "Sweetbreath."

The sal amander froze in place. Mym stepped into the snoke, deliberately breathing and
keepi ng his eyes open, and verified that he was unaffected. There were certainly conpensations to
being an Incarnation! Hi s vision was inpaired because of the thickness of the snoke, but there was
no personal disconfort.

He felt along the wall, but found no opening. Had he mi sunderstood? The snoke was
begi nning to thin.
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Then he realized that there were two walls here. He lurched across to the other, and
passed through it and into the ground. Success after all!

He was in another cave, this tinme a dry one. He touched the Sword, and it enmitted a gl ow
that enabled himto pro -- ceed without stunbling. The cavern wended its way through the hill and
emerged at the other side.

A lovely vall ey opened out before him w th ornate bushes and col orful grasses. From
above, the pattern of vegetation resenbled a | abyrinth, but there were no teeth init, for it was
easy to pass around the bushes. Here, too, it would have been pleasant to remain and relax -- if
he only had tine.
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He strode on through -- but as he proceeded he discov -- ered that the bushes were getting
denser and thornier, closing off the routes around them He had to pick out an appropriate route,
and finally found himself channeled into one, that led to a central glade at the deepest crevice
of the valley. Above, on the far side, stood the G een Mdther's fancy tree house, not far away at
all. At last!

But in the glade was a single item of standi ng deadwood, a petrified tree, and on a branch
of that tree perched a harpy. He would have recognized her by the snell alone.

Well, challenges seened to run in threes. He woul d have to phase in to her and |l eamthe
correct way past.

"Ho, miscreant!"

Anot her denon! "How did you get through?" Mym denmanded, frustrated by this pursuit by his
| i kenesses.

"l masked nyself as a piece of stone and watched what you did," the denmon said. It was

evident that these crea -- tures |lacked the subtlety of their nmaster. It didn't occur to them not
to answer a direct question. "Then | did like -- wise. Now |l shall watch you again."

"Ch, no, you shan't!" Mymreturned, draw ng the

Swor d.

The denon showed no fear. It drewits own sword, which | ooked identical, and met him at
the edge of the glade. The two bl ades touched -- and the demon's was cut in half. It was no nore
than normal denon substance, having no super-hardness.

But how, then, had the other denon slain the sala -- mander? There had to be nore to the

weapon than this!

The denon | eaped at him striking with the renmaining part of the sword. Mym dodged and ran
his own point through the other's torso. The blade slid through and energed on the other side, but
the denon did not stop

it wal ked on up the Sword and struck again at Mym

There was a clang as the denon's weapon stuck Mymis cl oak and rebounded. Mymfelt the
i npact; that sword certainly did have substance!

He twi sted his own weapon about and lifted it in an upward sweep. It cut the denon in
hal f, fromthe belly up through the head, but the creature did not fall. Mym brought his bl ade
down and chopped fromthe side, and half of the upper torso of the denon, including its left arm
fell off, cleanly severed along horizontal and vertical lines. But the right side continued to
fight.

Mym i ncreased his effort and hacked the denon to pieces. Now at last it was finished. This
busi ness of fight -- ing denbns was strange. They seened to feel little or no pain or fear, had no
bl ood, and they tal ked and fought freely while intact. What notivated then? They coul d seem nost
human at times, yet nost alien at other tines.

He turned again to the harpy, who had watched this without reaction. He was sure he could
deal with her -- but how could he be sure that nore denpbns weren't watching? If they could mask
thensel ves as stones or other itens, they could be all around. It would be better to wait a bit
bef ore making his nove

"How are you?" he asked the harpy.

Now she reacted. "Unsssex ne here!" she exclaimed, spitting at him

"l gather you are not very sociable," he said with a smile. He had hardly expected
ot herw se.

"I have given sssuck!" she screeched indignantly.

Mym still saw no other denobns, so he proceeded. He picked up one of the destroyed denon's
arns and tossed it to her. The harpy caught it with one claw and tore into it with her teeth; in a
monent the denon-substance was bei ng shredded. But while she was partially distracted with that
norsel, Mymreached up to touch her wing, channeling his identity quickly through the connection
and phasing in with her as well as he was able.
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She was Lady MacBeth, and when a cloud of dust ob -- scured the region, a hole would open
in the ground. That was all; this was just another variant of the usual device.

He di sengaged and picked up a larger norsel of denon. He heaved it at the harpy, but it
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fell low, so that she could not catch it. In a fury she flapped her wings so hard that a cl oud of
dust was stirred up.
Now he spoke her nane: "Lady MacBeth." The harpy froze, and Mym wal ked into the dust and

found the hole in the ground. He stepped down into it and found hinmself in still another cave.
This tinme he did not proceed forward. He turned and
wai t ed.

Sure enough, a denon foll owed. Mym | opped off the thing's head, then sliced up the rest of
the body, until the pieces |lost their animation.

Anot her denon appeared. Mym di spatched that one

t 0o.

He waited, but no nore denons cane. This, then, should be the end of them as far as he
could tell, denons were not bright creatures and acted the nonment they saw reason to. Any who were
able to foll ow shoul d have done

so by now. He turned and went on down the passage he was in. It

brought himto a nether gate. He opened this and found

stairs leading up. At the top of the flight he found a green

and brown room

"Wy, fancy neeting you here," Gaea said. "The approach was nore difficult than |
expected, "

Mym said, realizing that he had at |ast entered her

domicil e.

"Those denbns are a nui sance,” she said. '"Permt nme." She gestured, and a swarmof flies
seenmed to issue fromher hand. They buzzed about Mym and | anded on

hi s cl oak.

Suddenly there were puffs of snoke all about him' 'W-- wwwhat?" he asked, startl ed.

"They are stinging the remaining denons into obliv -- ion," Gaea expl ai ned.

Mym was di smayed.’' 'You nean | brought sone in with ne?" he sang.

"I ndeed, " she agreed. "But | have dealt with them now. "
"But then your barriers -- they didn't work!" Gaea sml|ed. "They worked, Mars. They showed

me which of the thousands of false inmages was the real Mars. | have no fear of denons here;
nmerely dislike being de -- ceived. | would have had no rest at all if | had watched every inmage;
as it is, | have to watch only you. What brings you here?"

"l am supervi sing an engagenent in which one side nmeans to use gene-splicing to create a
virus that infects only the folk of the other side. | thought you would have an interest."

Gaea pursed her lips. "Indeed | do. Mars! | thank you for bringing this to ny attention!"

"Well, | have been encountering so nuch difficulty with the other Incarnations that |
t hought -- "

The Green Mother sniled. "I appreciate your consid -- eration, Mars. Certainly | could not
have | et such a ploy pass. | shall straighten this out for you -- but in return you nust give me
an intinmate part of yourself."

"I nmust give you -- ?" Mymsang indignantly. "I canme here to -- "

"I ndul ge me. Mars," she said.

"Ch, take what you want!" he sang angrily. He should never have expected gratitude from
anot her | ncarnati on!

"I'n due course.”

She questioned himclosely, then |ifted her hand to her face. She |eaned forward and
touched one eye with her right forefinger, and her left with her left forefinger. Two glistening
tears fell to the fingers and clung there in glob -- ules. She put the globules into separate
little sponges. "Take these to your battle zone," she said. "Put themtogether there."

"T-t-two t-t-tears?" he asked, astonished.

"Not ordinary tears, Mars. Wen these nerge, they will forma conpound that nullifies what
Satan has done in Ireland. Their virus will expire and be beyond recovery. No one will die of this
particul ar pl ague. "

"What Satan has done?" he sang.

"Cbviously Satan has been behind all the m schief you
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have encountered,” she said. "He caused the drafting of children for battle, revealed to
anot her party the secret substance to nmake zonbies, sent a vision to yet another to reveal the
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technol ogy of the time bonb, and gave the secret of the Protestant plague to another. He has been
wor ki ng you over. Mars."

Mym formed an angry fist, knowing that this was true. Wiy hadn't he seen it before? That
vision in Cush -- ob -- viously Satanic! "D-d-d-d-damm hinm" he swore.

"Whi ch neans you nust deal with himdirectly," Gaea said. "Only then will you be free of
his interference."”

"l shall challenge himnow" Mm sang.

"He will not neet you on a field of your choice," she warned. "Be careful. Mrs; you can
nullify the Incar -- nation of Evil only by properly understanding him Bide your time; you wll
know when your opportunity cones."

Mym knew she was right. "I shall," he sang. "Now, will | be able to | eave here without

going through all the

chal | enges agai n?"

She | aughed. "OF course, Mars! But first -- " She touched himw th one hand. He felt a
pecul i ar wrenching and knew that sonething vital was indeed gone fromhim Nature had taken her
paynent .

Then he stepped out of her front doorway, which was an opening in the trunk of the great
tree she lived in, and saw the Castle of WAr just across the open valley. There were no barriers
at all.

13 --

UCEI A

If Mymis nocturnal restlessness had been bad before, it was worse now. He had been
frustrated by Rapture's re -- peated absences, but had known that she would return. Now he knew
she would not. H's hope for future satis -- faction had been negat ed.

He wal ked in the garden. There was Lil a.

"Hello, Mym" she said in fanmliar fashion. She wore one of her slinky, formfitting robes
that seenmed to reveal nore of her than woul d have been seen if she had been nude.

"I chopped you up and sent you back to Hell!" he pro -- tested. "What are you doi ng here?"

"I amtrying to serve your needs," she said. "You are welcone to chop ne up again, if it
gi ves you pl easure."

"I just want to be rid of you!"

"Now don't be that way, Mym You know you can't manage w t hout an obligi ng woman, and | am
nost oblig -- ing. You can torture ne, and | won't be hurt; you can cut nme in pieces, and | can be
reassenbled. But | really think you would prefer to | ove ne."

"I hate you! You are a creature of Bvil!"

"Well, then, you can hate nme," she agreed, stroking
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her own torso suggestively. "Sunmon me to your bed and revile me freely while you --

"Cet out of here!"™ he cried, clenching his fist.

"Make me, Mym" she suggested, striking another se -- ductive pose.

He paused. He knew that if he took hold of her, she would twi ne against him trying to
seduce him If he cut her up, she would reconstitute, in due course. She was a denpbness, not

subject to the ordinary limtations of nmor -- tals. So he avoided those alternatives and confined
him-- self to words. "How can you intrude here, against my will?"
"Is it against your will, MynP" she inquired, taking a step toward him

"Of course it is!"

"Do | not tenmpt you with nmy flesh and ny willingness?"

"Nol "

She shook her head. "Every lie you tell brings you closer to Hell, Mym Then you will be
n ne indeed."

"This is nmy castle!l You have no right to intrude!"

"This is not your castle, Mym This is an internediate ground, where nortals, inmortals,
and the dammed may neet."

"This is the garden annex to the Castle of War!"

"This is an extension of your garden annex. You are no |onger on your own turf. Mars.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%204%20-%20Wielding%20A%20Red%20Sword.txt (92 of 149) [1/19/03 8:14:27 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%204%620-%20Wi el ding%20A %20Red%20Sword.txt

O herwi se you woul d not be able to speak without stuttering."”

That gave him pause. It was true that only in this region could he speak normally,
avoi di ng both singsong and stut -- tering. That was one of the things that attracted himto it.
But such speech was a gift of Satan, and he should not allow hinself to be affected by it.

Thi s renmi nded hi mof another aspect of the region. "Rapture was able to eat, here. How was
this possible, if this is merely a conproni se aspect of Purgatory?"

"It extends to overlap the nortal realm" Lila ex -- plained. "The table of viands is
actually at one of our nortal |ocations, topologically convoluted to appear |ocal."

"So she wasn't really remaining here!" he excl ai med.

"That depends on your definition of '"here,” Mym Real -- ity is as one perceives it."

"Or so Satan would like to have others believe -- that lies are reality, because he is the
master of lies."

“Master of Illusions," she said, as if clarifying a care -- lessly enployed term "Once
one believes an illusion, it beconmes reality. If you were to accept nme as a real woman -- "

"I know you are not!"

"But | could nake it easy to forget. For exanple, if | assuned another form-- " she

shi mered and becane the |ikeness of Rapture.

"Get out of that form" Mym shout ed.

"Why -- doesn't it appeal to you?"

"I don't want you in that form" he could only say, not wanting to give her the
satisfaction of inciting his further anger. It was evident that denmons did not have human
enotions, but only erul ated them

"Then | shall offer you another form" She shinmered again and assuned the |ikeness of

O b.

“"No!'" Mymcried, half in anguish.

The O b-image shook her |ovely head.' 'You are a chal -- lenge to please, Mym Do you
crave slightly less licit de -- light?" And she became the |ikeness of Luna.

"I don't want any likeness!"™ Mym said, appalled.

"I amsure you have noticed how attractive Thanatos' woman is," the Luna-likeness said.
The insidious thing was that she al so sounded exactly |ike Luna and had what -- ever mannerisns he
had noted in her. "Now you can have her, without stirring up trouble with another Incarnation. You
can relish her nost private parts -- "

"How can | be rid of you?" he denanded.

The Lila formreappeared. "Wll, there are several ways, but | think two are nost feasible
for your situation. One is to retire to your Castle of War, where | can not intrude w thout your
express invitation, and live alone, never energing to this garden. | dare say that would en --
hance your prowess as Mars, for you would get pretty violent after a while."

She spoke truly. That was one of the things that an -- noyed himnost. Lila always spoke
the truth -- the truth he did not want to hear. "And the other?"
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"You coul d fiad yourself another wonan. Once | see that you are fully satisfied, | wll
| eave you alone, for there will be no hope for nme."
"Denmons have hope? Isn't that a nortal feeling?"
"Anortal illusion,” she said, again correcting him "But also an inmmortal one. There is

no nortal hope like that of a dammed soul who dreans of eventual release to Heaven."
"But you are not a dammed soul; you are a denpness."

"True. | spoke figuratively. |I exist only to corrupt you, in any forml can." She wavered
again and becane Lilith.

"You -- are she?" Mym asked, appalled again.

"The distinction is nmeaningless, Mym | amthe de -- nobness assigned to tornent you into
doing nmy Master's will. There is no individuality anong denons, and formis but a conveni ence."

"So when Satan sent Lilith away and brought you in her place -- "

"I only exchanged forns," she agreed. "It doesn't matter."

"But she was represented as an ancient succubus, the conpanion of evil nmen since tine
began, while you were represented as a virgin!"

"Representations are but another formof illusion. For you, | would have been a virgin."

"But that was a lie! |I thought you always told the truth!"

"Truth is neaningless to a denon," she reninded him "It is only a tool to be used as
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convenient. But this was not a lie, for there can be neither virginity nor non virginity in a
demoness. She has no nortal flesh. The only dis -- tinction is in your perception -- as is the
case with nortals, too. Virginity has always been a fignment of nortal male inmgination."

What bot hered hi m nost was that she was nmaki ng sense. Perhaps what he deserved was a
creature |like her, who could neet both his physical and intellectual needs, for she was beautifu
and intelligent. But that was the nature of Satan's trap

"Then | will find nyself a woman!" he said, and stonped away.

"Find Ligeia," she called after him

He paused, then turned back. "Wiy do you advise ne like this? Isn't this to your
di sadvant age?"

She was Lila again. "Mym you are an honest man and a good man. | amonly a creature of
Hell. But while | amwith you, | am shaped by your expectations, and | becone what you woul d have
me be, for that is the way | serve. Thus | help you in whatever way you ask."

"But | detest you! | only want to be rid of you!"

"No. You only want to be rid of the denon aspect of me. You deceive yourself when you say
otherw se, and because | serve in the way you wi sh, | becone your con -- science and correct you
on that. Eventually, you will ac -- cept ne, as you have nolded ne to be."

Mym shook his head. "Wnan, you are dangerous!"

"l am dangerous," she agreed. "Because once you ac -- cept nme, | wll subvert you, and you
will serve Satan, though you deny it."

"And you clai myou have no enotion?" he asked. "You do not care at all for ne, you only
| abor to subvert me?"

"True."

"I think you are lying, Lila."

She averted her gaze, not answering. He | ooked closely at her and saw a tear at one eye.

He started to speak, but stopped. He reached out to her, but stopped. Her human enotion --
this was the true lie!

And it had al nost worked.

He turned away and hurried on down the garden

The farther reaches of the garden becane rougher, as he passed beyond the presentation
section. Instead of trimmed hedges, there were unruly bushes, and the ani -- mated statues were
repl aced by irregul ar pylons of stone. The original pathway deteriorated into a rut, and the flow -
- ers that had bounded it now were weeds. Even the weat her changed, losing its bal ny gl ow and
becom ng cold and gl oomy.

Mym realized that he should turn back, for this was no place for a nan to be. But his
cl oak protected himfromenvironnental extrenes, so he suffered no physical dis --
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confort and, of course, he didn't have to walk if he didn't want to. He could sinply use
the Red Sword to travel --

O summon his good steed.

"Werre!" he called.

| medi ately he heard the sound of hoofbeats. There was the horse, galloping in fromthe
side. "How glad | amto see you!" Mymcried, hugging Wrre about the neck as the animal drew up
Then he nounted. "Take ne to Ligeia," he said, uncertain whether the horse would be able to
respond to such a directive.

Werre took off, galloping across the wilderness | and -- scape. Evidently he did know where
it was. Soon they reached a barren plateau, a kind of snowy tundra, as des -- olate as Mym's
romanti c prospects. Werre gall oped across, and ahead there cane into view a sparkling pal ace, as
pretty inits synmmetry as the plain was dull.

But the pal ace canme no nearer, though the horse was noving at a velocity no nortal steed

could match. Per -- plexed, Mymsighted carefully at it and discovered that it was like a mrage,
keepi ng a constant distance fromthem "Woa, Wrre," he said, using the occidental termthe horse
preferred. "I think we have here a speci al

effect.”

He di smounted and wal ked toward the pal ace. Now he nmade progress; it was closer. He called
to the horse, but as Werre approached him the pal ace receded.
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"Now that's curious,” Mymsaid. "It is keeping its distance fromyou, not fromme. Wl
you have brought ne cl ose enough; 1'll use the Sword to take ne in the rest of the way. Return to
the castle, Werre, and | will rejoin you later."

oedi ently, the horse galloped away. Mymregretted losing him but if this were the only
way to approach this equine-shy donmicile, then so be it. He touched the Sword, and in a nonment he
was standing at the outer wall of the

pal ace.

The structure was larger and prettier than it had seened froma distance. The wall was of
glistening ice and tow -- ered up sonme ten neters before giving way to the first enmbrasure. Mym
tried to clinb it, but the ice was trac -- tionless and he coul d nake no headway.

He touched the Sword. "Up," he nurnured.

The Sword lifted himup along the wall to the embra -- sure. But when he got there he
di scovered it was halfway illusory; invisibly transparent ice covered it, so that there was no
entrance. The turrets were the sanme; the ice sealed everything in. This castle was tight, iced al
over.

He returned to the ground and consi dered. Though the ice seened transparent, diffraction
increased with depth, so that the interior became opaque. But he was sure this was the right
pl ace, because Lila had described it as a castle of frozen mist, and this was that, albeit
somewhat nore solid than anticipated. Al so, Werre had been headed here. He needed to get in, to
rescue the dansel in distress.

Mym drew the Sword. "I hate to do it,"” he murmured to hinself. "But I'Il have to cut ny
way into the beautiful structure.”
He braced hinself and swng at the wall, knowi ng that the Red Sword could cut through any

subst ance, and coul d be danaged by none.

And al nost fell on his face as the bl ade passed through the wall w thout resistance. It
was m st indeed!

He recovered his bal ance and touched the ice again. It was absolutely solid. He knocked at
it wwth a knuckle, and it was hard.

But then how had the Sword -- ?

He lifted the Swmord and poked the point slowy at the wall. It sank in w thout contact. He
moved the bl ade about, and it swept through the wall w thout affecting it. Wat was this?

He set his left hand against the cold wall, then passed the blade slowy down through it
until the edge touched his hand. The Sword did not cut him of course; the magic of his office
protected himfromhis own weaponry. The edge nudged hi m and st opped.

Hi s hand was firmagainst the wall, while the Sword felt nothing except his hand. To his
hand, the wall was solid ice; to the Sword, it was nere mst.

How coul d he carve an entrance out of mist?

Mym remenbered how thi s pal ace had been unap -- proachable by the horse. Now it was
unt ouchabl e by the Sword.

200

Welding a Red Swmord Piers Anthony 201

He retreated a few paces, then unstrapped the harness and set the Sword and scabbard on
the snow. He had no concern about |osing the weapon; it would cone at his beck, and no other
person, nortal or immortal, could use it without his |eave. It was not physical contact that bound
the Sword to him but the office.

He | ocated a hefty stone, picked it up, and carried it to the wall. The stone wei ghed
about four kilograns and had a ragged point at one side; it would do as a sl edgehanmer.
He smashed the stone into the wall. The ice cracked, sending radiating lines out in al

directions. He struck again, and a chip of ice flaked off. Several nore bl ows gouged out a snal
crater, then a larger one. Continuing effort broke a hole in it. He bashed away at the edges,
until he was able to step through the opening and stand

wi thin the pal ace.

It was as lovely inside as out. There were halls and chanbers and stairs, all silent and
clean. Light emanated fromthe ceiling, resenbling the Northern Lights. Carpets of ice hung on the
walls, with snowflake patterns within that formed pictures of snowscapes.

He wal ked al ong those eerie halls, studying it all. Though this pal ace was cold and woul d
be horrible for a normal person, he found it pleasant. But why had it been constructed? Solely to
puni sh an errant soul ? That seemed to be an awful anount of design and effort for a soul that
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could be made miserable by far sinpler neans. Yet it did seemto be the case.

He found the central chanber. There, on a kind of ped -- estal, was a box, formed of
transparent ice, and in the box was a bed, and in the bed was a | ovely young worman, protected by a
coverlet of puffy white snow

Sonet hi ng about this situation nagged at Mymis nem-- ory. He paused to search it out, and
had it: the occidental children's story of the Slunbering Lovely. She had been enchanted to sl eep
for a century or so, until a prince of a later generation rescued her

Apparently it had been a nechanismfor nerging two lines of royalty when one was not
eligible at the appro -- priate tinme.

Well, he was, or had been a prince, and the denpness

had called this one the Princess Ligeia. It seened appro -- priate to rescue her
Certainly she was beautiful, and seenmed to be about his own age, though of course there was no
telling how | ong she had been here; she might be of his grandnother's generation. Did that matter?
Not really; not if she had slept unaware for the intervening tine, so remained young in outl ook.

He touched the box, discovering that a donme of ice covered the top, sealing in the
Princess. Wll, he could break it so as to be able to get to her and -- how were sl unbering
| ovel i es awakened? By a kiss, as he recalled. Probably a euphemismfor a rather nore intinate
contact. He could accommvpdate that.

He tapped on the glassy donme. It rang, but did not break

The girl stirred. Her eyes opened. They were green, |like deep ice. She saw him Her nouth
opened, and her bosom heaved so violently that the snow bl anket bounced off, but there was no
sound.

"Don't worry," Mymsaid in English, as he doubted that this Nordi c woman spoke his native
| anguage. "I am about to rescue you."

But she sat up, throwi ng off the remaining cover, and kneeled on the bed opposite him
Sh&wore a fetching pink nightie that only enhanced the delightful contours be -- neath. Her hair
was so fair as to resenble frozen water, and her skin alnpbst translucent. Lovely, indeed!

Her bosom heaved again and her nouth worked, but still there was no sound. Evidently the
ice enclosure was a perfect sonic barrier. She seened to be violently pro -- testing sonething.

"But |'mnot here to harmyou,"” Mym shouted back. "I have cone to rescue you! | ama
friend." He put his noputh alnpst on the ice and repeated: "A FRIEND "

But still she seened not to understand. She shook her head violently back and forth in
negation, her silken tresses flying out like fancy skirts. Her nmouth formed ex -- aggerated Os.

3he seened to be speaking English, crying "No! No!"
Coul d he have encountered a captive Princess who didn't want to be rescued? A nonent's
consi deration
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convinced himthat that was not the case. Probably she had been tornented by denons in the
forms of rescuers, nmuch in the manner Gaea had been, so assunmed that he was another such
Naturally she didn't want to be grasped by a denon.

“I"'m Mars, the Incarnation of War!" he cried, nouth -- ing the words carefully. "The rea
one!"

She seened to understand. "Mars," she nout hed. But then she shook her head in even nore
viol ent negation. "No! No!"

Mym reconsi dered. |If she knew he was genuine, why did she remain negative? Had Lila
decei ved himabout this Princess's desire to be rescued? Did Ligeia dislike himpersonally?
Nei t her seened likely. The denoness seened never to have lied to himbefore, and this partic --
ul ar deception would be pointless. And the Princess could hardly dislike a man she didn't know.
Al so, her reaction did not seemto be one of dislike, but rather one of

concern

Aha! |f he broke into the box, as he had the palace itself, the flying shards of ice night
cut her. Al so, the box might protect her fromthe cold, and a sudden opening night freeze her. He
could not be sure that her blanket really was snow, it m ght have been fashioned to | ook that way
for artistic effect. That could certainly concern her

But he could warm her with his cloak. He denonstrated that to her, opening the cloak
showi ng that there was roomin it for two.

She nodded, again seemi ng to understand. But then again she shook her head in negation
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He tapped again on the ice. It was solid, but if he broke it at the end, the shards should
not reach her. She could even shield herself with her blanket.

He struck the ice harder. It rang, but did not break. The princess watched, seem ng
unal arnmed by this. Good enough

He found a solid ice lunp and used it to bash at the box. The contact was hard, but the
ice would not crack. So he returned to the entrance he had broken and picked up the sl edge-rock
This would do it!

He returned, hefting the rock. Ligeia remained sitting

on her bed, now passive. He slanmed the rock into the ice -- but this ice was harder than
that of the palace wall, amazingly, and neither cracked nor fl aked.

After several attenpts, he realized that this was not going to do it. He could not break
in this way.

Mym set down the rock and paced about the chanber, trying to think of his next step. How
could he rescue a woman from an unbreakabl e contai ner? There had to be a way; after all, she had
been sealed into it, so unless it had been constructed around her, there was a way to get by it.

She was, he remi nded hinmself, not a nortal person, but a damed soul. Cbviously Satan
i ntended to see that no one got her out and gave her a fair hearing. But how coul d physica
substance inprison a bodiless spirit?

Qoviously it was possible, both because she was cap -- tive and because the structures of
the Incarnations could serve as a barrier to denons, who were evidently as ver -- satile as
spirits in physical nmovenent. Perhaps there was sone spiritual barrier that seened solid to soul s,
though nortals didn't notice it. But he, as an Incarnation, should be able to pass it, and to
convey her past it, when she was in contact with him It was the physical barrier that bal ked him
not the spiritual one.

That being the case, how could he circunmvent the phys -- ical barrier, wthout breaking
it?

Abruptly the answer cane to him He could nake him-- self either visible or invisible to
nortals, solid or vapo -- rous. He could do the same here.

He reached down to touch the Sword -- and renem-- bered that he had left it outside in
the snow. Careless of him

"Sword," he nmurmured, holding out his hand.

The great Red Sword appeared in it, scabbard and all. Then Mymwi Il ed hinself
i nsubstantial and put his hand to and through the icy cover.

Ligeia s eyes wi dened as she saw this. Mym extended his hand toward her, holding it open
pausi ng.

The Princess hesitated, then slowy extended her own little hand. The two hands touched --
and passed through each other w thout resistance.
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Here was another dilema! Though Mym coul d make hinsel f as insubstantial as a ghost, and
Li geia was a ghost, the two of themwere not in the same frame. Maybe in the residences of the
Incarnations spirits could seemas solid as nortals, but this was open territory, and such
i nteraction was not possible. So he was physically barred when he was solid, and spiritually
barred when he was insubstantial. He still could not really touch her and, therefore, could not
rescue her.

Mym shook his head. Surely Satan was |aughing now Wiat a fiendish situation! To have the
dansel in distress so near to rescue, yet untouchable. Wuld he have to go hone, |eaving her
unr escued?

No, he refused to do that. There had to be a way to bring her out of that box, and he
intended to find that way.

He paced the floor some nore, pondering. She was a spirit, a damed soul. He was a nortal
but he had a soul of his own. If he could just set his body aside for a no -- nent, nmuch as he had
his horse and his Sword --

And there it was. As an Incarnation, he could do that, he knew Gaea had nentioned
sonet hi ng about the ability to discorporate. She had said there was a risk, but of course there

was an element of risk in nobst things, some -- tinmes directly proportional to their benefit.
VWhat ever the risk, if this could do the job here, it should be worth it.
He sat on the floor and | eaned back against the wall, so that he needed no effort for

support. Then he willed hinself out of his body.
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And he did rise out of it, with no trouble at all. He stood, stepped forward, turned
about, and saw his body propped there, unbreathing, lifeless for the monent. But it would
reani mate the nonment he returned to it, and the returning would be as easy as phasing in to any
ot her body, as he had done so often before. That phasing had to be a variant of this; his physica
body nade inpal pable, while his soul intergrated with the other

He turned agai n and approached the box. The Prin -- cess's gaze passed fromhis body to
his soul, perceiving both -- and abruptly her agitation redoubled. "No! No! No!" she cried
soundl essly, gesturing frantically.
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"But this is the way | can rescue you,
you out. You will have your chance at last."

She put up her hands, spread out in a stop-stop gesture. She shook her head so violently
that her hair becanme a whirling halo. Her whole aspect cried denial

Mym paused, perplexed. "Are you afraid of me again? you weren't a nonent ago!"

When he paused, she paused. But still she pushed himback, figuratively, w th her hands.
She did not want himto conme to her.

"Don't you want to be rescued?" Mym asked, knowi ng she coul d not hear the words.

But it seemed that she did understand the gist. Her hands spread in a gesture of
hel pl essness. She seened to want to convey something to him but |acked the neans to do it.

"Then let ne enter, so | can hear you," he said rea -- sonably. "Then you can tell nme. If
there is good reason for ne not to rescue you, then | will certainly not force it upon you. I'm
only trying to help." He took another step

Again she reacted with desperate negation. But this tinme he did not pause; he had to get
cl ose enough to ex -- plain his position to her, to ease her concern. Perhaps she did have reason
not to be rescued; he would consider it carefully. H s | eading hand passed through the ice w thout
resi stance, then his armto the shoulder. It was working.

She screanmed -- and as his head passed through, the tail end of that scream suddenly
mani f est ed.

He reached out and took her hand, and this tine the contact was real. They were two
spirits now, and felt to each other exactly the way two solid nortals would, for they were
equi valently solid. "Ligeia," he said. "Please, listen to me. | shall not force anything upon
you. "

he replied. "I will just take your hand and bring

She burst into tears.
Mym sat on the bed and took her in his arnms. She was warm and very soft; she snelled of

spring flowers and new nown hay, and her tears were wet against his shoul -- der. It was amazing
how physical the spirit realmseenmed! He patted her on the back. "There, there," he said. "It's
all right, now. | have come to take you away fromthis."
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Suddenly she raised her head and her flowi ng green eyes nmet his. "But you can't!" she
excl ai med.

"I won't -- if you don't want nme to," he said reassur -- ingly. "Just explain how you
feel, and I will honor it."
"Ch, | tried to stop you!" she wailed. "But you wouldn't listen!"

"l couldn't hear you," he explained. "But now | can. Just tell me what --

"Ch, you don't understand,"” she said. "You just don't understand”

"But I"'mtrying to," he said reasonably.

"Ch, you poor man!" The tears resuned their flow.

"I have no problem" he protested. "Cone, let's step out of here, and then we can talk."

He | eaned forward, extending one hand to the ice wall of the box to get his balance. The
hand banged.

He | ooked at it, then tried again. It banged again. The ice was now solid to him

"But only my spirit is here!" he said, wonderingly. "I just passed through it!"

"That's what | was trying to tell you," Ligeia said. "It's one-way ice. A soul can enter
as | did, as you did -- but it can't |eave. W can't get out. | tried so hard to warn you!"

"Can't get out?" he asked, benused.

"This is Satan's trap," she explained. "This is a cap -- sule of Hell. No one can escape
it, except into the rest

of Hell."

“"I"'mtrapped in Hell?" Suddenly Gaea's warning re -- turned to him-- Satan would not neet

himin an arena of his choosing. Now he would have to neet Satan in the arena of Satan's choosing -
- Hell itself.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%204%20-%20Wielding%20A%20Red%20Sword.txt (98 of 149) [1/19/03 8:14:28 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%204%20-%20Wi el ding%20A %20Red%20Sword.txt
The capsul e began to nove. It descended through the floor, carrying the two of themwth

They were headed for Hell proper

14

HELL

The capsul e stopped at a facility very like an airport, com-- ing to rest beside a |arge
gl assy building. An accordion -- pleated ranp extended out to touch the capsule; there was a
click, and the ice dissolved at the point of contact.

"We're here," Ligeia said. "Oh, | wish -- " But she didn't finish, and Mym understood why.

What use were wishes in Hell?

"You knew this woul d happen?" Mym asked as they set foot on the walKk.

"The nmonent | saw you," she agreed, her tears in the process of being replaced by
fatalism "Satan told ne | was going for a -- oh, never mind. I was a fool, yet again.”

"A hearing?" Mymasked. "And instead you were bait for a trap."

She nodded grimy and preceded himto the building.

He realized that she could be lying. But what was the point? Wether denbness or genuine
dammed soul, she had done the job, and he had been caught. He preferred to believe that she was as

much a victimof Satan's de -- ception and cruelty as he.

Satan was waiting in the termnal. "Wl cone to Hell, Mars!" he said jovially, stepping
forward with his hand
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ext ended. Mym consi dered refusing the hand, but con -- cluded that civility was better
than antagonism even in Hell. He shook the hand.

"I can't say | amconpletely pleased to be here," Mymsaid. "Wat is the point of this
devi ce?"

"Merely to get your attention, ny dear associate,” Satan said, smling. "I amsure that
you and | shall come to a perfect understanding."

"l hope so," Mymsaid. "It has been ny inpression that one Incarnation does not interfere
with the business of another on a casual basis; there could be a

consequence. "

If Satan reacted to the thinly veiled threat, he gave no sign. "lncarnations shoul d al ways
cooperate,” he agreed. "Cone, share the hospitality of My domain, and we shal

converse."

“I'f I may go, now -- Ligeia murnured. "By no neans. My dear," Satan replied. "This man
is a prince; we shall not foist off on himthe conpany of a woman beneath his station. You shal
be his escort while

he visits."

"But | really would prefer not to -- "

"Your preference, My dear, is a natter of indifference to Me. | suggest that you put a
suitably fair face on the

matter."

Evidently reluctant, she neverthel ess nerved herself and smled at Mym "It seenms | nust,"
she said. "l assure you, sir, that my reticence does not reflect on you. Are you really a prince?"

"I was, inlife,” Mymagreed. "That is behind me, now. Are you really a princess?"

“Inlife," she echoed.

"Excellent," Satan said. "The A d Snbky House has pal atable fare; shall we dine there?"

"It seens we shall,” Mymsaid. He was sure that Satan could not hold himin Hell against
his will, but not sure how he was to escape it. He was still too newin this office, so did not
yet know how to use his Incarnative powers to their full extent. Until he figured out his best
course of action, it was best to nake no dramatic and possi bly pointless gestures.

Ligeia took his arm and they followed Satan to another chanber. This was set up like a
contenporary occidental restaurant, with dimlighting and soft nusic and el egantly garbed waiters
and waitresses. It surprised Mymto see such an establishment in Hell, but obviously it bel onged.
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He was sure that neither denons nor damed souls re -- quired food for sustenance, but if it made
them nmore com-- fortable to honor the anmenities of life, that was all right. O course, nobst of
the souls resident in Hell probably did not actually get to eat; probably Satan tortured them by
allowing themonly to snell the good food.

"Shall we have steak?" Satan inquired, surveying the nenu.

"The flesh of a cow?" Mym asked.

"Un, true," Satan said. "You are fromlndia. Perhaps a nice fancy curry then?"

VWil e they dined on curry and the other aspects of an excellent Indian nmeal, Satan nade
his pitch.

"You and | seemto have been working at cross pur -- poses, Mars," he said. "Wen actually
we may have a common pur pose.”

“I doubt that," Mymreplied. "My synpathy is with the force of good, while you represent
the force of evil."

"W each represent forces of expedience,’

Satan said. "Just as you understand that there

must be violence in nortal affairs, so | understand that there nmust be evil. Sonetimes viol ence
abates evil; sonetines evil abates violence. But the two can go together."

M/mdidn't |ike the sound of this, but he confined his reaction. "In what way?"

"It is My duty to harvest the souls where evil prepon -- derates. But too nany souls are
shades of gray, with the good and evil so hopelessly intertw ned that Thanatos hinself can barely
di stingui sh them The situation is too complex; | wish to sinplify it by generating nore action."

' More viol ence?”

"Yes. One does not get dirty laundry clean without agitation. Since this aspect falls
under your -- "

'"So you want ne to stir up nore war," Mym said

"Yes. Not too nuch, just enough to enable the souls to settle out nore rapidly."

Wel ding a Red Sword
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"I'n other words, to have nore people die." "That is one way to put it. This activity would
of course

enhance your position.”

"And yours," Mymsaid. "Because you would reap an earlier and greater harvest of souls.
Because the stresses of war woul d generate fam ne and sl aughter that would not otherw se have
exi sted. "

"wellr o-- "

"Not interested,”" Mymsaid, rising fromthe table

Sat an hastened to stay with him "O course there could be | agni appe. For exanple, this

borderline soul, the Prin -- cess Ligeia, could be made available to you in
Purgatory."
"No!" Ligeia cried. Satan gl anced darkly at her, and she shrank back,
si | enced.
Now Mym | ooked at her. "Satan requires that you re -- main with us; | do not. | came to

hel p you, not to oppress you. Certainly I would not take you to the Castle of War

if you objected.”

"Ch, no, Mars," she protested. "It's not that! You are a prince, and there are things that
only nobility under -- stands. | am sure you woul d be conpatible, and | would

gladly go with you, but -- "

"But not at the behest of Satan, as part of a corrupt

bargain,”™ Mym concl uded.

Mut el y, she nodded.

Mym |iked her attitude. She was correct: there was a canaraderi e anong those of roya
status that comoners accepted but seldomtruly grasped -- things like the im-- portance of
appear ances, the routines of palace existence, and the use of concubines. There was nuch that he
woul d never have to explain to Ligeia, just as he had not to Rapture, and rmuch that she woul d not
have to advise himof. But nore than that, it was fitting that royalty consort with royalty. This
was one thing that had kept himfromdealing with Lila or any other woman. He had to establish a
relationship with one of his own station first; then the
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rest would fall into place.

Certainly Ligeia was loath to establish any relationship with himby Satan's directive.
Only her father had the

authority to nake such a commitnent for her. O, since her father was in another realm
hersel f. She woul d make her own commitnent, in her own fashion, or nmake none at all

"W can arrange other habitation for you, woman," Satan said. "Your nortal rank carries no
significance here."

"Let her be," Mymsaid gruffly. Satan had just dem-- onstrated the ignorance and
insensitivity of the com-- noner. "lIsn't it enough that you hold her here illicitly, and that you
used her against her will to bring nme here? Why try to force further corruption on her?"

"This is my donmain. Mars," Satan said evenly, "The determination of treatnent is M ne.
This slut is overdue for a touch of flane."

Slut? Mymcontrolled his blaze of anger. There would be a reckoning for such insults in
due course

Satan raised his hand. Ligeia shrank away fromhim terrified. Satan pointed, and fl ane
appeared. The fire fol -- lowed the line traced by his finger, noving toward the woman. Mym st ood
abruptly, flinging the chair to the rear, and stepped into the path of flame. The fire touched his
cl oak and turned back, unable to penetrate. "Let her be," Mymrepeated.

"You accept ny offer?" Satan asked. "The woman's consent does not matter; she fears the

flane and will co -- operate without limt to avoid it."
"I reject the offer," Mym said.
"Then you may remain the guest of this establishnment indefinitely -- and she will bum

whil e you reconsider." Satan gestured, and a sheet of flane appeared. Ligeia whinpered.

Mym put his arm about her, enfolding her within his protective cloak. The flame | eaped up
about them both, harming neither. "I believe it is time to see that this woman has a fair
hearing," he said.

"You may not be touched,"” Satan said. "But she is Mne. You can not hold her." He lifted
one hand and snapped his fingers.

Huge, nenaci ng denons appeared at the entrance to the restaurant. Sonme had horns and tails
and snorted fire;
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ot hers had huge crab claws in lieu of hands. They closed in on Mymand the girl.

"CGet a good hold on her," Satan directed them "H s substance is not subject to our power,
but hers is. Take hold and pull; he will let her go, lest she be torn apart.”

Mym bit his tongue. He was here in spirit only, but he felt the pain and tasted the bl ood.
"Do not touch her,"

he warned the denons.

"No, | will go with them" Ligeia protested. "It is an -- other trap for you, Mars! Satan
means to -- "

Si x denons pounced, convergi ng. Two grabbed for her feet, hauling themup and apart. Two
nore grabbed for her hands, doing the same. One grabbed for her silver hair, pulling cruelly on
it. The sixth, slavering, opened its tusked face to take a horrendous bite of her bosom

That sixth received Mymis fist in its teeth. The tusks broke off and the teeth were janmed
back into its throat. The denon fell, choking on ivory. It was evident that the powers of Mars
remained with him even in spirit form

But the strength of the other denmons was hauling the girl away from Mymis other armthat
hel d her about the waist. Mymrealized that to deal with the denons, he would have to have both
hands free -- which nmeant letting her go. He didn't trust that; she could be whisked away in an
instant, the noment he |ost physical contact. How woul d he ever |ocate her again in this fel
regi on?

But even though he retained his hold on her, it was no good, because the five denbns were
trying, literally, to pull her apart. The two on her arms were bracing to haul in opposite
directions, the one on her hair was yanking so hard that her eyes were being drawn w de open, and
the two on her feet were wedging her legs so far apart that they were spread al nost a hundred and
ei ghty

degrees. Mymused his free fist to club one of the arm hol ding

denons on the skull. The skull caved in and the denon fell. Then, noving with the blinding
rapidity available to himin the berserker state, he swng his hand across, caught the hair of the
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hai r-pul I'i ng denon, and yanked the entire denmon up into the air and down agai nst the floor
breaking its hold and body in the process.
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But the three remaining denons had not |eft off. Taking advantage of Mymis own effort,
they succeeded in getting Ligeia free of his grasp. He | eaped at one of the leg-hold -- ing
denons, grabbed one of its own legs, lifted it, braced one of his feet against the other leg and
forced a split that went into an obtuse angle before the denon's |eg broke off.

M/mwhirled -- and saw the two renai ni ng denons draggi ng Ligeia across the room Rather
one was drag -- ging, its hands |ocked under her shoul ders and about her bosom while the other
was using its pincers to clasp her thighs apart while it walked into her. In a nonent its evident
denon |ust would --

Li gei a screaned.

Mym had never before heard a sound of that nature. It pierced the atnosphere of Hell, |ike
a power saw cutting through nmetal, and stunned the denons. They fell away, |eaving her coll apsed
and sobbi ng.

Mym was unaffected, protected by his office. So was Satan. "Now you see what she is,"
Satan said. "You don't want to get involved with a creature |like that."

"What is she?" Mym denanded.

"A siren, of course. One who destroys with her voice. The secret shane of her roya
fam ly; such defects are not supposed to run in royal lines. That's what got her sent here."

Secret shane? Mym the stutterer, understood very well about that sort of thing.

Satan shrugged. "Well, might as well wap this up

she's of no further use to Me." He raised his hand.

Mym | eaped across, again intercepting the flame with his cloak. "I don't care what she is;
she's a decent soul!"

"Anot her reason you can't have her," Satan said. "Had she been willing to cooperate,
woul d have let her be with you. As it is, | shall treat her unkindly." He gl anced about, noting
the sprawl ed denons. "But first | had better gag her." He gestured, and a snake appeared, w apped
about Ligeia's head, its body wedging into her nouth so that she could not speak.

M/mrealized that there was no way to protect her from Satan's direct mschief. Not here
in Hell. Unless he could manage to hi de her, sonmehow.
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He took hold of the wonan, heaved her up and ran out of the restaurant. Beyond it was a
flat, bare plain -- no place to hide!

But he was Mars, he reninded hinself. He could change his aspect, and the aspect of anyone
with him Sinply by touching the Red Sword.

Oops! He had left that with his body.

Still, physical separation did not cut off the Sword's attachment to him He should be
able to do the nagic of the office regardl ess, even here in Hell. Al he had to do was will it.

He rendered hinself invisible. He hoped. He could still see hinself and Ligeia, but --

Several nore denons charged out of the restaurant. "And tear her apart!"™ Satan's voice
came after them "O you'll be torn in her stead!"

The denons paused, peering about. They saw nothing, though Mym and Ligeia were standing
near, she with the snake still wapped about her head. The three of them-- man, woman and snake --
could be perceived only by each other, for the nmoment.

Except Satan hinsel f. As another Incarnation, Satan would not be subject to the illusion.

Mym knew he had to get Ligeia away before Satan energed.

He ran across the plain, carrying her, for she was not noving voluntarily. He knew why;
she did not want to be either a drag or a corrupting influence on him She was a decent girl who
meant no harm yet had been required to be the agent of nmuch m schief. Probably she woul d have |et
the denons take her away to the torture, had one not threatened to rape her on the spot.

Suddenly the plain ended. Mym stopped abruptly. This was not a plain, it was the |level top
of a nesa! The drop -- off was sheer and seened to extend a kiloneter. It was

awesone.

The denons were spreadi ng out, going over the entire area, searching. Satan had not yet
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emerged, but could do so at any noment.

Mym hurried al ong the brink, searching for some way down. He didn't want to have to junp.
He was a soul, and Ligeia was a soul, so they couldn't be killed, but he

was sure the fall would incapacitate her for a time and be extrenely painful. He m ght
suffer hinself; he wasn't sure whether his office protected himfromacts of sheer folly in Hell.

There was a path, a niche, a crevice |eading down! Mym wal ked down it, getting them out of
the Iine of sight to the restaurant. For the nonent, Satan would not be able to spy them that was
all that counted.

Ligeia struggled, still unable to speak. "Don't do that!" Mym warned. "Look where we are!"”

She craned her head to | ook, stiffened, and went slack. She didn't like that sort of
hei ght any better than he did.

"They' ve got to be here somewhere!l" Satan's voice cane. "If not on the nesa, then on the
slope. Did you check the slope?"

Mym knew that in nmonents this scant path would be swarm ng with denons. They woul d not be
able to see the fugitives -- but would they be able to feel then? In Iife. Mars coul d make hinsel f
intangible, invisible, or both at once. But this was not |life, and he feared that one spirit could
not be made insubstantial to another spirit. After all, Ligeia had becone tangible to himwhen he
encoun -- tered her in spirit formin the capsule in the palace of ice. He could not afford to
ri sk contact with a denon.

Yet the invisibility ploy was working, so maybe --

Now t he sil houette of a denon showed at the rimof the nesa. The denmpon started down the
pat h.

Mym | ooked ahead. The path wended on down and around the nmountain. He had to followit;
there was no -- where else to go. He would not risk contact with any denons unl ess he had no ot her
alternative.

“I"msetting you down; stay with nme," he whispered to Ligeia.

She shook her head in negation, still unable to speak because of the snake.

Mym reached across and took hold of the snake. Quickly he caught its head, and squeezed it
just hard enough to nmake the reptile realize that it was in his power. Then he unwound it, freeing
the wonman. "You have been very good about this, wanting to spare ne further trou -- ble," he
whi spered. "But now |'min trouble, and so are
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you. Neither of us has anything to gain at this point by having the denons capture you. If
you |l eave me now, all it could do would be to give away ny | ocation. Do you want that?"

She shook her head no.

"Then follow ne," Mymsaid. "As long as you stay close, you will remain invisible." He
turned, holding the snake with one hand, and proceeded down the path.

A short distance down, the path w dened, and an ov -- erhang devel oped. This was a relief,
because any slip would send themtunbling off the nmountain. Mymsaw that there was a hole in the
over hang; perhaps this was the remai ns of an ancient cave. But the path continued on down, and the

denmon had been joined by others be -- hind, so Mymdi dn't pause.
Then he heard sonething. Denons -- ahead! They were com ng up the path from bel ow
"W're trapped!" Ligeia npaned. "But | can scream
at them-- "
"And alert the whole of the rest of Hell to our loca -- tion!" Mymreturned. "Keep your
mout h shut!" He con -- sidered nonmentarily. "W'Ill have to try that cave."
"Ch, | hate caves!" she said.

He ignored that. They noved back up the path, and to the cave. The denpbns above were
getting cl ose.

“I'"1l boost you up," he said. "Then I'Il follow " He w shed he had the Red Sword; with
that he could have flown right off the nountain.
Wl |, maybe he could do that anyway. After all, if the invisibility worked --

He tried it, willing hinmself into the air, while Ligeia made her way cautiously up the
rock. Nothi ng happened. Evidently he could change his appearance by hinself, but had to have the
Sword right with himin order to travel. Perhaps it needed to see exactly where he was going in
order to operate. O nmaybe he sinply didn't have the right nental key for renbte control. Too bad.
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He boosted her by the pert bottom and she scranbled up into the hole. "Very well --
here's the snake," he said, handing up the reptile. Ligeia seened |l ess than eager to handle it
again, but took it. Then he fitted his hands to

the edges of the hole and heaved hinsel f up. She was there to hel p himnavigate the edge

It was a snmall cave, hardly nore than an etching in the nountain, but |arge enough to hold
them confortably. The snake settled down to the side, seening satisfied.

The denons reached the overhang, talking gruffly anong thenselves. "Ch, |I'mafraid!"

Li gei a whi spered

Mym put his arm about her shoul ders. "Renenber, they can not see us. Just be quiet, and
they'll pass.”

She was qui et, though her body shivered. The denons tronped by fromthe upper path,
grunbling; evidently they felt that this search was so nuch foolishness. Mym wondered how t hey
could be so similar to nortals in their mnor reactions, if they were soulless constructs of
ether. They shoul d have no personality, but that was obviously not the case. Perhaps denons were
crafted in Satan's imge, nuch the way nan, according to the occidental nythos, was crafted in
God's image. O course that was illusory; how could such inperfection cone fromperfec -- tion?
Man had a del usi on of grandeur. Mymwas gl ad that he did not share such confused thinking.

Rei ncarnation nade so nuch nore sense that any sensibl e person should be able to understand it.

The upper denons net the | ower denons. There was an outcry, and the sound of a brief

skuffle; then a de -- scending wail as one of themfell or was thrown off the |edge. Irascible
creatures, denons

Now t he denpns tronped back up the path. "Not on this | edge,” one was nmuttering. "I don't
care what Hi s Foul ness says! W'd have found them if -- "

"The cave -- did you check the cave, you noron?" an -- other denanded.

"What cave, inbecile?" the other asked.

"That cave, idiot!" the other retorted. "The one we use to entertain that denoness in our
slack tine."

"Oh, that cave," the first denpon said. "Wiere is that denoness, now? | haven't seen her in
a century."

"She's on sunside duty," the second replied. "Seduc -- ing sone nortal."

"Sone nortals have all the luck," the first nmuttered. His tusked face poked into the cave
from bel ow.
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Ligeia stiffened, for the denmon was staring right at them But the creature's gaze passed
through them and it saw nothing but the cave. They truly were invisible.

Then the denon spotted the snake, which was separate from Mym and just beyond the
anbi ance of his power. The denobn reached for the snake, but the snake rose up hissingly and opened
its jaws wide, and the denon thought the better of it. Hs head ducked down. "Nothing but wildlife
here. "

"Well, let's go back," the other denpn said. "Either they fell off the nmountain, or they
never were on this path. | don't know why Satan's so hot to get them they can't escape Hel
anyway. "

"He wants to torture the woman, rotface," the first said. "She was supposed to corrupt the
I ncarnation, and she tried to bug out, so she's in for it."

“Yeah, | hope Satan gives her to me to play with," the second said as they resuned their
tronp up the path. "I'd bring her right back here to this cave and really work her over! Did you
see those |l egs others when we held her?"

"I was on one of those |egs, snotpuss! | saw all the way up..." The sound faded as they
depart ed.

"Ch, | hate those denons!" Ligeia whispered. "All they think about is lust and torture!"

"Well, Hell is supposed to be an unpl easant place," Mymresponded, "to nake the dammed
souls regret their crimes inlife."”

"But | don't belong in Hell!" she excl ai ned.

"I think we'd better wait here until the denons give up the search,” Mymsaid. "That could
be sone tine. Wiy don't you tell me how you cane to be here? | cane here to help you and | stil
hope to do so."
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"You can't help nme," she retorted. "I can only hurt you. You should get away from ne right
now. "
"Why? You seem |ike a nice young wonan, apart from your obvious virtue as a princess.”
"I ama nice young wonan, apart fromthat virtue. You' d probably like me if you knew ne,

especially since you seemto be imune to ny scream That's why you need to get away."

“"Maybe |'m being dense. | don't follow the logic."

"Because that's what Satan wants!" she exclainmed. "He wants you to -- to -- "

"To treat you as the dermons woul d? | wouldn't do that, Ligeia."

"To fall in love with me," she blurted.

M/msmled. "I have been in |love before and | can't say that that is a fate worse than

death. They were good wonen, very good wonen. |f you are a good woman - -

"Because you're an Incarnation, Satan can not hold you any |onger than he can fool you
whi ch shouldn't be long. But |I'ma dammed soul, and he can hold nme; if you fall in love with ne,
then you won't | eave without me and so you won't be able to leave at all and you'll be trapped
forever in Hell and Satan' 1l have his way with the nortal realm" she expl oded.

So that was Satan's plot! No wonder Lila had told himof the inprisoned Princess! And was
it Lila that the de -- nons had taken to this same cave? An interesting coin -- cidence that they
shoul d happen to nmention it just when he was here to hear

Coi nci dence? Deception, nore likely! Wasn't it pos -- sible that Satan knew exactly where
he was -- and had instructed the denons to | eave himhere, because he was doi ng what Satan wanted
- being with Ligeia? And Lig -- eia, by all the signals, was a genuinely |oveabl e wonan, no part
of this plot. Had she been in on it, she should not have warned himof its nature.

Yes, this was very interesting. The denons had gotten Ligeia away from Mym and coul d have
renoved her to sone far reach of Hell so that he could never have found her. But they had paused,
seemingly foolishly, and threat -- ened to rape her. That had triggered her devastating scream so
that Mym had had a renewed chance to rescue her. It was possible that the denons had been stupid
and had given away to their lusts prematurely -- but Satan had merely stood and wat ched. Satan had
not started organ -- izing the pursuit until it was too |late. Satan was no fool

therefore his lack of initiative nust have been deliberate. He had wanted Ligeia to
scream so as to enable Mymto rejoin her
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That scream-- that was a nobst remarkable thing. @ h -- ers might consider it an ugly
thing. But Mym who had a problemw th his own voice, was in a position to under -- stand a
liability like that. He felt some enpathy. He wasn't stuttering now, but he was in Hell, where
Satan's power elimnated it; his consciousness of it remained. Lig -- eia was a fellow sufferer --

and Satan had wanted himto see that. Naturally a man who had suffered because of a problemwith
his voice would be attracted to a woman with anot her type of voice problem A cunning trap

i ndeed!

"You are silent," Ligeia said. "Now you understand. | thank you for being the man you are
and now | shall do what | nust do and | eave you." She started to nove to -- ward the cave
entrance.

Mym hel d her back. "I amnot |eaving wthout you,"

he sai d.

"But | told you why that can't be! You have a respon -- sibility on Earth!"

“I came to Hell to rescue you -- and rescue you | shall," Mymsaid. "This has nothing to
do with love, but with what is right. If | should fall in love with you in the pro -- cess,
perhaps you will agree to be with me after you have had your hearing and are free of Hell. If not
- | still nmean to do what | know to be right."

"You're a fool!" she said.

"I'"'ma man."

"A prince," she said, nore gently.

"An Incarnation."

"l could -- get very pleased with that kind of a fool," she confessed: "But | can't |et

you do it. | amonly one soul; your work affects millions. So -- " She got up again
He haul ed her back, held her down, and kissed her.
She sighed. "You know you really aren't being fair about this,
hi m back.

she said. Then she ki ssed
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"Let's get to know each other," he said.
"You al ready know ny curse. Wien | get excited --

"I know about curses. |I'ma stutterer."
She | aughed. "Not that |'ve noticed!"
“"Inlife. Here in Hell | amspared it. | think it's Satan's way of subverting ne. He

of fered me a denon concubi ne and free speech, but | prefer to make nmy own way."
Pi ers Ant hony 221
"But if your curse is gone in Hell, why does mine re -- main?" she asked plaintively.
"Per haps because Satan isn't trying to subvert you. He's trying to degrade you. He
probably woul d not bother to abate ny stuttering if | weren't an Incarnation.”

"The Incarnation of War," she agreed. "You rate spe -- cial treatnent."

"So if stuttering bothers you, you will not want to as -- sociate with ne, once we get out
of Hell."

"When | saw you, there in the Pal ace of Ice, you | ooked so bold and handsone, really I|ike
a prince coning to res -- cue me," she said. "I knewit was a trap and | tried to warn you away.
But you wouldn't go, and now the trap is sprung, and naybe the second one too, because you stil
won't go. | suppose it's academ c, because |'Il never get out of Hell, but if |I were out, and you
got ne out, I'd always know that it was the stutterer who did it and | wouldn't care what you
| ooked |ike or sounded like; I'd want to be with you. But you really didn't conme to the Pal ace of

Ice just to pick up a woman, did you? Not when you had a dempness at your beck?"

So Mymtold her about Ob, about Rapture, and his desire for a woman of that |evel, rather
than a protean denponess whose ultimate loyalty was to Satan. "Though Lila did shed a tear,"” he
said at the end. "I don't know why a denoness would do that."

"Because it was her business to corrupt you or to send you to Hell; either way, she knew
you woul d be dooned. Denons do t”ave sone little enotion, otherw se they couldn't enjoy the base
desires. They can't animate the human form w thout picking up a bit of human nature, so as to act
wel |l enough to fool real people. She probably liked you a trifle, or maybe |iked her assignnent in
Pur -- gatory, which is a better place than Hell, so was sorry when she knew it was over. Her wll
is subservient to Satan, but, when it doesn't conflict with her assignnent, she can afford sone
enotion. Especially if showing it mght cause you to react in a manner hel pful to her mission."

"You seemto know a | ot about denons," Mymsaid ruefully.
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"I have had recent experience.

she had come to Hell.

Li gei a had been a European princess. Wen she cane of age and was versed in the things

Then she told hi m how

needful for her role, her father the King had begun shopping about for a suit -- able match for
her. "These things are seldomleft to in -- dividual choice, you know, " she said.

"1 know, " Mym agreed.

Part of that shopping entailed showi ng the wares. Con -- tenporary nonarchs had becomne
canny, as their sons ac -- quired nodernistic notions of independence, and facili -- tated
cooperati on by seeking brides who were not only advantageously connected, but who were personally
at -- tractive. In fact, it was often possible to use a young prince's idealistic notions to keep
himin |line, because, once he was snitten by the beauty of the prospective bride, he paid little
heed to anything else until it was too

late. He was trapped by love. "I know," Mymrepeated, renmenbering how well that

pl oy had worked with Rapture. "Well, you don't have to agree so readily!" she said. "I am

al ready blinded by your beauty,"” he said. He intended it as hunor, but realized as he spoke that
it was not. Ligeia evidently had a similar realization, for she blushed. It was dark in the cave,
but he knew she was bl ushi ng because her whote body seened to radiate heat. The enbarrassnent of
royalty was a nore potent thing

than that of ordinary folk.

So, she continued after a delicate pause, she was to be shipped to a M d-East ki ngdom for
a visit, nomnally a routine courtesy, actually a denonstration of exactly what her kingdom had to
offer. Her father knew there was no princess currently on the narket to match her appearance. She
was, of course, under strict orders to prevent her liability from bei ng exposed.

But international terrorists had seen their chance to strike. They nmanaged to skyjack the
ai rpl ane she was on. They demanded a phenonenal ransomfor her, even while the plane was still in
flight -- one billion Eurodollars, re -- lease of all political prisoners, a public apology for
ms -- governnent, that sort of thing. If the King paid, they
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woul d Iand the plane in a neutral country and |let her go;
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if not --

The King refused to acknow edge their demands. The nbney was easy, the rel ease of
pri soners problematical, and the apol ogy i npossible, of course.

"Of course,” Mym agreed, understanding perfectly.

The King approached the matter forthrightly. He put out notice that a reward woul d be
given for the severed heads of the conspirators.

They arranged to show their deternination by putting her inage on a magic nmirror. They set
up the mrror, but Ligeia refused to perform she would not denean herself by beggi ng her father
to buy her freedom

Bal ked for the nonment and running | ow on fuel, the hijackers decided on a nore direct
denonstration. They stripped her naked, and one of them prepared to rape her -- on canera, as it
were. It was evident that they had had sone such notion in mnd ever since seeing her, for they
wer e nen.

"Not all men are like that," Mm protested.

"You don't desire ny body?" she inquired chal -- |engingly.

Mym si ghed. There was no respectabl e answer he could give to that.

Seeing that practically all was lost, and with the fell pirate al nbst upon her, Ligeia had
screaned. After all, submission to public rape was no nore possible for a prin -- cess than a
public apology was for a king. In private, a different standard obtained. After a princess got
married, both rape and apol ogy were |ikely, perhaps even necessary.

But not desirable, Mym remarked.

Every ot her person aboard the plane had | ost con -- sciousness. Ligeia, of course, did not
know how to pilot it. So the plane crashed, and all aboard were killed, in -- cluding her

"And so | found nyself in Hell," she concl uded.

"But you did nothing worthy of damation!" M/m protested.

"That is my claim" she agreed. "Technically |I did cormit suicide -- but it was to protect

my virtue. And
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was responsi ble for nany deaths -- but it was self-defense, and they were evil nen. | fee
that if | could only get a fair hearing, the powers who be should agree that | should go to
Heaven. But it seens that ny scroll was charged with both nurder and suicide, and so | was damed.
O course | would have been dammed had | submitted, too." "Damed if you do and dammed if you
don't," Mym

agreed. "And then Satan had the tenmerity to force me to -- |

tried to warn you away, but -- "

"The thing to do," Mymsaid firmy, "is to turn Satan's trap against him To get out of
Hel I. That woul d serve

himright."

"But | keep telling you, that can't be done!" she pro -- tested. "Only you alone can win
free, if you know how. | can only do it if | get nmy hearing, and Satan will never

allow that."

"How can he prevent it?" Mym asked, nettled. "Doesn't God have anything to say about it?"

"God doesn't interfere in the affairs of nortals or with the Incarnations," she said
despairingly.

"Well, | amunder no such restriction,” Mymsaid. "I shall get you out."

"That is exactly what Satan wants you to try," she

rem nded him

"I amdisinclined to disappoint him" Mm considered. "Do you think Satan is listening to
us now?"

"Well, we're hiding fromhim-- "

"It isin ny mind that Satan permtted us to reach this place,” he said. "He surely can
tune in on us. This is,

after all, his domain."

“I hadn't thought of that," she confessed. "But Hell is a very big region. |I'msure he
can't devote his attention to every little detail all the time. Once he knew we were together, he
probably went on to other business."

"Probably," Mym agreed. "So we can consi der our

conversation private."

She shrugged. "I suppose so. But it doesn't matter. | can't get out and, as |long as
prevent you fromgetting out, I amserving his purpose. | don't like that, though | do |ike being
with you."
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She was probably correct, Mymthought. She had served as the lure to bring himin, and now
served as the chain to keep himhere. Satan had no need to watch them

Yet it was hardly unpl easant, being here with Ligeia. She was a nice girl, with conpatible
val ues, and extraor -- dinarily pretty, and he had al ways been fascinated by that -type.

He changed his position, as the stone was not really confortable. Hs eye fell on the
snake.

The snake was wat chi ng him

Mym conpl eted his adjustnment as if he had not noticed, but his m nd was suddenly awhirl.
Surely it was true that Satan had worse things to do than watch two peopl e get acquai nted. But Mym
was an | ncarnation, and, though Satan could penetrate the veil of invisibility Mymhad i nvoked, he
probably couldn't do it fromany distance. One Incarnation could not interfere with another froma
di stance. So Satan probably wasn't tuning in on themdirectly.

But Satan would not want to |l et an Incarnation nove about Hell unsupervised. He woul d have
to have sone way to keep track. And what better way would there be than to assign a | esser mnion?

The snake was that minion. It would report on Mynis location at all tines and on any
i mportant activity Mymindulged in. That would certainly be a convenient way to keep track

He coul d touch the snake, phase in with it, and learn for sure. But that mght alert Satan
that he, Mym had caught on. Better to seemnot to have caught on

But how could he tell Ligeia, wthout the snake hear -- ing? And how coul d he get away
fromthe snake, without alerting it and Satan?

Well, he could phase in to Ligeia and plant a thought in her mnd. But at this point he
preferred not to do that, because it would be an invasion of what little privacy she night have,
and because she was, indeed, a young worman he was quite ready to |i ke and perhaps | ove. Too great
an intinmacy could spoil such a relationship.

O was he afraid that if he phased in to Ligeia he would di scover that she was nerely
anot her agent of Satan's?
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It was a possibility he had to consider. If she was, not only would he be disappointed,
but his verification of her could betray his suspicion to Satan hinself. That would |l eave himwith
not hi ng.

He considered sone nore and deci ded that he would have to keep whatever escape plan he
m ght have to

hi nsel f.

For, abruptly, he realized that he did have a plan -- a bold, wild one that only he had
any chance of inple -- nmenting. If he could inplenent it successfully, not only would he rescue
Li geia, he would be able to rescue many other unfairly damed souls. In addition, it would anmply
repay Satan for his audacity in trying to trap another In -- carnation in Hell and force himto do
Satan's will.

It wasn't the nice way and certainly it wasn't the easy way. But Mymwas Mars and he felt
that the honor of his office was at stake. He wanted to teach Satan a | esson about interfering
with Mars.

VWhen night fell in Hell, they were satisfied that the pursuit had ended. They had tal ked
and sl ept and now were eager to get out of the cranped cave.

"I believe there is sonme way out of Hell," Mymsaid. "I intend to find it. Do you have any
i dea where it mght be?"

Li gei a consi dered. "For you, many ways. For ne --

"For us both. Maybe you could not use

the exit by

yoursel f, but | could enable you to use it." She brightened. "Maybe -- oh, dare |I hope?"
"It is better to hope than to have no hope." "I have hoped nmany tinmes and al ways had ny hope

dashed." "There's always hope that this tinme your hope won't

be dashed." She snmiled. "For you, | will entertain that hope. But

| really don't know where an exit would be. The River

Styx circles all of Hell, and only the ferryman Charon can

take a soul across. That he will not do, except by the order

of Satan.” "But Hell is three dinmensional!”™ My/m protested.

"How can one river surround it all?"
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"I don't know," she said, surprised. "And we came down from above, so there nust be a
route there," he persisted.

"Yes, there nmust be," she agreed. "Funny that | never thought of that. But | still don't
know how to use such

an exit."

It occurred to Mymthat if Hell were |like Purgatory, its apparent three dinensionality
could be an actual two di -- nensions, so that one river could indeed enclose it all. The

descendi ng capsul e could have carried themright through the River Styx, charnmed by Satan's order
But he saw no point in bring up such norbid speculation. "What we need to do is inquire," he said.
"There is sure to be soneone who knows and will tell us. But we can't question the damed soul s
openly, or Satan will shut off

any exit that we find." "W could use the back route," she said. "The denons

don't go there, because -- "

"Back route?"

"There are roads and things for the front route, but the denons use those, so anyone who
doesn't bel ong woul d be chal l enged and caught very soon. O course, if we were invisible, it mght

work -- but we'd have to beconme visible to talk with anyone, and then the denbns m ght see. But
the back route is through the wilderness -- the marshes around the rivers, mainly. But though
there aren't de -- nons, there are other things, like nonsters and natura

hazards. | don't know whether -- " "Wat happens to a person caught by a nonster or a

natural hazard?"

"Alot of disconfort or pain, mainly," she said. "W really can't die here, but it would
hurt a lot to be chonped up and eaten by a nonster, and then you'd be inits belly. | really
woul dn't enjoy that."

That was something to think about. Could a nonster consune Mars? Probably not. But it
could consunme Lig -- eia. Could he protect her fromsuch threats? Perhaps he could, by keeping her
in contact with him

“I think I can guard you fromthat. Are you willing to

risk it?" "At this point it can be no worse than what Satan woul d

do to me, if -- " She didn't finish, and Mym knew why. |If she failed her assignment of
trapping himin Hell, for all that she had never agreed to do it, she would be pun -- ished in
Hel I's worst fashion. There were indeed fates worse than death, and Hell was the place where these
wer e suffered.

"I have a tentative plan of escape," Mymsaid care -- fully. "I can't tell you exactly
what it is, because news might reach Satan." He flicked his eyes toward the snake w t hout noving
hi s head, hoping that she would under -- stand the signal while the snake missed it. "But it
requires that | neet with the various |eaders of the souls of Hell -- not the ones doing Satan's
busi ness, but the ones who are genuinely interested in hunman welfare. | presune that, though these
soul s are damed, they are not totally evil. Can the back route get me to these souls, and can you

gui de nme there?"

Her eyes also flicked toward the snake. "Yes."

How conprehensi ve an answer was that? Whatever it was, he had to accept it.

They clinmbed down out of the cave and to the | edge, and the snake slithered after them
That was fine with Mym he did not want to get rid of the snake, because then Satan would have to
assign sone other creature to snoop, and that one mght be nore effective. Also, the snake served
as the pretext for himnot to speak his true plan aloud, so that he did not have to share it wth
Li geia. He disliked having to distrust her, but she was serving as an agent of Satan, and he could
not be quite, quite certain of her ultimate |oyalty.

It was nervy business, wal king down the narrow | edge in the dark, but necessary. They
proceeded slowy for hours, w nding around the mountain, and finally, as dawn was threatening,
they reached the base.

They were both tired, so sought a place to rest and sleep. To be tired in the spirit form

was no nore anom-- alous than dawn in Hell. Mymis body seemed fully phys -- ical to him it even
had natural functions, requiring himto borrow the cover of a bush for a minute. It seenmed that if
one ate in the Afterlife, one also digested and elim-- inated; if one | abored, one becane tired.
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They fornmed a bower -- a shelter of boughs -- under a leaning tree, making a bed of |eaves
and fem They lay down to sleep -- and the bugs |ocated them This was Hell, of course; naturally
t here were obnoxi ous vermin.

But Mymsinply enfolded Ligeia in his cloak, and the bugs could not get to them O course
this made it nore difficult to sleep, because she was very warm and soft against him He had
sought her because he was in need of a woman, but he wasn't quite sure of her, and of course a
princess was not a concubine, so he did not want to nove things along too hastily. But that did
not mean that he could sinply ignore her contact and sleep. 'A penny for your thoughts," she
murmured. ' No sale.™

"Are you sure you don't desire ne?" 'Cf course | desire you!" he snapped. "But --
"That's nice," she said. "But don't worry; | won't cor -- rupt you." And she fell asleep

How nice for her. Did she, as a panpered princess, even know what nal e desire signified?
She had to, for she had been threatened with rape both as a nortal and as a spirit. But probably

she assumed that nice men were dif -- ferent and expressed desire only as an intellectual com --
plinment with no physical conponent. Well, he would try to honor that notion. Certainly if he had
real | y wanted concubi nage wi thout content, he could have had it in Lil --

ith/Lila.

Lilith. Lila. Ligeia. He had not before realized how similar those nanes were. Could it be
that -- ?

No! That was preposterous. Yet, insidiously, he had to wonder. \Wat a fool Satan would be
maki ng of him if he had been tricked into trapping hinself in Hell for the sanme creature he had
renounced in Purgatory! If he was now torturing hinmself with desire unfulfilled for a dammed amo - -
ral denoness!

He coul d phase in to her and learn her identity for cer -- tain. He knew that he shoul d.
But still he refrained. Sup -- pose Ligeia turned out to be genuine, and his intrusion betrayed
his distrust? How woul d she react to himthen? He woul d not blane her for feeling betrayed.

Was he weighing the risk of his actual betrayal against
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her nere feeling of betrayal ? There could be no question of the appropriate course to
take. Yet he could not.

She stirred. "Wiy are you tense?" she asked.

"Just thinking."

"Are you sure you won't tell ne?"

"You would not like it."

"I don't see how your thoughts could be worse than the rest of Hell."

She had a point. "I am wondering whether you are who and what you say you are."

"I am" she said, then reconsidered. "Ch, you nean you doubt? | suppose that's sensible.
Who el se do you think | night be?"

"Lilith, the denpness."

She becane fully alert. "The one who went to the cave with the denons? You think I -- ?"
"I told you you wouldn't like it."
"I don't! But | suppose you are right to wonder. De -- npbns can assune any form so she

coul d nmake herself | ook just Iike me. But how can | prove ny identity?"

"There is a way," he said reluctantly.

"That's what nen al ways say, isn't it? But | under -- stand that denons are better at it
t han genui ne people are, so -- "

"As the Incarnation of War, | have certain powers. One of themis the ability to --

"To incite violence," she said. "You are doing a fan -- job of it now"

This was exactly the kind of entangl enent he had wanted to avoid. But now he was in it and
had to slog through. "Also to phase in to people, to occupy their bod -- ies and mnds and grasp
their thoughts."

"Ch." She considered. "I thought you neant another kind of penetration.”

"I would not practice either on you without your con -- sent," he said stiffly.

"This phasing in, so you can read nmy mind -- does it nean | can al so read yours?"

That notion startled him "I'mnot sure. Wien | have done it with nortals, they were
unaware of nmy intrusion. But | could project ny thoughts to them | suppose, if
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one realized what the situation was, he m ght have read ny thoughts on his own."

"Then phase in to ne," she said.

"But if you should be a denpbness --

"Then Satan will know all your secrets. But you seek to know mine. Turnabout is fair play,
isn't it?"

It did make sense. He had distrusted her; she could distrust him He wanted to trust her
surely she wanted to trust him The phasing in would resolve all doubts, one

way or the other.

"But do you realize that this can be a nore intimte association than any physical one
coul d be?" he asked,

still hesitant. "I would rather be known than unknown, "she said

simply.

So he phased in. For a nonent he had trouble orienting, and was afraid that it wouldn't
wor k when there was no nortal body to anchor to. But then he realized that in the nortal real mhe
had used the physical body to fix the spiritual essence in place; on this occasion it could be
done directly.

He overl apped her -- and discovered that not ony was it possible to do it w thout the
physi cal bodies, it was nuch easier, because there was no flesh to get in the way. Just |ike that,
her thoughts were his.

She was genuine. All that she had told himwas true. Her nmind was so straightforward, and
the merging so conplete, that there was absol utely no doubt.

So that's the plan! he thought w th surprise.

No, that's not your thought, it's mine, the thought fol -- lowed inmrediately. Ligeia's.

The rapport was so thorough that he had nistaken her thought for his own! He had never
antici pated success like this! Wiy had she even been concerned about -- wait, whose thought was
this? Hs or hers?

Does it matter?

Confused, Mym di sengaged. They lay there, both then -- bodies radiant with the experience,
assimlating the enor -- nous inpact of the prior few nonents. Truly, they had known each other
for an instant.

Now Mym di scovered that he could recollect greater

detail in Ligeia s nenories than he had been aware of before. He seemed to have acquired
part of her m nd.

"It was right to let Rapture go, though you still I|oved her," Ligeia said.

"You share my nmenories?" he asked, knowing it was so.

"“Your menories beconme you," she said. "You are a decent man. | can see why you are wary of

t he denoness;
that business with the tal king head --
"I had no idea that the phase would be that conplete, Li!"
"I know, Mym | know," she said.
"How wel I we know each other so suddenly!"
“I't was worth it."
"It was worth it," he repeated.
"I think we shall very soon be in love."
"Very soon," he agreed.
"For the first time in ny Afterlife, | amglad | went to Hell."
"I know." He kissed her. The acquai ntance that shoul d have taken nonths had been
acconpl i shed i n seconds.
Now, secure in their know edge of each other, they slept.
Ligeia did know her way generally about Hell. She had found a map of it in a book Satan
had shown her. The
book described the various regions and tortures avail abl e;
the showing of it had not been any favor to her, but a threat. She had been terrified by
the threat, but she had remenbered the pretty map.
"The River Lethe originates near the center, and that is where Satan's private retreat
she said. "So we shoul d discover its source spring near here.”
"Lethe -- the water of forgetful ness?" he asked. "My nythology is not yours, but | seemto
remenber that."
"True. If we thirst, we had better not drink that water, for we will not even renmenber our

is,
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m ssion thereafter."

They wal ked al ong, and the snake followed, and they found the spring, and thirst snote
Mym but he knew he could not drink. The clear water bubbled up fromthe white sand bel ow, form ng
a |l ovely pool surrounded by
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rich vegetation. There were several canoes on a rack be -- side it. This was evidently a
wi | derness retreat.

"Odd that such a thing should exist in Hell," Mymrenarked.

“"I't's a trap. Unwary souls who flee the work gangs find their way here and choose to boat
and swmin the water, aad -- "

"l see. Satan does love to torture insidiously."

"But we can use a canoe,"” she said. "It doesn't matter if we get splashed, as |ong as none
of it gets in our nouths. O course it mght not be smart actually to swminit."

"Not smart at all," he agreed.

"The rivers lead to every major section of Hell. Sone of themare pretty nasty. That's why
there isn't nmuch traffic on them"

They lifted a canoe and turned it over. It was made of alumi num-- or whatever passed for
it inthe Afterlife -- and was light. They set it in the water and clinbed care -- fully in. The

snake joined them There were two al um num paddles with it, too. It floated very nicely on the
wat er .

“I would hardly need to drink the water to forget," M/ymsaid. "This is such a pl easant
pl ace."

" Appearances can be deceptive," she said.

They paddl ed. Mym had had experience with this sort of thing and had the rear seat; he
kept a straight course by sculling, while Ligeia paddled on either side in front.

They guided it to the outlet, where the flow of the river commenced. The water was cal m
only the slightest cur -- rent was felt. The vegetation grewrichly up to the shore, and trees
overhung, so that the stream seened to be pass -- ing under a green canopy. Small fish swam bel ow,
and turtles were at the fringe. It was hard indeed to renmenber that this was Hell!

But soon the streamentered a nmarshy regi on where water plants encroached. The plants

seened i nnocent -- hyacinths -- but Mymwas cautious. This was, after all-,
Hel |
Sure enough, as they glided close, he saw little feeler -- threads withing out fromthe

pl ants, reaching toward the canoe. There seemed to be sap flowing that resenbled saliva. Those
pl ants were hungry for nore than water.

"Stay clear of those plants,” he warned Ligeia.

"The hungrycinths,"” she agreed. "They will |eave nothing but bones, if they get the chance
to feed."

Mym wonder ed how a spirit-person could have bones. But surely he did, here in Hell. He
liked this quiet stream]l ess.

They found a channel by the plants, but there were nore and nmore of the things, and soon
they could go no farther without forging directly through. "I think we'd better do it rapidly,"”
Mymsaid. "If we travel swiftly enough, they won't be able to get hold."

They gat hered nmonentum and struck the bank of plants at speed. The drag was i medi ately
felt. The canoe slowed, partly fromthe sheer clogging mass of plants, and partly fromthe
| atching-on of their hairlike tentacles. They continued paddling, but soon becane bogged down.

Now the plants seermed to crowd in, extending then -- thick | eaves over the sides of the
canoe, reaching in with their feelers. Sap fairly drool ed.

Mymlifted his paddl e high and brought it down beside the canoe, smashing at the plants.
They were crushed down with a sick vegetabl e squishing sound. He smashed again, at those on the
ot her side, freeing what he could reach of the canoe. "Knock them away!" he called to Ligeia.
"Then we can nove on through!"

She lifted her paddl e and brought it down. But her no -- tion was ineffective and
di sl odged only a few plants. "Harder!" Mymcalled. H's own plants were crowding in again.

She struck harder -- and water splashed up against Mym He shiel ded his face
instinctively. His right armwas spattered -- and where the droplets touched, spots of nunbness

devel oped. The water of Lethe was making his very flesh forget!
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"Don't splash!" he cried.

"Qops!" She restricted her effort and nanaged to get nost of the plants unclung.

"Now paddl e forward," he said. "W can do it."

They both worked hard, and the canoe began to nove reluctantly. Now the action of the
paddl es tended to clear the plants fromthe sides. But it was a lot of work for excruciatingly
sl ow progress.
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At |ast they forged out of the band of plants and into clear water. But there were nore
hungryci nt hs ahead. Mym peered about, trying to spy the route of least resis -- tance, but al
| ooked equally bad. No matter which way they went, there would be a struggle.

They made the struggle, navigating interminable rafts of vegetation, and at |ast canme to a
weat her-worn landing. "This is our first stop," Ligeia said breathlessly. "Why don't | wait in the
canoe while you talk to the man?"

He gl anced at her, surprised. He was sure she did not want to be separated fromhim here
in the hind region of Hell. Then he saw the snake and realized that they could not afford to have
it reporting on the true nature of his dialogue with the | eader of the dammed souls. He trusted
Li geia conpletely now, and she trusted him-- but neither of themtrusted the snake. So she was
volunteering to keep the snake here, providing himthe necessary privacy. This was a brave and
good gesture on her part.

"Yes, | can see you are tired," he said. "You stay here and rest, and | will return as
soon as | can."

Then Mym went and found the | eader of the dammed souls, who was engaged in shoveling muck
out of a canal -- ditch. Naturally the muck seeped back in alnmost as fast as he got it out; that
was the nature of Hell.

Mym i ntroduced hinself briefly, then phased in to the skeptical man. The contact, as it
had been with Ligeia, was instantly perfect, and the nman understood the full nature of My\m's pl an
and acqui esced. Much sooner than would otherw se have been the case, Mymwas back at the canoe.

"W' || have to ask the next," Mymsaid shortly. That was for the benefit of the snake, who
woul d think that Mym had not gotten what he wanted -- news of a secret exit from Hell

They paddl ed on downstream and in due course the River Lethe debouched into a river of an
entirely different nature. This one was largely frozen. Ice rimmed its shore and closed in on the
center current, leaving only a narrow channel. Icicles hung fromthe neighboring trees.

"What in Hell is that?" Myminquired, surprised.

"The River Kokytus," Ligeia inforned him "The waters of |anentation."
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"I lanent the nmoment | conmitted nyself to this voy -- age,

"Doesn't your cloak protect you?"

“I't shoul d. But what about you?"

"I may have to help you paddle fromthe rear seat."

They nudged the canoe into the frozen Kokytus. Im-- nediately a cutting crossw nd
devel oped, shoving the canoe sidew se toward the ice. Ligeia had to put her pad -- dle out to
stave off a collision, and Mymdid the same. Now the wind tore at the woman, whi pping her hair
across her face, quickly chilling her.

"Conme back here with ne!"™ Mymcried. "Before you freeze."

"But then the ice -- "

"You can't endure that cold wind | ong!"

She had to agree. She made her way back to him and got under the cover of his cloak

But now t he canoe was wei ghted down at the back, and lifting out of the water at the
front. The wind turned it about so that the front overrode the ice. They were unable to paddle it
f orwar d.

“I'"l'l have to go back to ny seat,'
only way we can -- "

"No! I won't have you freezing!"

"But you have to talk with -- "

But Mymhad a notion. "Let's see if we can travel on the ice!" he exclai ned.

They tried it. They paddl ed madly and ranmed the canoe up farther on the ice. Wen it
woul d go no farther, they noved up to the front end, overbalancing it and lift -- ing the rear out

" Mymnuttered. "We'Il freeze!l"

Li geia said, shivering with the expectation. "It's the
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of the water. Then some scraping and shoving with the paddl es got the renmainder onto the ice.

After that it wasn't hard. They sinply poled the canoe across the ice, downstream The
liability had beconme an asset.

But when they cane to the landing for the next neeting, the problemof cold resuned. If
Ligeia remained with the canoe, she would freeze. But if she did not --

"Actual ly, that snake's torpid," Myimsaid. "It's cold -- est mthe bottom of the boat,
where it touches the ice.”

Li gei a checked. The snake was curled up, trying to hus --
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band some warnth, but obviously not succeeding. "The poor thing," she murrmured. "I'd
better get it to sone -- where warnmer."

"That reptile is -- " Mymstarted, but couldn't finish, because he didn't want the snake
to know he knew.

"Cold," she finished. "I don't care what kind of crea -- ture it is, it shouldn't be
allowed to freeze." She reached into the canoe and carefully picked up the snake.

Mym was di sgusted. He woul d have been glad to be rid of the snake in a coincidental
manner, so that Satan would not catch on. At the sane tinme, he appreciated the softer nature of
Li gei a, who, however foolishly, was being caring.

So they wal ked away fromthe frozen river, and Ligeia carried the snake along, warning it.

The souls of this region resenbl ed snow nonsters as they struggled to carry baskets of
snow t hrough the drifts. Obviously they had been assigned this work for the sanme reason the others

had to slop rmuck endlessly -- pointless misery. The denons in charge were in a high tower, ev --
idently warmed by a stove, because snoke issued fromits chimey. That nmeant that the workers were
not closely supervised -- but it seemed the denons kept track of the deliveries, for as Mym

wat ched, a snow bonb was | ofted froman automatic catapult. It arched through the air and | anded
on a |l aggard worker, burying himin snow.

Anot her worker saw the two of them "New recruits?" he asked. "Here, |'ve got an extra
coat for the lady." He paused to strip his outer layer, a furred jacket, battered but good.

"But you need that yourself!" Ligeia protested.

"Not as nuch as you do," the nman said, handed her the jacket, and resumed his plodding.

It was a help, for now she was able to wal k alone. Mymlocated the | eader and natched his
step, speaking briefly to himwhile Ligeia wal ked sonme di stance behind. Then Mym phased in with
the man, and in a nonent the un -- derstandi ng was conplete; the man woul d spread the word, and
t hese peopl e would cooperate. Mym di sen -- gaged, wal ked al ong for another mnute, then broke
away, trusting that neither the supervising denon nor the snake

Ligeia carried had conprehended the true nature of his contact.

They returned to the canoe. "They don't seem|li ke bad people," Mymrenarked as they
resumed their skid along the ice.

"They really aren't,"” she agreed. "O course | ambringing you to the best groups, the
ones who were only nmarginally evil to begin with and who have probably ex -- piated enough of
their sin to qualify for Heaven, except that Satan never does | et anyone go, regardless. | under --
stand some of the dammed souls in other regions arc reallv bad."

"That man gave you his coat," Mym persisted. "Shouldn't that count on his bal ance card, a
good deed?"

"It should,” she agreed. "But he didn't do it for that, because they all know Satan won't
| et them go anyway."

"Which is the truest positive act -- sacrifice wi thout hope of reward."

"I wish we could help these people, sonehow, " she said.

"I'f we find our avenue of escape, sonme of themmay use it too," he reni nded her

She now under st ood exactly what he had in nmind. "Yes."

The snake, recovered fromits lethargy of cold, perked up. It was now coil ed about one
of Ligeia's |legs, warned by her body without interfering with her use of the paddle. Mym wondered
how it reported to Satan, whether it had to nake periodic check-ins, or whether it was tel epathic.
Probably the forner; the latter would have betrayed them already, for it would have read their
m nds and not have to listen to their words. Perhaps it was a variety of denon that could vaporize
at will, zip anay to report, and return while they were sl eeping. That was what Mym was count --

i ng on.

The Kokytus debouched into a broad and quiet river, and the ice gave way to poll uted
water. This was easier to canoe through, but unpleasant to see and snell. "Wich one is this?"

"The Acheron," she replied, renoving her jacket, as the air had wanned. "River of
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Sorrows. "
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"That figures," he said. "The clear, clean spring water is forgetful. The frozen streamis
| anenting. And the pol -- luted one has sorrows."

"What greater sorrow is there than the destruction of what once was |ovel y?" she asked.

He sighed agreenent. "Yet the nortals are doing their best to nmake all their rivers like

this."

"The nortal world is going to Hell. Anybody can see that, fromthis vantage. But it's
sad. "

"If only they woul d understand and change course!" he said. "Maybe if nortal people could

only see Hell or hear about how it really is, before..."

"But, every nortal person has to die before seeing Hell, and then it's too late."

That was the crux of the problem It neant that Satan stood a fair chance to prevail,
because of the ignorance of nortals.

The river narrowed and the current accelerated. "I hope there aren't rapids!" Mym
mutt er ed.

"I don't think there are, but -- "

The river forked. "Wich way do we go?" Mm asked.

"I don't know. They probably rejoin after a bit, so \ maybe it doesn't nmatter." \

Mym steered the canoe into the | eft channel, which

seened to be the nore navigable of the two. All went well -- until they canme up against a
fallen tree. It hung' slantwi se over the water, blocking progress. |

"We can duck under it," Mym said.

They coasted up to it, and both squeezed down |low, | and they passed under the trunk. But
as they did, several' objects dropped fromit into the canoe. Mymthought they were bits of bark
but then he saw them scuttling. They ( were little crablike things, with pincers. They waved

little antennae in the air, then headed purposefully for the near- | est delicacy, Ligeia.
"Trouble," Mymsaid. "Get your legs up!"
She | ooked back -- and screaned. She tried to get her |egs up, but got a foot caught under

the seat. The first crab reached that foot and took an experinmental pinch. Ligeia screamed again.

Mym t ook his paddl e and pounded at the crabs with it.

Then he junped -- one had pinched himon the ankle. It hurt terribly.

Then the canoe ran up agai nst a submerged | og and stall ed.

First things first. Mymgot to work cleaning out the crabs. He discovered that he could
stun them nonen -- tarily with a blow, then use the blade of the paddle to lift themup and dunp
them out. One by one he pursued them until all were gone.

Next, he considered their external predicanment. He could not see the log, but he could not
nmove the canoe off it. "I'll have to get out and Iift it off," he said

"No, no, don't do that!" Ligeia protested. "Any part that touches this water -- the
sorrows -- "

He didn't need to have sorrows in his feet, [egs, and however far up the water extended
when he stood in it. Hell could make things unconfortably literal. He | ooked for sone other way.

"Ch, no!" Ligeia said.

Mym | ooked. There in the water was an alligator. It | ooked hungry.

Desperately, he paddled, trying to boost the canoe off the hang-up, but all he succeeded
in doing was to shove his end around until the canoe was sideways, being pushed by the current but
not getting anywhere.

That gave hima notion. He continued paddling, with a watchful eye on the alligator, unti
his end swng the rest of the way around. The canoe was now backwards, facing upstream stil
stuck. But Mymi's end was beyond the bar -- rier. "Cone back here with ne, and we can budge it," he
cal | ed.

Li gei a noved back. As her end |lightened, they were at last able to shove off the |og, just
as the alligator closed in. They took off backward, unable to turn around. So Mym stroked backward
whil e Ligeia noved back to po -- sition. The alligator watched, disgusted, but did not pursue.

After that, they knew how to get over the subnmerged | ogs. They struggled on to the next
| andi ng and got out. This tine, again, Ligeia remained in the canoe with the snake, letting Mym
handl e his business al one.
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Shortly after they resumed their journey, the river wid -- ened and joined a truly
horrendous tributary. The water of the other river snelled of oil, and small blue flanes pl ayed
across its surface.

Ligeia pointed to it. "The River Phlegethon," she said.

Mym was appal | ed. "You nmean we have to go up thatT

She nodded. "The next good group..."

So they stroked up the River of Fire. Mymcould feel the heat of the flane on it; when his
energetic paddling splashed droplets of water into the canoe, they ignited as they | anded. Had the
canoe been of wood or bark, it would soon have been abl aze! As it was, it grew hot, and the snake
craw ed up to the seat beside Ligeia to avoid the disconfort of the nmetal hull.

Then they cane to rapids, and the vapor thrown up by the spumng liquid was burning,
meking a curtain of fire extending several neters above the surface. "No way we can go through
that," Mymsaid. "W'Ill have to portage.”

They guided the craft to the side, found a reasonably firm section of the bank, and got
out. Then they haul ed the canoe out and picked up each end. It was heavy and cl unmsy, seening much
nmore so than it had when they first put it into the water. This was an indication of how they were
tiring.

Then their feet started sinking down into the marshy ground. Each time Mymtook a step
there was a sucking sound, and nuck coated his boots, and an odor renmnis -- cent of overripe eggs
wafted up. Ligeia, wearing only del -- icate slippers, was worse off.

"Maybe | can haul it!" Mymexclained. He set down his end, slogged to the front, took
hol d, and haul ed. The canoe noved, reluctantly. He stepped forward and haul ed again. It was
feasible. This allowed Ligeia to pick her way nore carefully, sparing her slippers and feet
further degradation.

But the narsh got worse. It started maki ng sucking sounds of its own, and hol es appeared
that were not caused by feet. They | ooked |ike pursed nmouths. Mym accidentally put a foot in one;
it sank in halfway to his knee, and the nouth-hol e cl osed about it and hung on

He wrenched, but the boot remained captive and he was in danger of renoving his foot
wi t hout the boot. Meanwhile there was a kind of hissing and steanming in the hole, as if digestive
juices were being squirted about. So he reached with difficulty into the canoe, fetched out a
paddl e, and used it to jaminto the hole and wedge out his boot. It was awkward, clunsy busi ness,
but at last he got it free, sonewhat degraded on the outside.

He resumed the hauling, now being nore careful where he set his feet. His breath was short
as he | abored, and he was sweating, but he nade progress. Again he won -- dered idly about the
physi ol ogi cal effects here in the spirit realm had he not known where he was, he would have had
no way to tell that he was not in the nortal realm To a spirit, the spirit world seened just as
tangi bl e as the physical world did to a nortal

They cane in above the fire-rapids, |aunched the canoe, and paddl ed on upstream In due
course they reached the fourth encanpnent and made the connection. Then all they had to do was
proceed on back down the River of Fire.

Dusk was at hand as they reached the foul Acheron again; instead of entering it, they

| anded the canoe and nmade canp at the fringe of the fire zone. There was noth -- ing to drink
except sone of the firewater, and nothing to eat except tubers they were able to scrounge fromthe
scorched soil. But they stuck the tubers on the ends of |long sticks and toasted themat the fire

on the river; the tubers were edible if not enjoyable. The firewater did not properly slacken
their thirst, but it soon caused themto cease to worry about the matter. They tal ked, | aughed,
rolled together, and decided it was tine to get serious about sex...and discovered they could not.

The fire -- water had not only inflanmed their desire, it had made one or the other of them
i npotent. Ligeia found that hilarious, but Mymsuspected that in the norning, when he was sober
he woul d not be laughing. Unrequited lust -- trust Hell to be the place for that sort of

experi ence!
| ndeed, when the norning canme, he was not |aughing. Hi s body ached fromthe exertions of
the prior day, and his head felt as if he had soaked it overnight in the stench --
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wat er of the Acheron. Ligeia seened little better off; her beauty was now overl aid by
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grime and fatigue. "Ch, ny clothing!" she fussed. "No one would take me for a prin -- cess now"

"True," Mymmuttered. "They would take you for a wonan."

She gl anced at him "Are you naking fun of ne?"

"No. | never really cared for princesses, but | have known sone fine wonen." Actually that
was a confusion, perhaps spawned by his hangover. He did care for prin -- cesses, and needed one
to share his life. But at the mo -- nent he really craved a wonan of the nature of Orb, who had
brought hi m up when he had been | ow and | oved hi mw t hout questioning his nature. Ligeia was both
princess and woman -- but the wonan aspect was becoming nore inportant to him

"Ch." She considered for a nonent. "But don't you prefer pretty wonmen?"

"Second only to caring ones."

"You are making fun of ne!"

"Cone read ny nind." He took her hand and drew her in to him She cane, making only token

resi stance. He phased in to her -- and discovered a kind of tinder that ignited explosively as it
encountered the devel oping flame of his enotion. There was a dial ogue, occurring in an in --
stant; parsed into its conponents it mght have been ren -- dered like this:

"But I'mnot ready to | ove!l" she protested.

"You don't need to," he responded. "I'mon the rebound."

"This sort of thing is supposed to take tine!"

"We'll give it time."

"Too late! I'"'malready raging with desire!"

"That's mny desire!™

"Not any nore!"

They di sengaged and | ooked at each other. "I'mnot sure we should have done that," Mym
sai d.

“I"'mnot sure we should be doing this,"

"Be doi ng what ?"

"What we couldn't do last night." She began renoving her clothing.

Mym realized that they had no secrets fromeach other. It did nmake sense to conpl ete what
they had started in their mnds. On the prior night it would have been largely wasted in their
besotted state, but now they could ap -- preciate it to its full extent with their mnds clear

He renoved his own clothing. "Afterwards, we can wash up in firewater," he renarked.

That set her off again, |aughing. Her whole body jiggled with her mirth.

There was a sound fromthe river. Mymlooked up -- and saw a great fiery shape energing
fromthe water. "Wat's that?" he asked, al arned

Li gei a | ooked. "The Fireman!" she shri eked.

"The what ?"

"The deni zen of the River of Fire! | thought he was a nyth! W nust flee!"

"Il fight him" Mymsaid, getting to his feet.

"You can't!" she protested. "He buns everything!"

Mym faced the energi ng nonster and reached for the Red Sword. But of course the Sword was
gone, along with the rest of his clothing. Gone? He had never brought it into Hell! He had no
weapon.

The Fireman pointed at a small tree. Ajet of flame cane fromhis hand, and the tree burst
into fire. The Fireman pointed at the river; the jet touched it, and the water boiled into a cloud
of vapor. The Fireman pointed at Mym

Mym snat ched up his cloak and dodged to the side. The ground where he had been standing
junped as if struck by a bonb, and snoke roiled up

"Flee!" Ligeia cried, terrified.

Mym concl uded that this was good advice. He grabbed her hand and fl ed.

They ran to the shore of the Acheron, and the Fireman did not pursue themthere. He
hovered for a monent where they had canped, then marched back into the Phlegethon

When they returned to their canpsite, they found only slag and ashes. Their clothing and
the canoe had been destroyed. The only other survivor was the snake.

They stood there. "Maybe we shouldn't have," Ligeia said.

she replied.

246 Welding a Red Sword

"W didn't." Mymremnm nded her

"Well, we were going to."

But now t he nood was gone. It would have to wait for another tine.
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They resunmed their trip, walking carefully in their bare feet. Fortunately, Ligeia said,
their next and final stop was not far ahead. They proceeded to the juncture of the rivers and
wal ked al ong the bank of the Acheron; in an hour or so came to the merger with the greatest of al
Hell's rivers, the Styx. It was so vast as to seemlike an ocean in itself, and its waters were
i nky bl ack and seened deep beyond inmagination. Qut across its sonber surface, near the horizon
strange waves devel oped, as if some nassive and sinister creature swam bel ow. Mym woul d not have
wanted to take a canoe out there!

I n anot her hour they reached the encampnent of the final group. There were wonen here --
i ndeed, it seenmed to be an Amazon community -- and they | ooked at Mym appraisingly, as if judging
whet her his flesh would be bet -- ter for soup or for pot roast. But Ligeia spoke up, telling them
that Mymwas Mars, the Incarnation of War, and needed to neet with their |eader privately. They
were inpressed, for they were warlike wonmen, and soon Mymwas cl oseted with the head Anazon. He
explained in a few words, then phased in with her.

"Lovel y!" she exclainmed as they disengaged. "You may count on us."

The Amazons provided themwith clothing and a tent to stay in and fed themwell. "W shal
coordinate the signals," their |eader assured Mym "G ve us a day, while you rest."

Then Mymand Ligeia retired to their tent, at |last having the chance to do what they
wi shed without intrusion -- and found thensel ves both so tired that they sinply flopped on the
fragrant straw and slept.

16

REVOLT

In the nmorning things were ready. Mymand Ligeia and the snake energed fromthe tent to
find the Amazons in full conbat dress. Each stood tall and proud with her bow and quiver of
arrows, her left breast full and perfectly nolded, her right breast absent. The right one was, of
course, burned off in childhood, so that it never devel oped and thus could never interfere with
the drawi ng of the bowstring. "But we have two problens," Diana, the Am-- azon | eader, said.
"First, we lack efficient neans of travel. Only the denbns can use the front routes, and the back
routes, as you know, are slow and treacherous. Since it is necessary for you to be at all the key
sites -- "

"What is the second problen?" Mym asked.

"There is a denon spy anbng us."

"Don't hurt the snake!" Ligeia exclainmed. "Ithasdone us no harm?"

"Except to report of your whereabouts every night," D ana said.

"We knew its mission," Mymsaid. "W sawto it that it did not know our actual plan."
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"Still, now that plan nust be revealed, and surprise is of the essence. That denobn nust be
abol i shed. "

“I't's not a denon, it's a snake,

"How do you know?"

"It got cold. A denon would not have been affected.™

Mym gl anced at the snake, startled. It was true; denons had no vulnerability to extrenes
of tenperature, as they had to function in all the clines that nade souls suffer. Yet, that being
the case --

Li geia protested.' "The soul of an aninal."

"It must still be a spy," Diana said. "W nust hack it to pieces, so that it can not
report on our activity."

"But you can't kill a soul,"” Mym said.

"But we can do the equivalent," she said. "Wien we do to it what would be the killing of a
nortal, it beconmes nonfunctional for a day, just as the denons do. That is all the tine we need."

"But we can't even be sure it is a spy,"” Ligeia said. "It's just a snake Satan used to gag
me, and then it stayed with us. Maybe it had no choice."

"I can settle this," Mymsaid. "I will phase in to it." He approached the snake and put
his hand on its body. The snake did not try to avoid him

In a monent he knew two things, and one of themas -- tonished him The snake was a spy
for Satan -- and the snake did not want to be. It had spied because it knew that Satan woul d have

put it into perpetual torture if it did not cooperate. So it had reported each night to a denon
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who cane to neet it. But it wi shed there were sonme other choice. Wen Ligeia had warnmed it, it had
been grateful to her, for no other creature had shown it such consideration during its life or its
Afterlife. But it had had no way to escape its assignnment.

But now you have a way, Mymthought to it. Join the revolt.

The snake was anmazed. You woul d have ne?

The revolt is open to anyone or anything who shares its precepts.

Then | join it.

WIl other animals join it? Myminquired.

If they knew they woul d be accepted and rewarded as the hunan souls are.

Mym di sengaged. "The snake will join us, if we will accept it. Oher aninals may do the
same. Do you see what this neans?"

"The animals -- will join us?" Diana asked incredu -- lously. "Even the hellhounds?"
"W can but inquire," Mymsaid. "It is arisk of be -- trayal, but if successful -- "
"You are the | eader, Mars," Diana said. "If you are ready to take that risk -- "

"I believe | am 1 believe the snake speaks for its kind and perhaps for others. If we
offer themthe sanme terns -- "

Di ana shrugged. "Then we shall not protest."”

Mym phased in to the snake again. He thought the terns to it. Bring those animals who
accept this here, he concl uded.

The snake slithered away. "Now we wait," Mym said.

It was a painful process, waiting until the animals re -- sponded. But the benefit could
be critical. Hours passed.

Then two hel | hounds bounded toward the canp. The Amazons raised their bows, arrows nocked.
Hel | hounds were hard to put out of business, because they were so |arge and tough, but arrows
t hrough the eyes and paws could do it.

The hel I hounds sl owed and paused, then wal ked slowy on toward the group, tracked by the
arrowheads. Wen they reached the center, Mym approached. He touched one and phased in.

The aninmals were willing. They hated Hell as much as the human souls did. Mst animals
retired at death to their own Afterlives, but sone few were caught up in the hunan system
particularly those who had been pets or associates of man. They wanted to be free of it just as
much as the human soul s did.

Then we shall include you in the reckoning, on the sane basis as the human souls, Mym
thought to it. /, the human Incarnation of War, pledge this.

I, the representative of the aninals, accept this, the hell hound thought back. How rmay we
serve you?

We require transportation

We can provide it.
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So the pact was made. The two hel | hounds | oped away.

In an hour, two wild horses galloped in. Their dark nanes flung out and their nostrils
snorted steam they were killer equines, dammed for killing men. But for this they were tane.

Li geia, being a princess, knew howto ride well. She and Mym nounted. "You know whatto
do," MymcaBed to Diana as they rode away.

The horses galloped to the nearest ford and crossed the Acheron. People afoot woul d not
have been able to do it, because of the foul ness of the water, but these horses were toughened to
it. Then they carried Mymand Ligeia to the checkpoint of their region of Hell

This was sinply a guard station at the intersection of several paved roads. A denon guard
stood there, holding a flanethrower. It was obvious that any soul who tried to pass this-point
woul d get burned. Spiked fences ex -- tended fromthe checkpoint away across the terrain, and Mym
knew t hat those would not be subject to passing, either; Hell surely had ways to nmake a fence
tight. The only interruption of such a fence would be a river, which expl ai ned how t he canoe had
gotten them t hrough.

They rode up on the wild horses and di smounted. The denon's gaze followed them and its
flanmet hrower was ready. Mymtook a step toward the checkpoint, then seened to hesitate. "I don't
think we can go this way," he said to Ligeia.
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"Ch, and | did so want to be alone with you," she said, speaking the Iine they had
r ehear sed.
They started to turn away. "Halt!" the denon cried.
They paused. The thing had taken the bait! "Ch, don't let that denon get ne!" Ligeia

cri ed.

"Where were you goi ng?" the denmon denmanded

Li geia turned, evincing a fright that was not wholly feigned. "I just -- nowhere," she
said, trenbling

The denon's red eyes glowed nore brightly as he sur -- veyed her body. Drool dribbled from

a tusk. Denbns m ght be incapable of such human enotions as | ove, but they could conpass |ust, and
Ligeia's figure incited that. "You can be alone with me, wench, and | don't care who watches!"

"No!" she cri ed.

The denon ainmed the flanethrower. "Cone here, wench -- or fry!"

Rel uctantly, Ligeia approached the denon. Then, just as it was about to grab her, she
screaned.

The denon dropped like a clod of manure. Mymhurried in and hauled it out of the box. Then
he took the flame -- thrower and fired it, playing the flame over the de -- non's body. Foul snopke
went up as the body burned and vaporized. In a nonent, nothing was |eft.

Mym waved his armin a signal across the field. Im-- nediately the hidden Amrazons rose
up, running toward the checkpoint.

A demon was com ng down the road, evidently off duty from some m ssion of malice. "Hey,
get back to work, you sluts!" it cried. But the Anmazons charged right at it and, in a nonent, had
overwhelned it and hacked it to pieces. The revolt was on!

Diana arrived at the checkpoint. "Take over," Mymtold her, presenting the flanethrower.

“"No denon shall pass. Mars!" she said, thunping her chest on the flat right side with her

fist. "We'll nop up those renmaining in this sector, never fear!"
They led the wild horses through, and Mym and Li geia renounted on the other side of the
checkpoint. They gal -- |oped toward the next one.

Mym was pl eased. This first m ssion had gone snoothly, and the upper echelon of Hell had
not been warned. If they could take out the other four as readily, the revolt would succeed before
Satan even knew it was in progress.

For it was no secret exit fromHell that Mym had sought. He knew there was none. He had
acquai nted the | eaders of the major sections with his plan for an organi zed rebel lion, occurring

virtually sinultaneously in several re -- gions, so that the denonic forces would be unable to con
-- centrate on any one. There were a thousand dammed souls for every denon, and only the tight
organi zation and re -- pressive tactics of the denons kept the souls cowed. As long as the ngjor

sections of Hell were sealed off fromeach other, no revolt could succeed, because the denobns
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woul d wipe it out by concentrating their force. The other sections would be unable to
assist, if they even knew what was going on. Then, of course, there would be a brutal extra ration
of torture for all those who had participated in the uprising. The thing about torture in Hell was
that there was no necessary end to it; what would cause a nortal to die in agony nmerely caused the
agony here. Those who did the equival ent of dying woke again the follow ng day, for a resunption

of the torture. And the denobns were adept at easing up just shy of that nonmen -- tary relief, so
that there was. no period of unconscious -- ness. No, it really wasn't worth it, making trouble in
Hel | !

O course they could not cone at the next checkpoint fromthe central road; the denpbns
woul d know i nmedi -- ately that two souls nounted on wild horses did not belong there. They had to
cross at the rear and approach frominside. This checkpoint had nerely gotten theminto the region
of fire; it had not given them freedom of Hell's highways. But since they did not have to foll ow
the de -- vious river channel, they did gain tine.

The wild horses, out of their territory, were not famliar with this region, but Ligeia
had enough of a notion of it to guide them They skirted the worst of the blazes and found the
canp of the dammed souls of this region. "It's on!" Mymcalled as they gall oped through. "Prepare
t he anmbush! The Amazons are in control of their sector!”

There was i mediately activity in the canp, as the souls noved out. They would renain
hi dden until Mymand Ligeia did their job, as would the Amazons.
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In due course they enmerged froma region of snoldering grass to cone in sight of the
checkpoint. Here the denon had a firehose, for a flamethrower would hardly stop those who were
acclimatized to fire. The water that the hose would squirt was poi sonous and woul d cause any fl esh
it touched to die and rot. This was just as effective in its fashion as the flanethrower at the
ot her site.

At this station there were two femal e denons. The vul -- nerable-girl ploy would not work
here; denonesses were no less lustful than the nales, but their tastes differed. So for this one
Mym made hi nself invisible and wal ked up al one. He carried a sharp knife that the Amazons had

given him fashioned froma fragnment of bone. Again he wondered how there coul d be bones
where there was no nortal flesh and no true dying; he could only conjecture that Hell was stocked
with all nanner of repul sive things, including bones.

Hi s foot struck a pebble, and the nearer denoness | ooked up. She opened her mouth -- but
Mym | eaped at her and cut her throat before she could speak

M st ake! The sl ash drew no bl ood. The nouth screaned warning to the other. Mym hacked away
at the rest of the neck, severing the head nore readily than he woul d a human head, for denobns
possessed no bones. But the severed head continued to scream even as it rolled on the ground, and
the arns flailed at him

The ot her denpness caught up the water hose and turned on the water. She swept it in an
arc, to catch what -- ever was there. The blast of it caught Mym dead center and knocked hi m back
But he retained his invisibility. Because he was an Incarnation, he was i mune to the poison. He
grabbed the decapitated denpness, used her as a shield, and advanced on the other

Denmons were not noted for spooking, but this sight of her beheaded conpani on advanci ng
purposefully on her caused this one to stare. Then she dived for the alarmsignal, to summon help

Mym | et the headl ess one go and flung hinmself on the other. She could not see him but now
she could feel himand she fought savagely, scratching at himw th her claws and biting at him
with her teeth. Tusks were just as dan -- gerous on a female as on a male, but his cloak protected
himfrominjury. He got her down and held her there. "Firefolk!" he yelled. "Here to ne!l"

In a noment the dammed souls closed in and quickly tore apart both the whol e and the

partial denobness. An -- other sector had been |iberated.
They nounted the wild steeds again and headed for the next. So far there was no genera
alarmin Hell -- but that |ast had been cl ose.

They proceeded to the next checkpoint. This one had a mate and a fenal e demon. Mym and
Li gei a approached them toget her, but before they got close enough to act,
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the nale did a double take. "Hey, didn't | see you at the nesa?" it denmanded. "You were --

Mym charged. He nanaged to take out ne male, but not before the fenale had struck the
al arm button. Then Mym di spatched her, and the dammed soul s took over the checkpoint.

But the damage had been done. The al arm had been sounded, and now t he denpons woul d be
alert. Three sec -- tors in rebel hands were not enough; they needed five, by Mymis judgnent. Five
woul d stretch the denobn forces out thin enough to resist; four was doubtful, and three
i nsufficient.

"But maybe if we strike where unexpected,” Mym said.

They entered the sector of perpetual snows. The de -- nons knew they would try for its
opposi te checkpoint next. Therefore they planned to go for the one by the region of forgetful ness
i nst ead.

To do this they had to cross the Acheron, the River of Sorrows. The fence went right up to
the bank and down into the river, and the horses bal ked at entering the water. There was no
shal low ford here; the fluid was deep and ugly. Mymwas sure there would be nuch sorrow to the
horses if they ventured there; the various boundaries of Hell were effective. But there had to be
a way to cross;

after all, the river was not that broad.

They tracked down the stream and found a region where the water coursed shallowy past a
series of project -- ing stones. The horses stepped across these, practicing i nhunman bal ance, and
reached the farther shore. Then they followed it up past the region of the fence -- and dis --

covered that it was an island. They had not yet crossed the River of Sorrows.
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They wal ked al ong the island, trying to find a way to cross the rest. They came upon an
ol d, deserted building. It had a steeple with a cross on it.

"A church!" Ligeia exclained, astonished. "Wat is that doing in Hell?"

Mym of course, was not a Christian. "I suppose ar -- tifacts of any type can be here. If
a church happened to be -- what do you call it, excomunicated -- "

"l suppose so," she said doubtfully. She opened the door and went in, and Mym fol | owed,
curious about this anomaly.

Inside it seemed enpty -- but Mymis sensitivity to minds alerted him "Something is here,"
he sai d.

Li gei a passed along the central aisle, feeling the air above the pews wth her hands.
"Yes, there is some -- thing -- ghostlike -- sone presence -- "

"Chosts -- in Hell?" He touched a region she had in -- dicated and felt it. "No, not

exactly. These are mere thoughts. Instead of people, or spirits, there are only thoughts here. One
t hought per person.”

"Each thought in lieu of a person,” Ligeia repeated. "I wonder why? And why do they stay
here, al one and qui et ?"

Mym phased in to a thought. It was of suicide.

"I think these are people who committed suicide," he said. "They aren't quite damed, but
Heaven doesn't really favor them so they are here in |inbo."

"But 7 committed -- " she said.

"And you were dammed for your other crimes -- killing the other people in the airplane.
Rightly or wongly. Otherwi se you nmight have found yourself here."

She nodded, agreeing. "It really isn't a bad place. O a bad situation, being a thought."

"But we can't stay," he rem nded her. "W have other business."

"Yes..." Alnost reluctantly, she followed himout of the church

They found a fallen tree that spanned the stream The horses wal ked up it, enploying their
uncomon bal ance, and junped down at the other shore. They were across the river and through the
fence, too.

"The suicides," Ligeia murnured as they rode away. "In a church on an island in the River
of Sorrows. | sup -- pose that's fitting, sonehow. "

“I'f they had reason to do it, it doesn't seemright to send themto everlasting torture,"
Mym agr eed.

She seened satisfied with that, but remained pensive as they rode on
Now they were in the region of forgetful ness, bounded
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on the other side by the River Lethe. The denpbns at the checkpoint, true to formfor this
regi on, had forgotten to be watchful, and Mymtook them out wi thout trouble. The dammed soul s of
this region took over the checkpoint.

Four down; one to go. This one was in the frozen re -- gion, bounded by the River of
Lanment ati on, Kokytus. They had no trouble crossing its ice -- but they knew they woul d not have
t he advantage of surprise this tinme.

"If we nake this one, we shall be successful,” M/msaid. "If not -- "

"I love you, Mym" Ligeia said. "If | never get out of Hell, | will still be better for
that."

“I will not leave you in Hell," he said. They | eaned over, each riding a wild horse, and
ki ssed.

The final checkpoint was indeed expecting them De -- nons were ranged al ong the fence on

either side of it, standing in the snow, each bearing a fl anethrower.

They drew up at a di stance, conceal ed by snow covered trees, and considered. "No way we
can get there un -- challenged,”" Mymsaid. "If | approached invisibly, nmy footprints would show in
the snow, in any event, | couldn't overcone several hundred denons."

Snowbeard, the | eader of the snow novers approached. "You have the other four regions
secure?"

"True," Mym agreed. "But without this one, | doubt the revolt can be successful."

"But we're conmitted anyway, now," the man said. "All the souls in the other sections wll
be tortured, after the denons crush them one by one, and us too. So we nmight as well go for
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br oke."

"What are you thinking of ?" Mym asked.

"Charging themoutright. |I knowit's crude, but we do outnunber them and --

"That checkpoint is protected,” Mymsaid. "You mght elimnate every other denon, but you
couldn't get close to that one, and you wouldn't have the checkpoint. You would be throw ng away
your lives for this day with -- out hope of success, and adding to the torture to be heaped upon
you in the follow ng days. | would not ask you to do that."

"But if you made yourself invisible, and took out that

checkpoi nt while we distracted the denbns by our charge --

Mym | ooked at hi m appreci atively. "When you nade your conmitnent to this effort, you
really neant it," he said.

"W all did," Snowbeard agreed.

"Then make your charge," Mymsaid. "I will go in invisibly and, when | have taken out the
key dermon, | will manifest and let you know. "

"Right, Mars." They shook hands.

The damed souls charged in a nmass. The denons waited for them then fired their
fl anet hrowers when the nen canme within range. There were screans of anguish as the nen were set on
fire, but those behind passed by the scorching bodies and continued the charge. These, too, were
tagged with the flame -- but the third rank con -- tinued. As each rank fell, the next surged
cl oser; though the carnage was horrible, soon the remaining nmen were grappling with the denons,
and the flanethrowers were no | onger effective.

"If I could have had an arny |ike that when | was a nortal prince..." M/m nurnured.

But he had a job to do. He turned invisible and ran across the scuffled, partly nelted

snow toward the check -- point. His footsteps did not show now, for the snow was no | onger clean

He reached the checkpoint. This was in an elevated tower, nore form dable than the others,
for this was a major intersection. The main reinforcenents of the tyr -- anny of Hell would be
passing through this point. Flame -- throwers, hoses, and pellet guns were nounted at its

enbrasures, capable of w ping out any attack on the tower itself and of preventing any soul from
passi ng bel ow.

But Mymwas invisible, and protected by his C oak of War. He approached the tower,
unobserved ami dst the tumult, and took hold of its nether struts and hauled him-- self up. Soon
he was clinbing over the battlenent.

A solitary denmon was there, holding a gleanming trident. Though Mymwas invisible, the
denmon had a disturbing focus and seened to be |l ooking right at him

"So we neet again. Mars," the denon said. "I admt | underestimted you. But | shal
settle this now "
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That was no denon -- that was Satan hinsel f!
Sat an advanced on him the three-pronged spear ready. "Your little devices are usel ess
against Mg, naturally," he said. "I knew you would be turning up here in due course. | can not

actual ly slay you, but | can put you out of comm ssion |ong enough to enable My minions to put
down this insubordination you have provoked agai nst Me. After that you might as well depart these

My denesnes, for you will never have another opportunity to make ms -- chief here.”
Mym knew he was in trouble. He was facing the Lord of Evil in Hell, weaponless. The fate
of his programde -- pended on him-- but how could he overcone another In -- carnation on that
I ncarnation's own turf?
He di spensed with the invisibility, as it was of no fur -- ther use. Then he bit his
t ongue.

"Ah, you desire blood?" Satan inquired. "Perhaps | can accomobdate you." He thrust the
spear viciously at Mymi s body.

Mym dodged asi de, and the thrust nissed him He knew that Satan had intended it to mss;
like the figure of evil he was, he preferred to play with his prey before destroy -- ing it.

But the blood was in Mymi's mouth, and his berserker rage was coming upon him No norta
man could match the refl exes and power of a berserker; the fact that Myms rage was controlled did
not change that.

"Isn'"t that quaint,"” Satan said. "He berserks. Perhaps this will be at least nmininally
entertaining." He thrust with the spear again, and Mym dodged asi de again, but the m ss was
narrow. "Perhaps he will even be able to avoid getting stuck for a few nore seconds."
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Satan was baiting him but M/mwas i mmune to that sort of thing. Wiile he waited for the
berserk rage to be conplete, he surveyed the surroundi ngs. There was a rack of weapons at one side
of the open chanber, and anong these was a sword.

Satan thrust again, and Mym noved again -- but this tine with the blinding speed that only
his type could man -- age. He | eaped past Satan and to the weapons rack. He took up the sword and
whirled to attack. Al this was so

fast that an ordi nary person woul d have seen nothing nore than a blur before the sword
| opped of f his head.

But Satan smoothly countered the sword with the shaft of his trident, and sparks spun out
fromthe contact. "Lit -- tle slow, aren't you, Mars?" he inquired. Then he stabbed again with the
poi nts; when Mym used the blade of the sword to block it, there was another spray of sparks -- and
the bl ade was nelted. Satan's weapon was enchanted, of course, and the ordinary ones were not.

"Too bad," Satan said with nock synpathy. "That would not have happened with your Red

Sword. "

O course it wouldn't have happened; the Sword of WAr was invulnerable and irresistible.
Mym now appr eci ated how cunni ngly Satan had schenmed to divest himof it be -- fore bringing himin
to Hell; had Mymcone arned with it, he could have used it to cut apart any entity of Hell,
i ncludi ng Satan himself. Mym al so would not have had to sneak through the back route io travel
about Hell; he could have used the Sword to convey himto the check -- points directly.

But Gaea had warned himthat Satan would not nmeet himin a neutral arena. Satan had
arranged to strip himof nmuch of his power and lure himinto Hell -- and he had been fool enough

to permt it.

Mym | eaped to the enbrasure where the flanethrower was enplaced. He whipped it about to
bear on Satan and fired.

The flanme bathed Satan conpletely, sending up murky roils of snpke. But Satan only stood
there and | aughed, unaffected, though the wooden wall beyond hi m caught fire and burned
vigorously. "Do you expect Me to be danmaged by fire. Mars? | amthe ruler of the fiery realm"”

The trident was simlarly unaffected. Fromthe volu -- mnous flane it poked out, forcing
Mmto junp away.

He circled, and Satan stalked him Mmrealized that the battle outside had abated; the
dammed soul s and the renai ni ng denons were now wat ching the conbat in the tower. And what was he
acconpl i shing? Not hi ng except his own huniliation!

" "Well, | musn't disappoint My fans,'' Satan said.' 'This is, after all. My show " And
Mym knew that the next thrust of the spear would be for business.
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Too bad he couldn't phase in with Satan, the way he could with other creatures, and put a
defeatist thought in his head! But of course Satan could not be fooled by any -- thing like that.

What ot her recourse was available to hin? He was on the verge of defeat, and Satan knew
it.

In this monent he remenbered Five R ngs. The book had faded from his consci ousness during
the excitement of his experience in Hell, and that had perhaps been un -- fortunate. As Misashi
had warned, it was easy to stray fromthe Way. What did the Way of the Sword have to tell himnow?

Cut your opponent as he cuts you. To strike as the eneny struck, defeating himeven as he
thought the vic -- tory was his, even as Satan thought at this nonent.

To abandon one's own life, to throw away fear -- that was necessary for the final
confrontation.

To treat one's eneny not as a thing apart, but as an honored guest.

Then Mym recogni zed his opportunity. He could defeat Satan after all!

Satan thrust. Mymdid not attenpt to nove; he phased out to unsubstantiality, letting the
prongs pass through his body harm essly. "Satan, your weapon can not harm nme any nore than these
others can harmyou," Mm said.

' '"Ah, so he catches on to an aspect of his power," Satan said. "But he can not displace
Me here while he remains insubstantial, and therefore this tower remains in My hands."

"For the monent," Mymsaid. "Until we neet barehanded."

Satan threw aside the trident. "You are not in your bailiwi ck Mars, but in Mne. You can
not overcome Me barehanded.” He spread his arns in a grappling notion, smling.

"I had understood you to be nore perceptive,”" Mymsaid. "I amnot going to grapple with
you, Satan. | amgoing to phase in with you."
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"A foolish ploy! You can not govern ny mind. | will remain in control while you dance
about in futile vacuity. The victory is Mne, Mars, when you but have the wit to perceive it."

"And when | phase in with you, I will instantly know all your secrets,” Mymsaid. "Al the
bypaths of Hell. Al your private techniques. Al your enbarrassnents. Al your bluffs. You can
not stop me fromknowing all that is in your mnd. Then, when | di sengage, which you al so can not
prevent, | shall advertise that information in what -- ever nmanner pleases ne." He sniled. "Now,

with that understanding, shall we grapple, Satan? Shall we becone one, honored enemy?"
Satan stared at him "You have been reading that

book! "

"It is a good book, Satan. It advises ne that proper understanding is much the sane as
power. Let me un -- derstand you, so that there is no further m sunderstandi ng between us."

Satan literally ground his teeth.

Mym advanced. Satan retreated. Mym| eaped -- and Satan vani shed

Mym had used the one weapon he retained that Satan feared -- information. Satan could not
tolerate the truth being known, any kind of truth, even in Hell. Especially not in Hell! For Satan

was the Father of Lies, and upon lies he had built his realm The exposure of those lies would
result in the inevitable destruction of that nether kingdom The only way Satan could preserve his
lies was to refuse contact with Mym-- which he could not do if he remmined here, for Mymwoul d
stalk himuntil he could not avoid contact.

Mym wal ked to the battlenent. "The tower is ours!" he cried. "Satan is gone!"

A cheer went up fromthe damed souls. The denons fled. It was victory.

The damed soul s poured out through the checkpoint, and now the souls in charge of the
ot her checkpoints cane to join them Amazons and nuckrakers, snow haul ers and fireworkers
generated a massive cel ebration. But soon they sobered.

"You know," Diana said, "we aren't out of Hell. W just have a less restricted region of
it."

"You knew there was no escape fromHell by vio -- lence,” Mymreninded her. "But now we
have the lev -- erage to bargain -- and that was the real object.”
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"That's right!" Snowbeard excl ained. "I near forgot! The Hearing Panel!"

A single denon approached, wal king toward them al ong the highway, "That will be the
negotiator," Mym said.

The denon cane up to Mym It turned out to be a denpness. "Lila!" Mym excl ai med
recogni zi ng her.

"Satan proffers ternms," she said.

"W are reasonable,” Mymsaid. "All we want is what was supposed to be. The hearings on

borderline souls, so that they can be judged and reassigned as their nerit de -- serves, beginning
with Ligeia, here.”

"Ligeia to be heard," Lila agreed, giving the wonman a sonewhat conpetitive |look. "In
return, you, Mars, shall vacate Hell."

"Not so fast!" Mymprotested. "There shall be a thou -- sand souls heard each day, unti
t he backl og i s caught up."

"Ten souls," Lila said.

"A hundred. "

"A hundred,"” she agreed. "Satan shall institute a board."

"No. The board shall be composed of souls in Purgatory."

She sighed. "And the remaining souls shall vacate the checkpoints and return to their
| abors. "

"And there shall be no reprisals.”

"And no reprisals.”

This seened too easy. Wiere was the catch? "And | shall have free access to Hell to verify
that the ternms are being honored."

"But you shall not interfere further, having verified that," she said.

Mym | ooked around. "That seens tight to me," he said. "When | cone again, | shall be
bearing ny Red Sword and riding ny palomno steed. | shall know with whomto talk. | can not
l'ighten your normal |oads, but | can see that these terns are net." Because Satan woul d not give
Mars any further pretext to nmake the kind of trouble that was the speciality of the Incarnation of
VAAr .
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The ot hers nodded. "W shall make noninations from

our own groups,” Snowbeard said. "And the animals shall have the same privilege. W shal
report to you on any violations."

Li gei a approached. "I suppose you have to go now," she said.

Mym enbraced her. "I believe | have freed you," he said. "You will go to Heaven™"

“I think I would rather be with you, Mym"

Mym si ghed. "And | would rather have you with me, Li. But | shall not |eave you in Hel

and | can not visit you in Heaven. Accept your just reward; | will survive."

"Maybe | could go to Purgatory, and -- "

Mym ki ssed her. "I know you are destined for Heaven. | would not interfere with that if |
could."

“I"'msure you wouldn't," she agreed. "Fare well, Mym" She retreated, so that he could
make his partings with the others.

Mym kept a smile on his face, but now he felt dead inside. O course he did not want to
deny her Heaven! But he wi shed her journey there could have sonmehow been del ayed a decade or two.
In the few days they had been acquai nted, they had come to know each other about as well as two
peopl e could, and he knew she was the one for him If only she hadn't died before he net her!

Lila was watching him "/ amnot going to Heaven," she nurmnured.

"The Hell with you," he nuttered. But he wondered -- was this what he was to be left with?
H s recent victory over Satan did not seemvery wonderful, now
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17 --

WAR

There was no probl em about | eaving Hell; Satan was eager to facilitate his departure. The
capsul e that had en -- closed Ligeia descended fromthe sky, and Mym stepped into it. The capsul e

rose swiftly and soon was back in the palace of frozen mist. It cane to rest exactly where it had
been.

Mym got off the bed and stepped out, finding the ice now pervious. He wal ked to his
unconsci ous body and phased in.

He found hinself cold and stiff, despite the protective cloak. Apparently what he had worn
in Hell had been only a spirit cloak. He clinmbed to his feet and stretched. He | ooked back at the
bed, renmenmbering Ligeia. If only there had been sonme way. ..

No point in torturing hinmself. He turned resolutely and wal ked out through the ice-
passages to the broken en -- trance. He stepped out. Then he touched the Red Sword and willed
hi nsel f back to the Castle of War.

The personnel of the Castle greeted himas if his ab -- sence had been routine, but Mym
knew that the nortal world had not halted in place during the past few days. Satan had wanted him
out of the nortal picture, had taken
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trouble to keep himu Hell as long as possible, and per -- haps had paid nmore of a price
than i ntended. Wiat had Satan been up to on Earth?

He knew one way to find out. He turned on the tele -- vision set. Its news always rel ated
to Mars.

"All hell is breaking |oose on Earth," the announcer said. "There has never been a period
of greater unrest, short of all-out war. The nysterious absence of Mrs, the Incarnation of War,
has contributed to the general con -- fusion. Exactly who is managi ng this viol ence?"

Satan was, surely. But what was his purpose? Certainly increasing violence in the world
woul d not deprive Mars of his power; it would enhance it.

Yet Satan had tried to nake a deal with himbefore to facilitate just such unrest, because
it would generate the problems of war, which in turn would generate conditions that woul d cause
i ncreasing suffering among the nortals, and turn nore of themto evil. But could that be all?

It seened to Mymthat Satan had gone to an extraor -- dinary amount of trouble to get him
out of the way. It hardly seened worth it, just for a few nore souls. Satan m ght |ose as many
souls fromthe hearings as he would gain fromthe disturbances anong the nortals.

The nore Mym thought about this, the |less he trusted it. Wen he couldn't properly fathom
the nature of the evil Satan did, that was apt to be because he had missed the true point. He was
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still new at his job, and he sus -- pected he was nissing the point now.
But there was one who should be able to give himthe answer. He touched the Sword.

"Chronos, " he rmurnured.

There was a shinmer, and the Incarnation of Tinme ap -- peared before him "Yes, Mars; |
caught your signal."

“"Your menory is of nmy future," Mymsaid. "I need to know what Satan is up to, and

suspect it will show there. If you will tell me --
"Tell you what? My nenory covers a great deal."
"What Sat an has done."
Chronos frowned. "You may msunderstand ny na -- ture. | renmenber your future, true -- but
I renmenber it only as it happened, not as it m ght have happened. So if
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as you say Satan has done sonething, then this is the way | renenber it, and | don't know
how it differs fromwhat you feel it ought to be. If you can be nore specific -- "

Mym remenbered that Luna was supposed to play a key role in foiling Satan's maj or schene,
and that Satan had been trying to get around that before it happened.' 'Is Luna -- does she remnain
all right?”

"Wy, certainly, though her disappointnment has been serious."

"Her di sappoi nt nent ?"

"She had hoped to foil Satan; but, of course, that be -- cane inpossible."

"1 mpossi bl e? Why? Isn't she active in politics?"

"She was. But that's academc."

"Academ c? Why? Doesn't she cast the key vote against Satan, when the time cones?”

Chronos smiled sadly. "How could she? There was no issue to vote on."

Thi s sounded very nuch |ike what he was | ooking for. "At what point did the matter of
i ssues and voting becone acadeni c?"

"Very recently, actually. When martial |aw was de -- clared in Anerica and the civilian
government tenporar -- ily suspended. O course there is nothing so permanent as a tenporary --

"Martial |aw? Whatever for?"

"Because of the unrest. It was sinply inpossible for a denobcratic governnent to cope, so

the mlitary had to take over. | viewed this with extreme regret, nyself, but | rmust adnit that
the alternative woul d have been worse. There could have been conpl ete anarchy."
"How | ong ago -- for you -- did this martial |aw de -- velop?" Mym asked.

"Only a week ago. But it was inevitable; the violence in the wrld is already too great to
be contained, as | cone to perceive it now. The |lesser of evils had to be enbraced."”

"Thank you, Chronos," Mymsaid. "You have told nme what | need to know."

"Any tine. Mars," Chronos said. He tilted his Hour -- glass and vani shed.

Mym paced the floor, his head seenming to spin. Here he had been concerned about his own
| ost love, while the world really was going to Hell! Now he understood Sa -- tan's plot -- to
foment violence in the world to such a de -- gree that the civilian governnments fell by the
wayside. Mlitary dictatorships were things Satan could shape to his own ends -- and of course
Luna woul d have no way to cast her vote agai nst Satan, when there was no civilian governnent.

Well, he could put a stop to that. He would quell every battle before it happened,
restoring relative peace.

Mym t ouched the Sword. "War's ninions," he nurnured.

They appeared, in their bright capes. "Rich harvests!" Conquest said, rubbing his hands
t oget her.

"No," Mymsaid. "W are going to suppress these. Provide ne with a |ist of the nost
serious situations, so | can go to each."

Conquest brought out a scroll and unrolled it. The thing seened to be endl essly |ong.

Mym | ooked at it. "But there are thousands here!" he exclai med

"Yes," Conquest agreed heartily. "And nore devel -- oping every noment. W& have never had
as potentially rich a harvest." Slaughter, Fam ne, and Pestil ence nodded.
Mym shook his head.' 'I can't possibly get to all of these in time, |et alone defuse

them "
"Why try?" Slaughter asked. "This is our chance for greatest glory!"
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Satan's plot was conming clearer. In only a few days, the Incarnation of Evil had sown so
much dissent in the world that it was now virtually inmpossible to stop. Had Mars been here, he
woul d have taken note of the inter -- ference and cut it off, for this was his domain. But Satan
had distracted himin the infernal region, thus having free rein on Earth, and had really nade it
count. No wonder Mym had seen so little of Satan in Hell; Satan had been very busy el sewhere!

Mmdidn't try to answer Slaughter.' '| have other busi -- ness." He went outside,
sunmoned Werre, and nount ed.
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"No supervision of battles today," he called shortly, and started the horse noving.

They went to Thanatos' mansion. Mym coul d have sent out a call for the Incarnation of
Deat h, but he preferred to have a little time to think on the way. If Satan had already stirred
the world up to too great a turnmoil to be abated before nmartial |aw set in, what could he do? But
the tine did himno good; he still had no idea.

The door opened as he approached the Mansi on of Death. Thanatos met him "Chronos advi sed
us yesterday of your problem-- and ours," Thanatos said. "W are here to try to help."

And they were. Lachesis and Gaea were there -- and Luna, brought to Purgatory for this
occasi on. They all greeted himwarmy.

"But I only talked to Chronos an hour ago!" Mymex -- clainmed. "How could he have told you
yesterday, while I was still in Hell?"

"You forget the direction of his life," Lachesis said. "He spoke to us a day after he
spoke to you."

Mym nodded. He kept forgetting! "Maybe he can go on back and tell me before | even go to
Hel I 1"

"He is reluctant,” Gaea said. "It seens that there can be serious consequences when he
acts to change the course of events that are in his past. On occasion he will do this, but he
prefers to keep the conpass quite limted, so that the result is fully defined."

Mymrealized that it would i ndeed be a hazardous busi -- ness, changi ng past events;
peopl e, including perhaps sonme |Incarnations, could be elimnated. Certainly there should be no
haphazard dabbl i ng.

"In any event," Lachesis said, "this seenms to be your problem Mars. Satan nakes things

difficult for each new Incarnation at the outset, and it is necessary for that In -- carnation to
denonstrate that he can prevail. Then Satan knows better than to try again. If Chronos were to
rescue you fromyour dilemm, Satan would nerely try another ploy and another, until successful."

"But the whole world is at stake!"™ Mymprotested. "All of you will |ose, too!"

"That is why it is so inmportant for you to prevail,"”

Thanat os said. "W nust take the risk of letting you op -- pose Satan al one, even as each
of us must, so as to es -- tablish that not one of us is a weak spot."

"But | don't see how | can prevail!"™ Mymcried. "I thought |I had won in Hell -- only to

leamthat | had lost in the nortal realm And according to Chronos, that |oss stands.

"Not necessarily," Luna said. "Chronos can report only on the aspect of history he has
lived through. If that is changed, he will live a different life, and that will be as valid as the
first. Probably his reality is being constantly changed in little ways by the actions of the rest
of us, and he is not aware of it."

"That sounds |ike paradox to ne," Mymsaid. "Chronos is immune from paradox,” Thanat os
sai d.

"This may be difficult for the rest of us to understand,

but it rmust be accepted.”

"So | can change future reality -- if | can only figure out how," Mymsaid. "I can take
Satan's victory away -- sonmehow. "

"That is a thing we have to believe," Lachesis said. "Unless there is no way!"

"There nust be a way," Thanatos said. "Qtherw se Satan woul d not have attenpted to keep
you so long in Hell. He knew it was only safe for himif you renained there until after his nove
on Earth was conplete. You won free too soon, so now it must be in your power to prevail."

"Certainly you nmust seek it," Luna said.

"Certainly I nust seek it," he agreed norosely. "The fate of the world, left to one
confused stutterer!"

Then he did a double-take. "I'mnot stuttering!"”
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"Fancy that," Gaea nurmnured

"But | didn't stutter in Hell, because -- | thought -- how can this be?" Then he
remenbered. "Green Mother -- you took sonething fromnme and did not tell ne what it was. You took
nmy stutter!”

"W do have sone power over each other -- if we agree to it," Gaea said. "I felt you could

spare it."

"And | never noticed!"

She shrugged. "Surely you have other powers you haven't noticed. One of them may yet foi
Sat an. "

270 Welding a Red Sword Pi ers Ant hony

271

Shaken, Mym departed. This seenmingly mnor dem-- onstration of the special power of an
Incarnation im-- pressed himnore than all the other wonders he had seen. He had agreed to |et
Nat ure take sonething of his. Now the other Incarnations had agreed to |let himaffect then --
futures. He had to cone through for then

Yet the way eluded him He returned preoccupied to the Castle of War and ate and sl ept
fitfully and ate again, remaining confined. No revel ation cane. One day passed, and two, and
three, and the situation anmpong the nortals intensified, yet he remai ned hel pl ess. He sinply saw no
way to do what he knew he had to do.

He found hinself wal king again in the garden. There, when he reached the nether extremty,
was the denpness.

"So nice to see you again. Mars," she said, stretching | anguidly. She wore another of her
seni - exposi ve gowns, and her breasts noved alnost liquidly as her torso shifted.

"CGet out of here, slut!" he raged.

"Nuh-uh, Mars," she said, snmling. "This is a neutral zone, remenber? You woul d not have
conme here if you hadn't wanted to see ne, now would you!"

"I came here to figure out how to defeat your foul mas -- ter!" he snapped.

"That is not easy to do, Mym Wy don't you just bow to the inevitable and rel ax? Since
you have inadvertently served Satan's design, you m ght as well accept your reward."

"What reward?" he demanded.

"Me, of course." She stretched again, spectacularly. "I really do want to serve you, Mym
and | amvery good at what | do. | can return to you what | denied you in Hell."

"What do you nean?" he asked, sure that he would regret the question, but unable to pass
it by.

She fuzzed out, slowy changi ng shape. "Wy, the Fireman. Don't you renenber?"

"The fire nonster in Hell?" he asked bl ankly.

"You were just about to possess your beloved, and | was jealous, so | sent the nonster to
break it up. Now it is of course too |late; you can never possess her."

"You -- ?" he began, outraged.

Herfornfirmed. She | ooked exactly like Ligeia. "Wat does she have that | can not
emul ate?" she inquired in Ligeia s dulcet voice

Mym found the Red Sword in his hand. But he froze, not striking. How could he slay the
facsimle of the woman he | oved?

"I don't suppose you would believe that one of ny kind could truly care for you," she

sai d.

"True," he said between his teeth

She shifted back to her presunmably natural form "I'mnot even one of the dammed. |'mjust
a construct of ether, existing solely at my Master's discretion. | have no reality other than ny
assignment. My assignnent is to please you. If | fail inthis, I will have no existence at all.

You have but to instruct ne in those things you require of the ideal woman, and | will be those
things as perfectly and as long as you desire them WII| you deny me ny only chance to emul ate
that state of grace?"

Even with his rage at her, Mymwas struck by the seem-- ing sincerity of her words. How
coul d a genuinely soulless creature speak in this fashion? He knew it was foolish, but he found
hi nsel f begi nning to appreciate her position

He was wi thout a woman. For the third tinme he had I ost his love. Perhaps it was tinme for a
concubine he didn't need to |l ove or nake any pretense of |oving.

"The ideal wonan serves her nman absolutely," Mym said. "Whatever he asks of her, she does
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wi t hout ques -- tion. Any question he has, she answers honestly and to the best other ability.
Loyalty -- that is the salient quality | require. Loyalty to ne, before all else.”

"I would give you that," Lila said.

"Before Satan?"

She noved back as if struck. "Ch, imortal nortal, you know not what you ask!"

“I think | do. Since it is obvious that you can not give ne what | require, you night as
wel |l | eave ne al one.™

"But then | will have failed to please you, and the pen -- alty --

"I amfamliar with the penalty,"” he said, renenbering the fate of the | ovely concubi nes
he had rejected when his father had kept himprisoner. Satan would surely be
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no nmore nerciful. Those grisly deaths had hurt him he steeled hinself not to be hurt by
t hi s one.

He saw the tear at her eye again. There really was no point in artifice at this point; she
surely was experienci ng what ever enul ation of enotion she was capable of. "If | amto perish, then
it behooves nme to choose the manner of it," she said. "I would rather let nmy final act be an
expression of my true private will than a lie. Therefore | will agree to this."

Thi s set himback. He had expected her to adnit defeat. But of course she could be |ying,
as she had no concern for truth, only for convenience.

O had she? He had never caught her in a lie. Satan was the Father of Lies, but did that
mean that all of his constructs were liars too? It mght be that Lila, sent to subvert an honest
man, had been fashioned to be honest and would remain so until Satan changed her

Still, this was suspect. He needed proof of her com-- mtnent. He knew of a way to get it
-- but the problemwas that this would require a conmitnment fromhim too
Yet what did his relationship with one denoness nat -- ter, conpared to the fate of the

world? It would be selfish of himto put his own preference for a woman with a soul before the
wel fare of the world.

"G ve nme your absolute loyalty, and | will take you as ny concubi ne,
will have to prove it."

"I will prove it," she said.

"Tell me how !l may foil Satan's plot and save the world from his dom nance."

"That is sinmple," she said. "Precipitate the hol ocaust."

Mym s jaw dropped. "Wat ?"

"CGotterdanmerung. Ragnarok. Day of Doom World War Three. The final confrontation between
Good and Evil. Whatever it is termed in your mnythol ogy."

"But that woul d destroy mankind!"

"Yes."

"l ask you how to save the world, and you tell ne to destroy it!" he exclainmed
i ncredul ously.

he said. "But you

"You asked me how to save the world from Satan. | have told you how "

Mym shook his head, disgusted. "I should have known that a denpness woul d not give ne any
answer | could use!"

"I gave you truth," she said. "I can explain."

"Don't bother!" he said, turning away.

"But you agreed to take ne as your concubine if | proved ny loyalty!" she cried. "I have
proved it! Are you not a man of honor?"

He whirled on her. "You had to know that that is no answer at all! It would only swanp the
Afterlife with all the remaining souls of the nortals, in a few savage nmn -- utes. To give an

answer you know is useless is no signal of loyalty!"
"But it is a good answer!" she protested. "Why won't you hear mny expl anation?"
"Then give your explanation,” Mymsaid through his teeth. She had betrayed him but the

terns of his agree -- nent required that much of him that he hear her rationale.
She spoke. Gradual ly the sense of it penetrated
"Lila, | apologize," he said. "Now that | understand it, | see that it is a good answer."

"Take me now, Mym" she said. "Because when Satan | eans what | have done, he will abolish
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ne.

True, again. She had shown himhow to save the world, but she could not save herself. She
had gi ven up her ex -- istence for the sake of a few hours of acceptance by him

He took her in his arnms. "Now that it is too late, Lila, | regret that | mstrusted you.
You shall have ny thanks and ny passion, while you exist."

"That is all | desire," she said, neeting himwith a fierce kiss.

The day before the last civilian governments on Earth were to fall, Mymemerged fromthe

Castl e of War. He summoned his | esser Incarnations, and the five of them nmounted. "To the Doonsday
A ock!™ Mymcri ed.

At that Conquest, Slaughter, Fanmine, and Pestilence | ooked askance. But their steeds knew
the way, for the C ock was one of the artifacts of Mars. It was the tine -- piece that nmarked the
i nci pi ence of the Final War that woul d destroy nmankind on Eart h.
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They drew up before it. The Doonsday C ock stood on its nounting, fifty meters tall, and

its huge hands were set at three minutes to midnight. This, in the nmetaphor of eternity, indicated
the proximty of that War; it was not

far off. Mym di snounted and drew the Red Sword. "Let there

be Var," he said.

Power radiated fromthe Sword. It bathed all the world -- and all about the gl obe the

tensions that led to conflict and violence intensified. Nations that had con -- sidered war now
declared it; armies that had been in po -- sition to do battle now began it; individuals who had
been bl uffing each other down now called their bluffs and en -- tered conbat.

For this was the ultimte power of the Red Sword. It could not pacify violence, it could
only enhance it. But what it enhanced, no other power could deplete; only the cessation of its own
activity could abate the terrible mal -- ice of its nature. Wien allowed to radiate freely, it
woul d anmplify the warlike passions of man until they erupted in the greatest conflagration ever to
occur -- Doonsday.

The four subsidiary Incarnations stood taller and nore inposing as the effect of the Red
Sword was felt. Their colors brightened, and their steeds paced eagerly. Con -- quest's white cape
commenced a secondary radi ation

Sl aughter's red becane the texture of flowing blood; Fa -- mine turned so black that he
was no nore than a dark blot; and Pestilence's entire body became a brown mass of vermin. They
wer e approaching the monent of their greatest fulfillnent.

Mym s C oak of War, too, was intensifying, the golden hue suffusing the region. Even his
horse, Werre, was as -- suming a preternatural gl ow of strength.

The hands of the Doonsday C ock were traveling to -- ward mdnight at a visible rate. The
two m nutes becane ninety seconds, then sixty.

Sat an appeared. "Wat are you doing, Mars?" the

Lord of Evil demanded.

"I am finishing what you started, Satan," Mymreplied evenly. "You fonmented unrest during

my absence; | ambringing it to climx."
"But you will bring on the holocaust!" "Yes, this will be the nonment of my greatest
glory,"” Mym agreed.

The O ock had noved to thirty seconds. "Wait!" Satan cried. "Are you sure you want to do
this. Mars?"

Mym | onered the Sword, and the Cock halted at twenty-four seconds to midnight. "You have
a consid -- eration, Satan?"

"I nmerely wish to point out that, once the final earthly reckoning occurs, you wll have
no further job, because all the nortals will be dead. Is this what you want ?"

"Wy, | believe it will do," Mymsaid. "Wiy should |I linp along pieceneal, when | can
acconplish nmy pur -- pose in one glorious burst? Al nortal cares abated in a single effort!”

Now t he ot her |ncarnations appeared. Thanatos rode up on his pale steed Mrtis, the wonan
Luna behind him Chronos coasted in obliquely, holding his Hourglass, fac -- ing away, oddly. No,

not oddly; this was his departure, by his backward' s reckoning; he would reverse his per --
ception to phase in to nortal tinme. Fate, in the formof a giant spider, descended a thread from
nowhere. And Gaea coal esced froma cloud of vapor. Al knew that this was the showdown.
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"But you have always tried to preserve the lives of the nortals,” Satan remi nded him "To
ease the suffering brought about by war."

"That was before | realized the extent of nmy power,” Mymreplied. "Now | prefer to
exercise it in full mea -- sure." He raised the Sword again

Sat an gl anced about at the other Incarnations. "You tolerate this?" he asked. "You, who
have al ways sought what was good for manki nd?"

"Each Incarnation is supreme in his own bailiw ck," Gaea said. "Qur preferences do not
matter; this is Mars' show "

Satan shrugged. "Well, certainly if none of you are in -- terested in doing what is good,
it ill behooves Me to do it for you. | will receive nore souls in one batch than ever before."

"And God will receive even nore," Mymsaid. "Since
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the bal ance of this world is currently positive -- as it will not be after your folk
assune political power anmobng the nortals." The hands of the C ock resuned their notion toward

ni dni ght .

"You woul d destroy the world -- nerely to deny Me a few soul s?" Satan asked. "That is very
shortsighted.”

"Well, the whole nmatter of war is shortsighted,” Mym agreed. The sweep-hand passed fifteen
seconds.

"WAit!" Satan cried desperately. The hand paused. "I w sh you wouldn't keep inter --
rupting ne with inconsequentials,” M/msaid. "I'"'msure we all want to get this matter

expedi tiously conpleted."

"I'f the world ends now,
at the Final Reckoning."

"Fancy that," Mymagreed. "Since | have no interest in your victory, this does seemto be
the appropriate time to nmake my play. Then | can retire fromthis office and go to Heaven to join
ny love who is there. Now, if you have no other observations -- "

Smal | flames crackl ed about Satan's body. He knew that Mym had found the key to victory.
The Lord of Evil could not afford to have the world end in hol ocaust while the overall bal ance of
living souls was in God's favor, however nmarginally. "How did you | eam of this?"

"Does it matter?" Mym asked. "All that should con -- cern us is that it is true. Now, of
course, if you should happen to choose to give up your plans for dictatorships and martial |aw on
Earth -- "

"Lila!" Satan exclaimed. "That denpness betrayed

Satan said, "God will win, for the balance will be in his favor

Me!l'™ Lila appeared. "I no |longer serve you, Satan," she

sai d.

Satan stared at her, considering. Then he seemed to cone to a private conclusion. "There
is something that may interest you. Mars," he said. "You nmentioned join -- ing a certain party in

Heaven. Did you know that your conpanion in Hell did not go to Heaven?"
"She didn't?" Mym asked, dismayed. "But | know her bal ance was good! The hearings --
"She is good -- but she declined to go," Satan said.
"For sone reason she wished to return to nortality, though it would seemthat she had
little to gain and every -- thing to risk by that."
"But she's already dead!"™ Mymprotested. "She couldn't -- "
"She could -- with the help of one of your kind," Satan said, glancing neaningfully at

Gaea.
"This much is true," Gaea said. "The worman wanted to be with you, Mars, so at the hearing
she petitioned for a body anong the nortals. There are sone few soul -dead bodies, so | nade one
available to her. | did not realize that Satan had an involvenment in this. | think she had in m nd
a surprise for you." "I -- | never dreaned -- " Mymsaid, anazed. "And here she is," Satan said,
gesturing. A wonan appeared. Her appearance was not that of Ligeia, but she approached Mymas if
she knew him He put out his hand and touched her, and knew i nmedi ately that it was her soul. Now
the body began to assune sone of the traits of her former one, as her personality animated it. She
was young and conely, and her |ove for himwas manifest.
"But it seens she did not realize that you had nade a deal with the denpness,"” Satan said.
Li geia gazed at Mymw th hurt questi oning.
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Satan, with uncanny insight, had brought about the con -- frontation Mymleast desired. To
have his lost love ab -- ruptly returned to him-- after he had nmade the pact with the denoness!
VWhat was he to do now?

"But of course your choice is clear," Satan said. "You did not know that your true |ove
was returning to you. Therefore any arrangenent you rmade with the denoness is null and void. |
will take her off your hands." He raised one arm pointing a finger at Lila.

"No, " Mym sai d.

Sat an arched an eyebrow. "No? You intercede for this soulless slut? That does not becomne
you. Mars."

"I accepted her help," Mymsaid with difficulty. "I agreed to accept her as ny concubine
I can not go back on nmy word."

"And so you reject your true |ove, who gave up her
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place in Heaven itself only to be with you?" Satan nmade a gesture of dismssal. "You would
not do that. Mars."

"What are you bargaining for?" Mym demanded.

""All | ask is that you allow the world | o stand, Mars. As you can see, if it is destroyed
now, your re-nortal girlfriend will have nade her gesture for nothing. She will be returned
forthwith to Heaven, and you will be left with the denoness. For | do not believe that you will be
bound for Heaven after you have treated the nortal realmso."

The notion of losing Ligeia a second tine, after her phenonenal sacrifice to be with him
appal l ed Mym But if he backed of f now, Satan would have his way with Earth.

"And you have no need to be concerned about this bit of nothing," Satan said. "I wll
elimnate her nmenmory of you and put her to another assignnent. That will |eave your situation
clear."

It was still a sort of betrayal of the creature who had hel ped him Mmrealized. He had

given his word

“I want nothing fromyou but your agreenment to abate your plot against the nortal realm"
Mmsaid. "Oher -- wise | will destroy it. Wat happens with the wonen is incidental."

Sat an shrugged. "You have My agreerent," he said. "You have won this showdown. Mars."

Mym al nost gaped. Victory -- just like that?

"And | will take care of this mnor business for you, as a gesture of amty," Satan said
He turned again to Lila.

Li gei a noved suddenly to throw her arns about the denbness. "Leave her alone!" she cried.

"Do not be concerned," Satan told her. "This is for your own good. Mars needs no concubi ne
when he has you."

"You understand nothi ng about the ways of princes,” Ligeia said. "Mymgave his word. She

did her part.”
Sat an | ooked at Mym "Does this nake any sense to you, Mars? Wiy should the wonman you | ove
want com-- petition froma denpbness?"

Wiy, indeed! Mymdid not know what to think. He | ooked at the other I|ncarnations, but al
of themwere nute. It seenmed that he had a decision to make.
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There was sonething about this that he didn't under -- stand. It was as if this were far
nmore inmportant than just a decision about a denbness whose presence had becone an enbarrassnent.
But what was the significance? He had won, hadn't he? Wy shoul d he concern hinself over such a
trifle as the exi stence of a denpbness whom all parties knew had never expected to survive beyond
this point?

Atrifle? Wy, then, was Satan taking the nmatter so seriously?

Pay attention even to trifles. So said Five Rings.

He focused his whole attention on that question -- and, slowy, it cane to him

"You shall not have Lila," Mymsaid firmy

The denoness turned her head to | ook at him sur -- prised. Ligeia remined holding her

"Because your friend has a soft heart?" Satan asked. "That will not change the nature of a
denoness! Believe nme, you will be better off without the spawn of Hell in your household."

The Father of Lies could hardly have spoken nore di -- rect truth! Therefore Mymrejected

it.
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Mymturned to the dock. He raised the Smord. The seconds resuned their tickoff.

"This is crazy!" Satan protested. "You risk the whole world for this dammed bit of ether?"

The sweep-hand passed ten seconds to mdnight. Now the hint of the wailing of the world
could be heard, as the anquish of the dread finale approached. Mssiles rose fromtheir silos,
ready for |aunching. Mnstrous destructive spells were being chanted.

Satan turned to the other Incarnations. "Can't you see, Mars is crazy!" he cried. "A
this, for a creature who i s beyond damation!"

But no one responded. The others had yielded the de -- cision to Mars. Five seconds, four,
three. The wailing swelled into the final keening.

Sat an vani shed. He had def aul t ed.

The sweep-hand stopped at one second to mi dni ght.

Lila stared at Mym "But why?" she asked. "You did not owe nme this! You know ny nature and
you do not love nme. You had already fulfilled your bargain."
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Mym | owered the Sword. The hands of the Doomsday C ock resumed their nmotion -- in the
other direction. They retreated slowy from m dnight, then accel erated as the forces that had
incited violence faded. They passed thirty seconds and kept noving.

"I did what | realized | had to do," Mymsaid

"My nenory has changed," Chronos renarked. "Satan has been defeated. Soon | will forget

that alternate reality |I knew before; | did not live through it, now"
"But you had your victory!" Lila persisted. "And | was -- am-- nowa liability to you."
"No," Ligeia told her. "As a princess, | know that a prince needs concubines, and it is
better to have them known and subservient. He will use you when | amin -- disposed. And you nade

it possible for himto find me and for himto find the way to face Satan down. W would not | et
you be abolished for that. Quite apart fromthe fact that the word of a prince is inviolate, not
to be sullied or conmpronised, no matter what the cost."

"But to risk the whole world in war -- nerely because you interceded --

"No," Mym sai d.

Now Li geia was surprised. "No?"

"I love you, Li," Mymsaid. "And | owe Lila. But | did not do this for either of you, or
to sustain my word."

"But that does not make sense, then!" Ligeia protested.

"I"'mnot sure whether | can explain,” M/ymsaid. "The key | perceived is fromthe book Five
Rings. It has taught me the Way of Strategy. It advises nme that, if | amtrying to foll ow the Wy

and allow nyself to diverge even a little, then this will |later become a greater divergence, and
will lose the Way. | feel this is nost especially true when deal -- ing with the Incarnation of
Evil hinmself. | nust not diverge even the nost trifling amount fromthe Way, lest | |lose all. But

it is hard to make that plain to those who have not been studying that book."

"I believe | understand,"” Luna said. "This matter is larger than any single person or any
singl e episode. Satan is an insidious corruptor who never rests and he is nost dangerous in
seem ng defeat, as all of us know It is his
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speciality to proffer a large reward for a very small com-- promise, for his resources
are infinite. But he who accepts the first conprom se has made a precedent, and it then becones
easier to accept the next, and the next, until at last Satan has after all won. Only by refusing
any com-- promise at all, no matter how grotesquely uneven the stakes seemto be, can a person be
proof against the in -- sidious devices of the Master of Evil. Mars has refused that first
conprom se, and thus shown Satan that he is not to be corrupted. This, nore than the threat of the
hol ocaust, is the true nmeasure of his victory."

Mym et Luna's gaze, nodding. She did understand! And now he understood how it was that
she could be at the center of this titanic struggle between Good and Evil. Wen the tinme came for
the critical decision to be nade, Luna would be there, and woul d understand, and woul d have the
courage to do what had to be done.
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AUTHOR S NOTE
Part |: Technica

Renenber, this Note is a sonewhat separate entry that need not be read to appreciate the
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novel. In life, the au -- thor's mundane exi stence tends to influence the fiction he wites; in
fantasy, his fiction may influence his nun -- dane existence. In nmy case, there can be al armng
inter -- actions and feedbacks, both ways. As | believe | have remarked before, | have absol utely
no belief in the su -- pernatural; therefore it plagues nme incessantly, as if trying to force ne

to change ny attitude.

The thenme of this novel is war, with its related aspects of violence and distress and
wasted effort and sacrifice of life. | do not like war; naturally it fascinates ne in the fashion
of a snake with its prey. When | wote of Death, death inpinged on ny life; when | wote of Tine,
time was my problem when | wote of Fate | felt obliged to explain how deviously fate had brought

me to this pass. Now | amwiting of War, and of course | shall now de -- scribe the nanner that
viol ence touched ny life at this
tinme.

But first news of a nore technical nature. |If you happen to be one who is sick of hearing
about how yet another innocent soul has conputerized, and his joys and horrors
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thereof, skip this section and go on to Part Il of the Note, because here is nore of the
same, only worse

| have been anong the | ast major hol douts agai nst the conputer age and have taken a

certain pride in witing ny nanuscripts with a pencil on paper -- sonetines on the back of soneone
el se' s di scarded comput er paper, read what delightful irony you will -- and typing themon a
manual A ynpia, and still outperformng the great ma -- jority of conputerized witers. Fancy

machi nery does not a witer make. But then they stopped maki ng good manual typewriters, and m ne
was ten years old, with ten million words on it, about due for replacenment. So, perforce, |
surveyed the situation. | discovered that they don't make a Dvorak disk for the print-whee
typewiters, and the elenment typewiters are too limted for ny needs. So |

decided to go all the way to the twentieth century and conputeri ze.

O course | had qualnms. | tend to trust nost that which is |east conplicated, and a
conmputer is hellishly nore conplicated than pencil and paper. Could | conpose on the nachine?
concluded that | probably could, because | was able to conpose fiction on the typewiter sixteen

years earlier, before ny newbom daughter converted nme to pencil. (She was hyperactive, so | had to
be constantly nobile to keep her out of mischief. The typewiter wasn't nmobile. Yes, | was the one
who took care of her; ny wife was out earning our living, in those days.) After all, it is ny mnd

that generates nmy fiction, and it matters little by what route that fiction is expressed:

verbal ly, penciled, or typed. The conputer is a different creature than the typewiter, but why
should ny fingers care what happens after they have perforned at the keyboard? So | ration --
ali zed and hoped.

There was one problem that nodified Dvorak key -- board | use. | converted to Dvorak
before the conputer industry did, so | use the original version, not the bas -- tardized conputer
version, and of course | added ny | ower-case quote marks, making my version unique to ne. Several
years ago when | surveyed the situation, | found that no computer was able or willing to provide
me with this option, though it should have been the easiest thing
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for themto do. | would have had to do it on my own, and there | ran into the catch-22
that | could not hire a spe -- cialist to nodify nmy conputer without violating the pat -- ent, and

the conplexities of designing my own conversion programwere such that it wasn't worth it.
But by this time, the market for hone conputers was begi nning to get saturated, so that

conpani es were sone -- what nore interested in acconmodati ng the needs of the buyer; and
technol ogy had progressed. Conpanies |ike Apple and Wang had Dvorak as an option, but for com--
pl ex but valid reasons | elected to do business with nei -- ther. (I could say ten tines as much

about conputers as | amsaying here; let's just say that | did my honework in this as in other
things, and the decisions | have made were not frivolous.) A commercial program existed that woul d
make all the keys programmable. That is, with this program| could change 5 to 0 and Dto E and F
to U and all the other exchanges required for my keyboard. | would be happy to say, "F to (/"; ny
probl em had been solved. | proceeded to | ook for the nost versatile and reliable conputer system
on the nmarket, because | work hard and do not |ike to be bal ked by equi pnent failure
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I will spare you the story of our search and of the fits and starts once | got ny
conputer; it seems that just about every witer who has ever conputerized has witten an article
onit, and | refer you to any of those articles for that story. | shall just touch on a few
aspects that made ny experience different fromthe norm It seens | don't do nuch of anything in
the normal way, which is one reason you are reading this material. (W understand each other
don't we, you and 1?) (The prior parenthetical note does not apply to reviewers.)

For hardware we bought the DEC Rai nbow 100+. That's a heavy-duty honme systemwith enough
menory (256 Kil obytes) to handle nmy needs, enough storage (10 MegaBytes) for several novels, and

the best designed key -- board on the narket. For software we got SmartKey to redefine the
keyboard so that | could have it exactly the way | wanted it. And PTP -- Professional Text Proces -
- sor -- for the word processing. Wth twenty-two little na -- cros for ny special needs.

Ch, | see I'll have to clarify this a bit. Very well: the hardware is the stuff you can
see -- the keyboard, nonitor, disk drive, printer, cables and such. It has a masculine aspect; you

can manhandl e it about, with caution. The software is the program ng, or the instructions that
meke the hardware operate so it doesn't just sit there and ignore you. It has a fem nine aspect;
you can't manhandle it because it will vacate the premises if you do. The firm-- ware is what
contains the software, naturally. "I dreaned | ran a conputer in ny maiden firmware." In this
case, what is called floppy disks. Yes, they are round and firm

and you can use two of “hem si nul taneously, and no, they really don't sag.

The macros are keys that are programred to do special tasks that would otherw se take a
nunber of keystrokes. For exanple, it normally requires five keystrokes for me to save ny materia
to the hard disk, where it won't be lost if the power fails and shuts down the system and tw ce
that many if | want to nark ny place and find it again after the save. My nacro does it with a
single stroke, returning nme to ny place and setting a little " synmbol in the margin so | knowit's
been done. Al so, because | switched over frompencil, |I brought nmy little arrows with nme: -- > to
indicate the resunption of ny text after a bracket note (you | earned about those brackets in On a
Pal e Horse -- one reader wote to tell ne that this device had solved his problemw th that dread
mal ady. Witer's Block); -- >to indicate the resunption of the main bracket note after a
parent hetical interruption (oh, yes, | have notes within notes, as ny disorderly ongoing stream --
of - consci ousness runs the rapids of ny creativity); and a vertical down-arrow to show that there
is along inter -- ruption in the text, so when editing | can skip down to the next page or so to
find the resunption arrow.

The pencil is nore versatile in this respect than the typewiter, but the conputer is able
to keep pace with the pencil, a fact that goes far to endear it to nme. That vertical arrow
requires twenty-two strokes, several of which are nulti-key -- two or three fingers striking si --
mul t aneously. That's a real pain to assenble by hand, but one stroke of the nacro does it all
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But here: to show you how it works in practice, | shall not edit out the brackets and
arrows of the second and third paragraphs following this one. No, | did not set those brackets up
just for you; it happened just the way it is presented. But what | did do was insert this
expl anati on ahead of it (which is one of the convenient things a com-- puter can do for a witer:

insert material wi thout retyping the prior text) because otherw se those interruptions and arrows
woul d be pretty confusing. So this paragraph is faked up, but not what follows. (I always try to
be fair to nmy readers, even the unworthy ones.) Several prior bracket-notes relating to nysterious
phone calls that in -- terrupted ny typing of this Note have been edited out, however.

But there was another problem The original keyboard had the period and comma on both
upper and | ower case, as many typewiters do. Some bright character in the hardware division had
el ected to save effort by having a default on those keys, so that only the | ower-case char --

acters got through to the screen. Thus when a capital pe -- riod or capital comma was typed, the
| ower-case one was actually represented. Who woul d ever know the difference?
(Editor's Note: The follow ng two paragraphs are in -- dented to pernit setting Author's

synbol s. Aut hor does not indent, but sets these beyond the nmargin, but this is not feasible in the
case of book margins. This is a purely nmechani cal device and has no other significance.)

Vell, | knew the difference. Because 1 [callback at 4:15 saying that they have a nmmjor
problemw th the |ine and asking ne not to use the phone for another day. | told the nan | could
not distinguish between a legitimte request and a practical joke, so | would phone the conpany
and inquire. He said fine, and he would call back in twenty mnutes. So | called -- and the
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operator pointed out (UPS delivery, three parcels -- | didn't hear the truck, but heard the dogs --
" barking) that we are served by United Tele -- phone, not Sout hwestern Bell, so they
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woul d not be calling us about any local |ine problem She agreed that it sounded like a
practical joke. Good enough; | doubt that | -- ." win hear fromthat guy again.] in ny

changed | ayout, those keys are where ny Wand V are. So when | typed those capitals, |
actual ly got them uncapped. DEC -- Dig -- ital Equipment Co. -- didn't know any so -- lution to

that problem and neither did SnartKey. How can you get around a de -- fault when it is built in
to the keyboard? (Later we realized the explanation night be sinpler: SmartKey sinply translates

one synmbol to another, not caring how the first synbol is generated. Because a capital pe -- riod
is the sanme as a | ower-case period, SmartKey translates both the sane way.)
| aman ornery cuss. | refused to take no for an answer. | discussed the matter with ny

wi fe, and she did sone research in the conmputer nmanual s and di scovered that the Rainbowis nore
sophisticated than it seens. It is an international conputer, with fifteen different keyboards, so
that the needs of foreign | anguages can be served. [5:15 after horsefeeding, etc. That guy did not

phone back, as | thought would be the case. | |ooked at the \Wal denbooks interview transcription
and can see how i nmprecise ny speech is; |I'mnuch better as a witer. But the one doing the
transcription isn‘t much, either. When | said "inversely proportional to its nmerit," it was
transcribed as "in -- . -- -- -- , -- " versedly fortunal towards marriage."] Any of those

forei gn keyboards coul d be set up on our system nerely by going through the proper procedure --
and several of them had different synbols on the | ower and upper cases of those two keys.

Wl l, now Wy not change over to a foreign keyboard, then change that to Dvorak via
Smart Key? It seened pos --
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sible, but there was a problem (There's always a prob -- lem) Those forei gn keyboards
didn't have all the sane letters as the Anerican one. Instead they had things like <;# and 0 and h
and #. How could we put our letters in a keyboard that didn't have themall? Well, there was a

way; we would have to bring our letters across, exchange themwi th the foreign ones, and then
rearrange theminto Dvorak. My wife believed she could manage that. She's the computer expert in
the famly, having once earned our living as a conmputer programrer, back before hone conmputers
exi sted. (Such recollections tend to nmake us feel unconscionably old.)

But there was another problem Sone of the foreign keys were set to their own private
progranms, and could not be changed. Thus we m ght get our capital W and Vs, but |ose other
letters entirely. So | did sone research of nmy own, poring over the representations of the fifteen

keyboards, and discovered three whose programred keys were not in any critical place. | chose the
Fi nni sh key -- board, whose special keys were in the upper coners, bracketing the nunbers row. W
could work around these, as the synbols there were not critical. W would have to nove the

Anerican +/ = key in one space, be -- cause that was in the upper right comer and we needed it, and

| eave the Finnish T key in its place. Also, there were two Finnish keyboards: one for the
Correspondence Mbde and the other for the Data Processing Mode. The one with the symbols | needed
was the Data Processing

Mode.
Then I went to work conpiling an exchange chart for every letter on the keyboard, as
capital and | ower-case. Ninety-six exchanges in all -- about half of the total on the keyboard. It

took me hours. Then ny wife got into the guts of the reprograming of the keys and made the
changes, and Io! it worked! W had what was probably the first conpl ete Dvorak keyboard on the
Rai nbow. No |l onger did | have to head out into the hinterlands of the Function Keys to find where
they had put ny capitals.

So | amnow typing this Note on the Data Processi ng Mode of the Finnish keyboard, with
certain letters im-- ported fromthe American keyboard, configured to ny
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speci al version of the Dvorak layout. Naturally | sent a snug letter to SmartKey telling

them how to do likewise. | love it when I, an ignoranus, can tell the experts howto do the job
that stunmped them -- and be right. (No, they did not reply. For some reason | can't quite fathom
ex -- perts don't seemto like having nme show themup. | won -- der whether they will give us

credit, when they revise their procedure and their nanual ? Don't be concerned; this self-
congratulatory Note will be seen by the folk who count. Namely, you readers.) (Except for that
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reviewer who fell asleep early in the Note. No, don't jog his el bow,

et himsuffer. His face is in the book, and the print is transferring itself to his
cheek, backwards. You will be able to recognize himby the steamrising fromhis review of this
book.)

One other thing, before the next reader falls asleep. | nentioned power failures. W have
them here by the gross, as we are deep in the forest, at the very end of the line, literally. |
broke into the conmputer by typing let -- ters -- | have themby the gross, too -- and when the
power bunked twi ce in one hour, erasing me both times, ny blood pressure made |like O d Faithful
"l can't work this way!"™ | told nmy wife, who had been showing nme howto work the buttons. So we
quit in disgust and retired to the house. A stormwas building; evidently lightning strikes
farther up the Iine were responsible. And in the next hour that |ightning found the range and
struck right by us and sent a devastating surge along the line. It blew out our good color TV set,
and a burner of the electric stove, sending a shower of sparks at ny daughter Cheryl; and the
timer on our water heater (trees overgrow our solar water heating system and it sprang a | eak, so
we had to go back to electric, but we turn it on by the tiner only two hours a day); and severa
conponents of the Atari conputer system ny daughters use for games and (before the Rai nbow and
that lightning strike) for word pro -- cessing; and all the light bulbs that happened to be on. It
put splotches of color on the screen of the Atari nonitor and another TV set that weren't even
turned on. It raced up the two-hundred-foot extension to ny study and put nmy two all-wave radi os
hal fway out of circulation (there
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after they would tune in only the closest, |oudest stations). At the very, very end of
that line was ny new, three-day -- installed Rai nbow system the obvious target.

And the surge petered out just at that point. Having wastefully expended its energy taking
out all the side -- pieces, it lacked the strength to do the job it had come for. Ten thousand
dol lars' worth of conputer enmerged unscathed. | think. It is true that it tends to garble the

recorded size of files, clainmng they are bigger than they are, which has caused nme some probl ens
in judging the length of novels. But | think that's a software defect.

But the only reason that system had been turned off -- for it surely wouldn't have
survived if it had been on -- was ny disgust at getting erased twice in an hour

| may be a slow learner, but that got through to me. Forthwith we ordered a UPS box --
Uni nterruptible Power Supply. Not only did that protect us frompower failures, by providing ten
or nmore mnutes backup power, it also protected us from power surges. And that box has saved us
many tinmes since. In fact, now we own three of them At $500 per, they aren't cheap, but we do
need

t hem

Actual ly, my conputerization isn't as isolated a phe -- nonenon as this nmay have nade it
seem There is a fan -- nish and a social aspect. Back in CctQgre of 1983 | was co- Guest - of - Honor
with Richard Adams (Horseclans) at the science fiction convention NECRONOM CON. | re -- ceive

about one invitation to a convention a month, and | turn them down because |I'm busy witing and
don't like to travel; Del Rey Books got ne to the ABA con -- vention in Dallas in 1983 by bringing
my whole famly along, but that Satanish device is unlikely to work again and | think that niore
or less covers ny out-of-state trav -- eling for this decade. NECRONOM CON, however, was in Tanpa,
where we often go anyway, so | agreed to at -- tend, and | brought ny daughters, then aged
thirteen and sixteen. Naturally they got hooked on conventions, and thereafter they attended them
wi t hout rme.

Well, the fan GOH was Bill Ritch, an expert in DR WHO, video cassette recorders (VCR s),

conputers and such. Bill is a huge, harnless, teddybear of a nman who

likes people. | net himand talked to himabout this and that, and evidently ny daughters
did too, for two nmonths later, the night before Christnas, he showed up for a visit. He was just
passi ng through on his way to Mam . But he had come down fromthe north -- that is to say,

Atlanta, Ceorgia -- and naturally he brought the cold weather with him The tenperature dropped
steadily and was freezing by the time he got ready to go. He had it in mnd to drive overnight in
hi s unheated car

At this point our parental instincts got the better of us, and we prevailed on himto stay
the night and resune travel in the norning. Indeed this was wise, for it dropped to Florida-record
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| evel s that night: the col dest Decenber ever, for the state. By norning it was 15#F on our

carport. W were confortable, of course, for we have a good wood stove. As it happened. Bill had a
VCR with himthat he was taking to his folks in Mam . So he hooked it up to our TV and showed us
Thriller and Bl ade Runner and such. That was our first direct experience with a VCR Later Bil

sent us literature on the subject, and we bought a Sony 2700 Betanax. Thus it was Bill who got us
into video, and that has certainly brightened a nunber of what otherwi se woul d have been dull TV
evenings. Mrre re -- cently we got a video canmera, using it to record the talks |I give at loca
school s and such. For the first tinme | have been able to see nyself as others see ne, watching
mysel f on our own TV. I'msort of angular, and ny voice seens somewhat nasal; believe nme, | cone
across better in an Author's Note than | do in person. (Sigh.)

Bill showed up periodically thereafter. | told himhow | was unable to computerize because

of the keyboard problem and he told ne of SmartKey and the Digital com-- puters. Thus he was
directly responsible for the nanner | obtained nmy present setup, which | suspect is the best
currently available for a serious witer. No, | pronised not to go into tedious detail, and pl ease
don't deluge ne with letters clainmng that 1BM or Kaypro are better; | was late coming into this
equi pnent, but | knew what | wanted, and ny needs are specialized. Conputer com-- panies have
very little notion of the needs of novelists, which is why it is necessary to pick and choose
careful ly.
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Even the reviewers of software are ignorant in this regard. | read one who condemed a

program because it defaulted to overstrike. That is, when you want to correct a typo, you can
sinply strike over the error, anywhere in the text, w thout messing up anything else. That's vita
for a typo -- prone witer like me -- but you can't readily do it with the type of programthat
revi ewer reconmended. My pro -- gramcan readily be changed to a different default, when | want
it.

The software program affects the conputer the way personality affects a human bei ng. Wat
counts is not nmerely what is done, but howit's done. The term"user -- friendly" is no joke; if
you think of the computer for a nmonent as a big dog, the user-friendly programw || cause that dog
to wag his tail and slurp your hand when he neets you, while the other type of program would cause
himto consunme your |eft buttock. Some prograns are nenu -- driven, and sonme are comrand-driven.
Wth the fornmer you can't do anything without having to get into the nenu, which is a list of
avai | abl e tasks to choose from That can get annoying when all you want to do is correct a typo
you happened to see in the prior sentence. Wth the latter you can do it directly by typing the
correct code -- but that nmeans you have to nenorize a squintillion conplex codes. That, too, is
annoyi ng. | suspect the best prograns are conproni ses, with sinple commnds buttressed by sinmple
menus for the less-frequent tasks. | started out with what came with the system The DEC approved
Se -- lect-86 word processor, nenu-driven. | typed ny first novel on that, which happened to be
But What of Earth? that | was restoring to its original condition for republi -- cation, together
with twenty-five thousand words of com-- nent on the nature of the (abysmal) editing it had
received before. | soon discovered what DEC didn't know about the holes in its own program
whoever approved it had never, for exanple, tried to use the doubl e-spacing setting or tried to
follow the witten instructions on howto re -- nove a hard-carriage-return. But the same user-
friendly DEC man who had put me on to the amber screen non -- itor -- that's the one that doesn't
give you eyestrain -- put ne on to the FTP text processor, and | conposed (as

opposed to retyping) the first novel, Golemin the Gears, with that one. Then we figured
out the Finnish-keyboard device, and | conposed the first science fiction novel (as opposed to
fantasy), Politician, with that.

Now | hear sone of you clanoring about why should | settle for a text-processing program
no one ever heard of, instead of going first-class with WordStar or Wrd Perfect. Well, here is
anot her thing that the industry has been slow to understand. The ideal word processor is not the
one that tries to do all things for all users, in the pro -- cess beconing nonstrously conpl ex and
burdeni ng nost users with conplicated peripheral features they sel dom or never use. That's I|ike
selling a Mack truck to a house -- wife for her weekly shopping. The ideal is the one that does
the basics readily, is easy to | earn and understand, and allows the individual to programhis own
speci ali zed functions. PTP is the easiest of all the prograns | have considered to | earn and use,
and its nmacros enable ne to set up just exactly those specialized features, |ike down -- arrows or
ny bi bliography boilerplate, that | want -- and no others. Thus it is sinple and sophisticated and
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per -- sonalized, exactly as | am Oh, | adnit there are a couple of things it lacks that | would
i ke, such as "wi ndows" (those enable you to call up another file and view it while keeping the
current one on a parallel screen, so you can verify whether you said sonmething in a prior chapter
that you are about to say here) and the ability to address ny full 256K nenory (it addresses only
hal f of it). Every so often | bug the naker, and | suspect that in due course he'll cone through
with inprovenments. But basically | feel that | have here a setup, hard, soft, and firm that would
be the first choice of any newconer who could afford it, if he but knewits features. ddtiners
are | ost;

once a person has taken six nonths to master WrdStar, he's not about to throw that away
and spend two days to master PTP

Meanwhile Bill Pitch phoned. A store in Atlanta was having a hal f-price sale on Rai nbow
100's. Were we in -- terested? W were. W sent himthe noney, he bought Rainbows for us and his
own projects, and we set up the duplicate systemat the house, where it would be warm
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in winter. Thus the fourth novel. Red Sword, is the first on that second system Thus,
within nine nonths of com-- puterization, | have done three and a half novels (the first being a
rework), which is a fair pace even for ne, and yes, | am now thoroughly addicted to the conputer.

But you can see how closely it ties in with personal connections.

One thing | considered for this novel was changing the operating system You see, there
are levels and |l evels of these things, even in software. The conputer system m ght be likened to a
car, with wheels, engine, doors and such. The software can be likened to the controls that direct
the progress of that car. But obviously you don't do things directly; there is a series of
| i nkages between your hands and the engi ne, and between the engine and the wheels. So | think of
the word processor as the layout of the steering wheel, gearshift (or automatic shift), ig --
nition key, dials and such, while the operating systemis the gearbox bel ow, the steering
mechani sm the clutch and such. You can have a sinilar |ayout and the sanme type of engine as
anot her car, but the internediary link -- ages may be quite different, and the kind you want for
Sunday norning driving mght not be suitable for the race -- track. So with conmputer operating
systens; they are largely invisible, but they are inportant, and sone suit particul ar purposes
better than others.

The operating system| use is CP/M obviously an ab -- breviation for an old retired nava
man cal |l ed Captain Manager. Captain M supplenents his income by renting his house, which is a fine
old edifice of some fifteen sto -- reys (as he spells it) and a capacious cellar. Each fl oor
contains six roonms and is provided with all the anmenities of the domicile. Because the Captain
never saw fit to ad -- just all the way to civilian life, he calls his boarders "Users" and he
assigns them nunbers. Thus User 1 oc -- cupies the first floor, and when he enters the building he
nmust step into the elevator and punch out the code USER 1, and instantly he is there. Sinmlarly
for User 2, and on up to the one on the top floor, User 15. Sone of these boarders subl et
i ndi vi dual rooms, and these they reach by pausing in the elevator to punch out A, B, E, F, G or

H, which are the designations the Captain has coded for this building. Now you m ght
suppose that this was an aggravati ng nui sance, but in fact it is very nmuch to the advantage of the
boarders, for each one had absolute pri -- vacy within his nunber and letter. Al the furniture is
set up exactly as he wants it, and the roons are conpletely individualized. It is as if the rest
of the building doesn't exist. The elevator has a Directory that can be flashed on a screen by
typing the secret code word MAINT, and it will show a conplete inventory of everything in the des -
- ignated roomon that floor. There may be hundreds of other itenms in the various other roons and
floors, but this Directory ignores them they have their own Directories.

What this nmeans is that the Captain provides the ideal situation for a witer who has a
nunmber of projects going sinultaneously and wants to keep themall distinct, with -- out
accidentally erasing one, but who also has teenage offspring that wish to borrow the machi ne for
word-pro -- cessing homework. For the House of CP/Mis nmy com-- puter, as organi zed by that
operating system 1| had night -- mares of a daughter turning on the conputer, touching the wong
button, and erasing my past week's work. So | set us up with the House, and now the cellar (User
0) contains the assorted software prograns including the good Captain Mhinself, while |I have
reserved floors 1 through 9 for business purposes, and two floors each for wife and daughters.
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Penny, who likes the view fromthe heights, has the top tw floors, for exanple, and when she uses
the conputer she punches in User 14 or User 15 and there she is, with her margins set the way she
|l eft them her nmacros ready, and all the files she has saved ready for her. Wen she punches the
Macro 7 button she gets whatever she has put on it; when | punch the sanme button, down on User 1,1
get ny down-arrow. On User 3 that sane button evokes mnmy About-the-Author boiler -- plate. (A
boilerplate is a set passage that can be inserted into a letter or other text w thout retyping; it
can be very handy for answering the same question fromdifferent fans.) | would be quite |ost on
her floors, because | don't know her macros and don't understand the contenporary teengirl way of
doi ng things. And she would not be at
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honme on ny floors, should she go to one by accident. And we don't snoop on each other; |
visit her floors only by invitation, so she has privacy of correspondence, and of course she's not

interested in nmy correspondence. Nei -- ther of us can affect anything on the other's floor from
our own floor, so accidents are inpossible. Afamly with fifteen or even sixteen Users could give
each a fl oor, and each one coul d program each of the six roons (four sec -- tions of the hard

di sk, plus the two floppy disk drives) differently, to allow for an infinite nunber of variations.
Yes, infinite, because there is no limt to the nunber of floppy disks that can be used in turn in
their drives, and the defaults are stored on the disks thenselves. If a daugh -- ter takes one of
my floppies by mistake and uses MAINT to check what's on it, it won't tell her, because it answers
only to nmy User nunber. So it is as if we have several conputers, and it's beautiful. W even have
col or-coded cases for the disks: Blue for Penny, Geen for Cheryl, Red for ny wife, and Bl ack and

Yellow for me. | suppose what |'msaying is that we have a fanmily conputer systemin the nost
conmpati ble way, and we all like it, and visitors (yea, even Bill Ritch) are inpressed by our
setup. Bill even took home a disk containing ny macros, so that he can get little arrows and

things, though | can't inmagine what he does with them (I picture himrunning about Atlanta,
poki ng people with little arrows...)

But the Captain is not the only operating system There is MsS-DOS, obviously the
abbreviation for a sonewhat primlady of uncertain age and marital status. Ms DOS distrusts
apartnment buil di ngs, having perhaps had sone bad experience there, but she likes to garden. So her
lay -- out is in the formof a garden with paths |eading to the various entries. Wen you enter
this garden you encoun -- ter a Directory with several diverging paths; pick a path, and it |eads
to another Directory with several nore, and each one of those paths leads to its own sub-Directory
of files. So each occupant of the garden can have privacy, with his own selection of flowers and
such, but by a dif -- ferent nechanism Qur conmputer is equipped to handle both CP/M and Ms- DCS,
so | thought 1'd try the latter for this novel. But | found that the Captain and the Lady

don't get along together all that well; if I want both at once, | have to split nmy hard
disk into two halves, one for each, and the two hardly speak to each other. And it seens that the
Lady doesn't have the MAINT feature that puts all ny files in al phabetical order and allows ne to
change titles, delete files or take a quick peek at any file without disturbing it, and gives ne
the space used by each file and the total space used by themall. Those are house -- keeping
features | use constantly, for every day's work is a separate file and there may be sixty of them
for a novel. FTP has both CP/M and Ms-DOCS versions, and so does SmartKcy, so | can have ny
keyboard | ayout and macros and things with either, but the Captain's type of organization just

seenmed to be better for me. So ny apol -- ogies to those of you who know and |ike Ms DOS, and w sh
| had used her for this novel. Maybe sone other tinme.

Part I1: Persona

But enough (rnore than enough!) of conputers; | realize that the relatively gentle rivalry

between the Captain and the Lady is not the type of violence you want to see in this Note. You
want to know exactly how viol ence and war struck at ne while I was witing Red Sword. Well, |
started this just after the turn of the year. Janboree 2, 1985, in the Oyre Cal endar. Penny, whom
we taught to drive two years ago in Hourglass, now drives to school, taking two friends with her
because they have early classes that the school bus doesn't catch. You mght sup -- pose that there
are no hazards of the road, on that twelve -- mle trip through the sparsely inhabited
countrysi de. But one day some truck left a tangled nass of netal just over the brink of a hil

that Penny encountered -- flat tire, phone call, we got out there to rescue her, discovering one
of her teachers changing the tire, and | drove her car in to get the tire fixed. Since |I had never
even been in that car before, | had to figure out howto operate it, which was an unconfortable
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busi ness, because it has little fea -- tures that didn't exist in ny day. You might say the ma --
cros and defaults are all wong. But that was before; now,
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in Janboree, canme a nore serious call. That's right; there had been an accident, and she

was phoning fromthe hospital

Periodically in this region, the forestry folk do what they call controlled buns, burning
of f regions of the state forest in the slack season so that there will not be un -- controlled
forest fires at other tinmes. The policy nmakes sense, but sonetines the burners |ack common sense
This winter has been generally dry, and there have been a nunber of uncontrolled bums. This tinme
they started a bum adjacent to the highway Penny drives to school, and the wind blew it out of
control. W passed it in the eve -- ning, as we cane hone from an archaeol ogy neeting; the fires
raged for a mle or nore beside the road, and the region resenbled a section of Hell. (I happen to
know what Hell |ooks |ike.) The next norning was foggy, and the fire was still snoldering. W
cautioned Penny about driving through that region. "If there is thick snmoke there, you don't dare
sl ow down too rmuch, because the car be -- hind will ramyou,"” | said. But we doubted that it was
bad, because there had been no news of snoke, and the road was open. However, it was bad, and
Penny, driving in to school alone for the first tine (the two other girls coincidentally had other
busi ness), found herself caught in dense snbg. Al night, owing to an inversion, that snoke had
accunul ated by that road. Penny, mndful of my warning, slowed to 25 nmph -- and rammed into a
truck that was noving at wal ki ng speed. The truck was hardly damaged, but our little car suffered
a $2,600 repair bill. They pushed the car off the road, and Penny, shaken up but not really hurt,
thanks to the use of her seat belt (I taught her, remenber; | taught her right. Anyone who drives
or rides in a car without using the seat belt is a fool; | don't care how educated he may consi der
hinself to be in other respects.), went out to try to flag down other cars before they collided.
Her friend, who nornally rides in with her, was next to arrive; she recognized Penny and stopped,
then started to maneuver to get off the road. And a fourth car canme up and crushed the friend's
car against the original truck. So there it was, a four-car ac -- cident -- and it was obvious
that had Penny not driven the

speed she had, she woul d have been rear-ended by that fourth car, or crushed between the

two. As it was, she was technically at fault -- but alive. A person has to con -- sider not only
the law, but conmon sense

That snoke, all told, accounted for nine cars that norn -- ing, and several nore that were
peripheral. It was the worst traffic situation in the history of the county. An anbul ance was

di spat ched; when it encountered the snoke, it had a man wal k ahead of it to show the way, and then
that man had to sl ow down because the vehicle couldn't keep up with him The police said that they
had never seen worse driving conditions; that visibility was zero. Now they cl osed off the road;
why they had not done so before is an unanswered question. Penny's nane appeared in the accounts
of three newspapers. Qur car was out of comission for the rest of the nmonth. Now Penny is afraid
to drive in fog, understandably; the day | started typing this Note, we had to drop breakfast and
head out to rescue her because she didn't dare drive into it. The fog gets pretty thick sone

nmorni ngs, and we un -- derstand. This is what families are for. | got gun-shy about driving after
my roll-over, back in 1956, and | still don't really like to drive. One norni ng when there was
light fog, Penny braced herself and drove anyway. Cane a phone call: "Daddy, this is Penny,

calling fromthe bank." Qops; where was she caught now? "The bank? \Wat bank?" "The fog bank," she
replied. She had nade it through. Ch, what about the real culprits in this ness, the forestry and
hi ghway departnments who burned reckl essly and never told the public about the hazard? It seemns
they are imune fromfault, and our insurance paid.

That was Janboree: fire and collision. But this novel required two nonths to wite, even

with the conputer. I'mnot really a fast witer; |I'ma steady one. An average of two thousand
words a day for two nonths covers a one hundred twenty thousand word novel. Actually, | work
faster, then suffer interruptions. So what violence occurred in FeBl ueberry?

I was awakened at 3:40 AM by the phone. It was a neighbor -- the high school was burning

to the ground. Both ny daughters go there. As it turned out, only part
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of the school burned, but that was enough to elimnate normal functioning. So the freshmen
and the seniors had to take their classes el sewhere -- and we have one of each. It may never be
known whether the fire was natural or arson; it seened to start with an expl osion, but whether it
was a bormb or a faulty heater can not be ascertained. Casses will be affected the rest of this
year and next year, while they see about rebuilding. Unfortunately the library was lost, with all
its books, including some of nmine. So we donated a thousand dollars to the library fund; after
all, it behooves a witer to support both libraries and the school his children attend. | had a
t hank-you note froma teacher on another matter, and sure enough, the en -- vel ope was scorched.
Good thing | knew the cause, or | mght have feared it was a letter from Hell

And nore news: a |ocal conpany asked perm ssion to explore the entire state forest that we
live against for pos -- sible linerock mining. Now this sort of mning is open -- pit, and it
| eaves a | andscape rem ni scent of that of the Mbon. Reclamation is a joke; the trees and ani na
ecol ogy are gone. W bought |and where we did in order to have a guarantee that the natural |and
could never be denied us. But it seenmed that while the state owned the | and, the nationa
government retained the mneral rights, which neant it could license the land for strip-m ning.
(It is said that profits can run as high as a mllion dollars per acre.) Ah, but was there |ine-
rock there to nmine? Yes, indeed;

it was under our own |and. WAs the acreage we owned to becone an island of wi | derness next
to a wastel and that was once the state forest? If this was not war, it seenmed very like it. The

outl ook was grim But then, be -- fore the battle was joined, new information canme to |light;
the state forest had been designated for public use only, back when it had been set aside,
and could not be signed away for private mning. Satan had been bal ked by a tech -- nicality --

about the tine | wote the final chapter
Let's narrow the focus to the nore personal aspect. How am | doing, these two nonths of

this novel ? Well, | can wite well enough, unless distracted by other calls on ny time, such as
letters and manuscripts and research for other projects. Wat was the story there?
Life continued at its frenetic pace. | made notes on itens | mght nmention here, but the

inclusion of all of themwould render this Note much | onger than anyone woul d have patience for
So, just the nore significant ones, and briefly. My nmajor concern was research for a nainstream
novel relating to the situation of the American Indians of this region of Florida at the tine
Hemando de Soto passed through. Every Sunday we went out to the Indian nound bei ng excavat ed,
where ny daughter Cheryl worked. Qur involverment is intinmate; there will be nore on that else --
where in due course. For now it suffices to say that sig -- nificant finds are being nmade and that
the matter has been taking up a significant amount of ny time. Associated with this, before the
turn of the year, our whole famly joined an archaeol ogi cal canoe trip, with Cheryl and | shar --
ing one canoe. It was a kind of nightmare. So | enhanced the details and put it into this novel
Those who wonder where | get ny ideas nmay take due note; | do nore ad -- aptation fromlife than
nost readers realize

Just about this time, my right shoul der began bothering ne chronically. It hurts when
stretch or reach too far. We'll check with the doctor when we have time, but nmeanwhile it is
progressive and worrisone. | have |lost partial use of both knees, and it doesn't please ne to have
me sane thing happen to a shoulder. I'"'mstill doing ny exercises, such as the chins on the study
rafter, but it is now painful to get ny grip, and I can't descend all the way. | still do thirty,
operating in the restricted range, but, if the shoul der gets worse, that exercise may be de --
nied ne. Since | have always felt that the end of nmy phys -- ical exercise programw |l mark the
begi nning of the end of nmy life, this is not a mnor matter to ne. | now do seventy-five Japanese
pushups in under four mnutes, sometinmes under 3:30; ny best tine is 3:03, beating the tine that
evoked the kidney stone in Pale Horse by nore than a minute. | hate doing them but | would hate
even nore to have to give themup. My runs are slowing, too, and I amno |onger able to break 21
nmnutes for three mles, or 22, and usually can't break 23. | amninded of the line from W B.
Yeats: "The hour of the waning of love is upon us." | love ny physical fitness, perhaps the
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final relic of nmy youth, and | feel the hour of the waning of it. |I fear that even the
Pi ng-Pong will be ended by this particular incapacity. Wll, I'"'mpast fifty now, the war agai nst

age and death is one that every person is fated to lose. But | amconscious of a significant |oss,
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right at this

time.

In one week in this sane period, | addressed three dif -- ferent school classes. | don't
like taking the tine, but | do support education, so | give these local tal ks when requested. One
was to Penny's coll ege-level English class, and Penny took our brand new video canera and recorded
me, as | think | nentioned in Part | of this Note. By coincidence, it was in the homeroom of a
different teacher (the school fire junbled these things) -- one who had angrily told her classes
that "Piers Anthony is wong." That dated froma prior address | had given, when | had stated "You
no nore need to know the nanes of the parts of speech in order to use the English | anguage
correctly than you need to know t he names of the nuscles and |liganents of the legs in order to

wal k correctly."” | was once an English teacher, you see, and | take excep -- tion to nmuch of what
is currently being taught. | believe that |less effort shoul d be expended on irrel evant nmateria
like parts of speech, and nore on relevant material |ike how to bal ance a checkbook or understand
nmortgage in -- terest -- things a person could use in today's world. So | repeated my statenent --
and this tine received applause for it. OF course the teacher who objects to nmy attitude was not
there; | did take the trouble to greet her when she arrived. | amnot, of course, wong. Another
presen -- tation was for a selected group in a different school in the county, the attendees being

students who were fans of mine. But the challenge was the third, to a second grade class. The
youngest fan | have had a letter fromwas eight years old; these were in the seven-year-old range,
and none of them had read any of my books, but they were interested in witing. They were doing
books of their own, as a class project. | wanted to be sure not to overshoot their |evel of
interest, so | told them about how the baby ogre in Crewel Lye foiled the dragon and about the
nmons -- ter-under-the-bed, and these were things they related to,

Then they had an Author's Reception with refreshnents they had prepared, so it becane a
social occasion. | think it was a success. That, too, is on the videotape. Certainly it was an
i nteresting experience. But this sort of thing does take time, and is one of the reasons | failed
to conplete this novel within the two-nonth period | had allotted.

And in this period the question of a notion picture op -- tion was settled. In 1984,
interest in the Xanth series de -- veloped, stipulating a paynent of $300,000 for each novel nade
into a novie, with the possibility of using all nine Xanth novels. But there was also interest in
Germany for cartoon adaptation for the first three Xanths, for $500,000. Wiich was the better bet?
The American de”l might peter out after the first novel, so was not necessarily better, and of
course there was no telling what quality of novie mi ght be nade. W pondered, and finally ganbled
on the American deal, and | signed the option contract. Tine passed, and finally it was apparent
that the option was not going to be exercised. So it goes.

This was also the tine of the Shaxon/Ti me magazi ne and Westnorel and/ CBS |ibel suits, both
resol ved some -- what indecisively, as wars often are. Freedomof the press -- | believe init,
but it does get abused, and | think it is best that an accounting be nade periodically. And on a
lighter note, this was the tine when the war between nen and wonen erupted on a new front. Ann
Landers conducted a survey and reported that 72% of her wonen woul d rather be cuddl ed than have
sex. Furor followed. Mke Royko conducted a hilarious counter-survey, get -- ting the nen's side
of it. I, of course, have a fairmnded solution: let the wonen wear placards bearing the num --
bers 72 or 28 so that the nmen can nake nore informed decisions about dating, narriage, etc. Any
man who pre -- fers Cuddl es can probably have her. The divorce rate might drop precipitously. Not
to nention the marriage rate. (And to think they call nme a sexist!)

And Bant am Books ran a five-page pronotional ad in various periodicals, show ng
reproductions of bestseller lists with their books thereon. But Anthony got shown five tines in
that ad for the Del Rey novels On a Pale Horse and Bearing an Hourglass, the first two vol unes
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inthis series. I'"'msure Del Rey joins ne in thanking Ban -- tamfor the free publicity.

| typed a record 125 letters in the nonth of Janboree, and in FeBlueberry |I had a
manuscri pt and a book to read and blurb, sent by two publishers with whom| am not doing busi ness,
and anot her expected froma third pub -- lisher. No, this is professional courtesy; | do for other
witers what other witers did for ne when | was in need, though | ama slow reader and it takes
me days to get through a book. But about the letters: nbst of themwere cards, as | have becone
adept at reducing ny responses to that | ength, though each remains individual. Mdst other witers,
| understand, do not bother to answer their mail

certainly | could save a lot of tinme if | did not. But those are living, feeling people
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out there, and | feel that they deserve answers, so as long as | can, | am answering. | have no
secretary; | bash themout, with typos, strikeov -- ers, and all, on nmy manual typewiter. (The
conputer printer can't handle cards.) By going wholesale to the card format, | have managed to
keep up.

One day | received fifty letters: forty-four in a package fromDel Rey, six from
el sewhere. Next day | typed thirty cards, and the follow ng day twenty mxed cards and let --
ters, and the third day, seven, saving the conplicated ones for last. Only then did | get back to
work on Sword. But you know, | don't suffer fromWiter's Block, while many other witers do. |
can not prove this, but it is my suspicion that those witers who are call ous about soci al
responsibilities, so do not answer letters, also tend to be callous about their business

commitnments, so suffer Block. Those who take all conmitnents seriously, in -- cluding the need to
consider the feelings and rights of others, do a better job at neeting those conmitnents:
correspondence and books. If this is true, it is poetic jus -- tice. At any rate, |

believe | wite about as many letters and as rmuch fiction as anyone in the genre, and | would |ike
to think the two are linked. There are those who have called ne naive about this sort of thing,
t hough.

And you know, those letters can be interesting. Let nme give a couple of exanples, positive
and negative. One letter in that bunch of fifty informed me that a fan had

naned her prize colt after ne: Piers Anthony Jacob. She says he is the prettiest horse
alive. That seens only nat -- ural to me. | have asked the publisher whether we can run a picture
of that horse on the back flap of this book. Mght as well inprove that .aspect of the vol une,
after all. Another letter, received as | worked on this Note, is anonynous -- no nanme or address,
so | can't answer it. | regard anonynous nissives as fair game, so I'l|l quote excerpts here: "It
i s becom ng abundantly clear that your endless, thoroughly boring rants, diatribes and disserta --
tions 'justifying' (through the many scenes you have de -- picting then) violent, huniliating
[ undeci pherabl e word here] and soul -destroyi ng sexual assaults agai nst wonmen are just thinly
(very!) disguised versions ofapol ogi ae of the same sorts of assaults on children of either sex.”
It confines in simlar vein, psychoanalyzing me and con -- cluding that | amtrying to expiate
guilt for simlar things done to ne as a child, and finishes: "Do you really want the whole world
to renenber you as 'Piers Anthony, the Battered Child ?" No novel of mine is naned; those fa --

mliar with my work are free to nake their own conjec -- tures about the accuracy of this charge
Yes, | answer this kind of mail too, when able, though | amnot as polite as | amto nore positive
fans. But as you can see, ny mail is not boring.

In FeBlueberry it slacked off, with only thirty-nine let -- ters, but the books-to-be-
bl urbed took up what slack there m ght have been. Still, by the end of the nonth | was two days

fromcompleting the editing of the novel. The editing consists of reading it through on the

screen, printing out ny bracket-notes relating to other projects, deleting both bracket notes and
mar gi nal symbols (I have special ma -- cros to facilitate that, such as one that |ocates and high -
- lights all the material between the next set of brackets, so | can check it before deleting it),
correcting nmy own typos and spelling errors (yes, we have a spelling-checker program but it's
easier to do it nyself), revising awkward sentences, and addi ng new naterial where required. This
editing replaces the second and submi ssion-draft typings | used to do and takes about a quarter

the tine. So | knew | would wap it up just a couple of days into Marsh.
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And on Marsh oneth (1th) cane a package from Del Rey Books containing eighty-six fan
letters dating back to Jamboree and Di smenber. | should have known that if | used Ogre Months 1'd
get ogrish mail! There was noth -- ing to do but read them (which al one took about six hours) and
answer them (six days). So by the end of the Seventh |I had answered ei ghty-seven of those eighty-
six letters. (Apparently they were starting to reproduce in the pack -- age.) Then | got on the
letters that had cone in separately. As | type this paragraph, which is being inserted in the
m ddl e of this text, | have done 102 letters, as of the Ninth. This novel has been del ayed that
week. | think the pace is about to slack off, maybe, | hope. But this feels very like a war!

Again, | hear someone nuttering: why do | bother? Whay not call it quits and stick to ny
payi ng work? Or perhaps answer only the nost serious ones and let the others go. Ah, yes, | hear
the siren song of expediency. | understand that only two witers in the genre answer |arge vol unes
of mail personally; the other is Isaac Asi -- nov. But again, | know of only two who never suffer
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Witer's Block, and the other is Isaac Asinov. My An -- tiblock Theory gains credence.
But let's consider sonme of these letters individually. Perhaps sone are di spensable. Two
fromthis | ast bunch were from people who are confined | ong-termby accident or illness and use ny

books to ease their solitude and pain. It seens that nine have better effect in this respect than
those of npbst other witers. In the past | had letters froma young man who used ny books to
divert his nmind fromthe unpl easant ness of chenotherapy for cancer. Another in the present group
is froman oncol ogy (cancer) nurse who thanks nme for taking death seriously in On a Pal e Horse.

Ignore these letters? | just can not; they must be answered.
Well, sone of the others, then. Yet they evoke startling bits of individual personality.
There is the lady who an -- nounces that | have stolen her heart. The righteously in -- dignant

teenager who isn't sending nme any PUNS. (You see, nobst of these are in response to Crewel Lye,
just published, whose brief Note explains that Xanth is no

longer in the market for puns. That didn't stop a nunber of fans from sending ne ful
pages of them) The nother who thanks Xanth for doi ng what nothing else did -- hook -- ing her
| ear ni ng-di sabl ed son on reading. (I raised an L -- D daughter; | understand about this sort of
thing.) The coed who was hooked on Xanth by her boyfriend; she gave up the boyfriend but renmai ned
addi cted to Anthony and, when ny novels ran out, she had to get into Don -- aldson, Eddings,
Moor cock, and McCaffrey. (Those other witers may not realize how nmuch of their success is thus
owed to nme...) The man who brings up seening inconsistencies in ny novels, then proffers

intelligent ex -- planations for these that | can use to fend off other critics. The one who

wi shes to convert me to Jesus. (I amapt to refer these well-neaning people to nmy three-part nove
Tarot, which is perhaps cruel. The point is, | amnot ag -- nostic fromignorance, but from
preference; | suspect | have done nore research on religion than nost.) The young wonman who
begins: "I'm19 yrs. old + 1 don't want to be a witer. | want to be an editor." (That one popped
my eyes open! But why not? Editing is a dirty job, but soneone has to do it.) The nan who net a
col l ege professor of nmine and relays that professor's regards to ne -- along with the news that

the professor is dead. (I hadn't realized, so this was a jolt. That prof had been my counsel or;
remenber himwi th preternatural clarity.) The woman who rel ates sonmewhat graphically her ex --
perience in being assaulted by a masked mal e who put a gun to her head, and her thoughts on death
and On a Pale Horse. And fromthe interimpmail: a "fan" letter in the formof a fan, that opens
out to reveal the witing. And an invitation to a convention, that | turned down, as usual. Wich
of these do | file w thout answering?

Vel |, why not cut off the repeats? Answer each fan once, and not agai n? Two
considerations, there. First, | have found that a kind of universal inverse ratio applies, so that
only about half of the first-tiners respond again, and only half of the second-tiners, and so on
so that the correspondence tends to danp out. That enables ne to keep it down without actually
having to cut people off, and | prefer that method. Second, sonme of those fans have
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excel l ent continuing input, and an arbitrary limt would be unfortunate. Third, (ny
difficulty in keeping count has been noted before) there are special cases.

| wote about sixteen letters to one girl in Janboree, ranging fromcards to a six page
m ssive. Yes, this is a very special case, and illustrates as well as any the levels on which wars
are fought, the conflict between good and evil, and the difficulty of telling the two apart. This
was a suicidal teenager who said she loved me. Now | was at this witing fifty years old, with two
daughters older than this girl, so the matter had points of awkwardness.

You see, though | was never a 'battered child | was a disturbed child, with conpul sive
manneri sns and com -- prehensive fear. Another inpression | have is that a per -- son does not
have to be totally fouled up to be a successful witer, but that it helps. Today | have a life
that is about as confortable as any life gets, with supportive wife and daughters, an inconme in

the top percentile, and success in the one type of work | always wanted to succeed at. | don't
crave the adul ati on of the masses, but | know | could experience it any time | choose to attend a
fan convention. | should be deliriously happy. But | amnot. | suffer from chronic depression and

I think about death on a daily basis, perhaps an hourly basis. (Yesterday | buried our |last hen
we had had twelve, and as tine progressed they died off individually; the last survivor had been
with us a year and a half after the death of the next-to-last. Call ne foolish if you will; |
grieve for her, as | do for any pet who dies. Death is nuch larger in nmy life than in that of nost
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ot her people.) | amnot suicidal and never have been, but every norning | ask nmyself whether life
is really worth it, and | amuncertain. As the day progresses | becone nore positive, and by
evening | ampretty satisfied with [ife. Since no econonmi c or social reason exists for this

depression, and it is cyclical by the day, and steadfast by the year, | conjecture that it is a
fringe benefit of my mld diabetes; ny cells are generally slightly hungry for en -- ergy, and
that chronic disconfort translates into nmild depression

The point is, | do have a basis to understand the situ -- ation of a fouled-up child,

because of ny menory of ny
own chil dhood; and | understand al so how depression can be. My depression relates to this

girl's depression about the way ny adult-onset diabetes relates to the savage ju -- venil e-onset
formof it. What | have is token; what she has is serious. So while | only wonder whether life is
wort hwhil e, she thinks seriously of suicide. |, being what | am " -- an not sinply tell her to
quit bothering ne.

Oh, objectively the situation is clear enough. This girl -- | will not identify her here,
of course, but let's give her an obvious pseudonym | shall name her after a suicide | have in
this novel, Ligeia, though there is no other par -- allel that | know of between the two. "Ligeia"

was not aware of having experienced |ove in her hone and she longed to be a part of a fanmly where
| ove exists. That is to say, ny famly. She wanted to |ove and be I oved, which is perhaps the
deepest human need. She could not sinply invoke that |love fromothers, but she could contribute
her part of it. Thus she | oved nme, because she knew ne from ny novels and Notes, and because
answered her letters seriously, as | do with all letters. | had been treating her in the way I
woul d a daughter and a child, partly because | was conscious that she was not exactly either. My
teen -- age readers nmay find this confusing, but | trust that nmy adult readers w |l understand.
This is not a "childish" matter; Ligeia wanted fromme a good deal nore than | could afford to
give on either the fatherly or the man -- worman level. | of course explained that, and she of
course refused to accept it. Thus |I found nyself in a kind of ethical war, and it was difficult

i ndeed to distinguish the nuances of right from w ong.

Why didn't | sinply tell her that her interest was ms -- placed, and reject her letters?
Two reasons. First, be -- cause | try to follow the Golden Rule, treating others as | would have
themtreat ne, with fairness and conpas -- sion. Second, because it was possible that she woul d
have died if | cut her off that way. In that sense this was a kind of enotional blackmail. It
happens to be a kind I amvul -- nerable to. If this be a failing, it is hardly nmy only one.

have to say that | really would not care to know a person well who was not simlarly vul nerable.
Thi s does not nean being mush-m nded; it just neans that the consequence
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of one's actions should be a concern of every person, on the social as well as the |ega
| evel

Qur correspondence began when she wote a fan letter. It grew nore serious with tine. Her
letters cane in en -- velopes decorated with cute little butterflies, unicorns, rainbows, balloons
and hearts, signifying a sweet and happy little girl, but inside they were desperate. She told of
sl ashing her wists in an attenpt to commit suicide, of turning on her heater and closing the
wi ndows tight, of simlar things. She spoke of feeling lonely and tired, of the forebodi ng of
evil. She felt trapped, like being in a box with the sides closing in, and was afraid that after
she died she would be simlarly trapped, as if in a shell. Al that enabled her to survive was
|l ove. The love | could not return. She believed she was going nad, but that there was no need to
worry: her death would stop only her body, for she felt she was already dead in the ways that
mattered. She said that suicide m ght be considered a cop -- out, but that for her it would only
hasten the inevitable. She expressed difficulty relating to an enotion that sprang from her heart
i nstead of her mind. She saw love as a lifeline, while hate was worse than anyt hi ng.

Anot her letter was sneared, as by tears. She had had a good day that then becane bad. A
di scussion with a friend about |ove and sex and politics and religion and feeling -- the things
this bright girl really liked to ex -- plore -- had lifted her. Then there had been a singulariy
bad epi sode at home that threw her back into the depths. She said she needed | ove so nuch, yet it

el uded her; she couldn't wait to die wholly. She concluded with the words "I'mso cold," trailing
off with a jerky line as if abruptly interrupted, the letter unsigned.
I think it is evident that nmy objective, sensible state -- nents were largely wasted here.
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| had a deep synpathy for Ligeia's plight, but | could not call this love. | tried to help her in
various ways, putting her in touch with supportive correspondents and even checking with the
authorities, but to no sufficient avail. Ligeia could not escape her situation that way. | saw her
swirling dowmn and down in the nmmelstrom and | could not rescue her fromthat without going well
beyond perm ssi bl e bounds.

So 1 wote to her, with the unhappy suspicion that this was a war that was being | ost.

Hence the letters of Janmboree. | tried an experinent:
in addition to the fewer, longer letters, | sent her a series of light post cards, saying
not hi ng thereon that other eyes could not see. The heart of themwas the Ogre Tail, tran --

scri bed chapter by chapter, fourteen chapters on separate cards. The first Tail was "The Ugly
Unicorn," and | think it is worth reprinting here:

Chapter One: Once upon a tine, there was a
l[ittle unicorn. She lived in a shell.

Chapter Two: There was a funny thing about
this shell. No one else could see it.

Chapter Three: But to her, it was very heavy,
as if an elephant were on it.

Chapter Four: Sonetimes that shell just
seened to crush all the happiness right out
of her.

Chapter Five: O course, she wasn't really a
uni corn, because little unicorns don't live in
shel | s.
Chapter Six: She was really an alicom which
is a flying unicorn. Her mane was brown.
Chapter Seven: Alicons live in shells, be -- cause they like privacy. Wen anyone
conmes near, they close.
Chapter Eight: O course that neans that
hardly anyone ever sees an alicom which
i s unfortunate.
Chapter N ne: Because alicorns are really
very special creatures, when they cone out
of their shells.
Chapter Ten: But the little unicorn didn't
know she was an alicom She wanted to die.
Chapter Eleven: This is because a magica
creature who stifles her magic is in deep
troubl e.
Chapter Twel ve: No one el se understood
about this, because no one else could see
the shell.
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Chapter Thirteen: Except for maybe one old

centaur -- but he was too far away to help.
Chapter Fourteen: He hoped the little unicorn

would eamto fly, before she |learned to die.

Ligeia loved the chapters, and they buoyed her nmo -- nmentarily, but then her depression
resuned its hold. She wote me a letter signed with her bl ood.

In one of her letters, she described a dream she had had, involving a cenetery where
i nstead of people there were thoughts. She had not intended it as a suggestion, but | liked the
notion and put it into this novel; this is the notice of credit.

O such stuff was ny life made, as | wote this novel and this Note. My hunor is obvious,
but privately war and death and injustice were nmuch on ny nind.

You may wonder why | have used the past tense. That is because the enchantnment that |inks
these novels to ny life remains; the theme is War, and so war cane to the publication of the
novel . The publisher took exception to this inordinately long Author's Note, stating that it was
in the business of fiction, not nonfiction, and requested the Note's deletion. | refused. This was
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no mnor matter;

fundanental rights were at issue. The publisher is not re -- quired to publish material it
deens to be unsuitable for its inprint -- but the author nust give permssion for any significant
changes. | feel that these notes are inportant to a sizeable segment of ny readership and | do
care about that readership. Neither side backed off, while the novel remained in |inbo, unable to
be publi shed.

My agent, caught in the mddle, spent many hours trying to negotiate a cease-fire, but for
mont hs the war continued. At |last we cane to a conpronise. Part of the publisher's concern was

about Ligeia: | had presented poignhant excerpts fromtwo of her letters. | had cleared this with
her directly, showing her the material and mak -- ing corrections she asked for. But she was a

mnor; there -- fore she |lacked the | egal capacity to give permission for nmy use of this materi al
That had to cone fromher par -- ents. But she had nmade plain throughout that her parents did not

know t he things she told me, and she did not want
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themto know. It would be a violation of her confidence even to ask them for such
permi ssion, as her secret |love and death wi sh woul d be exposed. Thus | could not obtain
perm ssion, and risked a lawsuit for the violation of a liv -- ing person's privacy if | ran the
letters. So, with deep regret, | revised that portion of the Note. I can not even tell you what
happened to Ligeia in the intervening year, because that mght serve to identify her. Thus do
| ose the battle for part of nmy text, but win the battle for the rest of it by the sonewhat heroic
nmeasur e di scussed here, and the war for Ligeia's life grinds on

As | wite this revision, | am nidway through the next novel in the series, the one
concerning Nature. Yes, the enchantnment continues; Nature is making herself felt em-- phatically.
I will cover that in the next Note.
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