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Being a Green Mother -- Piers Anthony

(Version 1.0 -- 12/12/2001)

put both hands up on the solid knob and turned it, and after a brief struggle got the door
open.

The sumer dawn was cool but not cold. Orb hurried out, intent on the nelody, not caring
what time or tenperature it was. The | andscape seened preternaturally bright, better than rea
life; this was fun!

She paused before the house, reorienting on the sound. The farm backed onto a forest, and
the sound was fromthe forest. She ran across the field, scattering chickens, and reached the edge
of the wood, panting. She was four years old, and this was a good-sized trek for her to acconplish
al one. She wasn't supposed to cone here without an adult, and that gave her a bad tw nge of
unease, but the nusic was fading, and she knew she had to catch it right away.

The forest | oonmed thick and dark, and it was girt with nonstrous spider webs and nean
branbl es and other awful things, so she scouted along the edge, hoping for a way through. The
nmusi ¢ was beconing quite faint, making her desperate.

She found a path! She ran down it, into the depths of the wood. But the music was now
fading out entirely, to her horror. She stopped to listen for it, but it was gone.

Except -- there was another sound, not the same, but pos -- sessed of its own mel ody.
Maybe that would do. It was ahead and, as she continued along the path, it grew | ouder

The path debouched at the river. Ob had encountered the river before, but not at this
spot. Here it was crippling merrily over rocks, making its nusic. She strained to hear the tune of
it behind the rushing noise of water, and it cane clearer, but inperfect.

She made her way along its irregul ar bank, guided nore by her ears than her eyes. Now she
heard anot her sound, neither the first melody nor the second, but a kind of tittering |laughter. It
was comng froma swirling pool a little downstream

Then she spied the source of the mirth. Grls were playing in the pool! Lovely, lithe,
bare girls with long tresses. They were sw nm ng and splashing and diving and having a terrific
anmount of fun, and their trilling | aughter nade the |ast nel ody she had heard.

One of the nynphs spied Ob and called out to her. "Hello,

child of man! Conme join us!" The others | aughed anew at this.

Ob pondered briefly, then decided to do it. She drew off her nightie and stepped out of
her slippers. Naked, she went down to the pool

"She heard ne!" the nynph excl ai ned, astoni shed.

O b paused. "Did | do sonething wong?"

The nynphs | ooked at each other. "You see us, child of man?"

"Yes. Don't you want ne to splash with you?"

Agai n they exchanged gl ances. "Of course we do!" the first nynph said. "But do you know
how to sw nP"

"No. "

"But then you might drown!"

Ob hadn't thought of that. She was sure that drowning would be very unconfortable. "Then
why did you ask me to join you?"

"We didn't think you would hear us," the nynph expl ai ned.

"Or see us," another added. "We were only teasing, the way we do."

"\ 2"

"Because we are water sprites,"” a third said. "The chil -- dren of nmen aren't usually
aware of us."

O b was perpl exed. "Why?"

Several sprites shrugged. "W don't exactly know. It just is so."

There was an instant flowering of laughter. "Ch, you rhyned!" another cried.

The others splashed wildly at the one who had rhymed, giggling. Ob really wanted to join
in, but she realized that she would have to learn to swmfirst.

"Way didn't | hear you or see you when | saw the river before?" she asked.

The sprites | ooked at each other, perplexed. "Wy didn't she?" one repeated. "W have seen
her before, and she was oblivious."

Ob didn't know what the big word nmeant, but judged that it nmeant what it was supposed to.
"Yes, why?"

"Maybe she changed, " one suggested. "Did you change recently, little girl?"
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"This norning | heard a song | never heard before. It woke me up. | was |ooking for it."

Again the sprites exchanged gl ances. "She changed," they agreed. "Now she can join us."

"How?" Orb asked, eager to participate.

"There's an inner tube someone's forgotten," one of the sprites informed her, perceiving
her dil emra.

"Ch, | can float in that!™ Ob agreed. "Bring it to nme!"

The nynph shook her head. "Alas, we can not," she said sadly.

"\ 2"

"We can not touch the things of the children of man. At least, not to affect them Only
nmortal creatures can do that."

Ob accepted that. "Then tell me where it is, and I'll fetch it nyself."

"dadly!" The sprite | ed her downstream a short distance. There, hung up on a dead branch
was an inflated inner tube.

Ob waded into the shallow water, her legs tingling with the chill of it, and haul ed on
the tube. "Ch, it's heavy," she conplained. "Can't you help ne?"
"I don't think so," the sprite said sadly. "I really can't touch you or it." She

denmonstrated by reaching out to touch Ob, and her hand passed through Ob's arm wi t hout
sensati on.
"Ch, you're a ghost!" Orb exclained, not certain whether to be pleased or frightened.

"No, just a sprite. | can touch natural things |ike water, but not unnatural things |like
the children of man."

Ob decided it was tinme for introductions. "I'mOb," she announced. "Wo are you?"

"I'm-- " The sprite paused, concentrating. "Ch, | don't think I have a name! | never
realized."

"Ch, that's very sad!" Orb said. "I nust give you a nane."

"Ch, would you?" the sprite asked, pleased.

Ob concentrated, trying to think of a name. Beads of water trailed down the tube as she
continued to tug at it. "Waterbead!" she excl ai ned.

The sprite clapped her little hands. She was not much | arger than Orb, though forned as an
adult or nearly adult woman. "Ch, thank you!" Then, focusing on the tube:

"Maybe if you lifted it a little, instead of just pulling..."

Pi ers Anthony 5

Oblifted -- and abruptly the tube cane free. She clam-- bered into it, and in a nonent
was fl oating.

"I'f you paddle with your hands..." Waterbead suggested.

O b paddl ed, and the tube began to nove. Soon she was out in the pool, noving splashily.
The sprites | aughed and spl ashed back at her. The droplets of water did touch her;

they were natural. This was indeed fun, despite the cold.

Wat er bead swam out ahead, making little whirlpools in the water. Then the other sprites
joined in, fashioning a larger whirlpool. Orb's tube spun around in it, making her |augh giddily.
Ch, yes, this was fun

They were now at the | ower side of the pool, and the cur -- rent was picking up, carrying
Orb on down the river. "Maybe you shoul d paddl e upstream ™ Waterbead sai d.

"Why?" Orb was enjoying the ride.

The sprites suffered one of their little pauses. "W can't go too far that way," one
expl ai ned. "The water goes bad."

Ob didn't |ike bad water, so she paddled. But now the current was too strong for her. She
made no headway, and soon her arns were tired, and the tube picked up speed downstream

"W can't follow" a sprite cried. One by one they dropped back, returning to the quieter
pool, until only Wa -- terbead renai ned.

"“Maybe you should go to shore,”

"\ 2"

"Because the bad sprites are dowmstream If you go to the shore, you can stop before you
reach them™

Ob tried to paddl e for shore, but the current fought her, and she could not reach it.

"Ch, | nust go back!" Waterbead cried. |ndeed, she | ooked distressed, her hair turning
| ank and her skin clouding up. "Get out of the bad water as soon as you can, Ob!" Then she

Wat er bead suggest ed.
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stroked swiftly upstream |eaving Orb al one.

The tube spun about, bouncing through the rapids, and Ob had to cling on for dear life.
Then the river snoothed out in a kind of lake, with a factory beside it. A huge pipe poured dark
fluid into the water.

I ndeed, the water was bad here; it was discolored and cl oudy, so that she could no | onger
see to the bottom and

6 Being a Green Mt her

it stank of sonmething rotten. Orb did as Waterbead had ad -- vised and paddl ed for the
shore away fromthe factory.

But now nore sprites appeared. These were of sinmlar size to the first ones, but their
bodi es were twisted and their hair tangled. "Wat's this? A child of man!" one cri ed.

“"Drown her!" the others chorused.

"But aren't you sprites?" Ob asked, al arned.

"She sees us!" the twisted creatures cried as if horrified.

"Of course | see you and hear you, too," Ob said.

The hostile sprites ringed her, staring. "W can still drown her,"'
eyes were cloudy, as if there was disturbed weather inside her head.

“"Not while she's in that tube!" another pointed out.

"Then get her out of the tube!"

They splashed at her, not playfully as the others had, but roughly, so that the water
stung her face. "Hey, stop that!" she cried.

They did not. One rushed at her, making a horrible face. "Qut! Qut! Qut!" the nean sprite
screaned.

Ob got angry. "Yah!" she screamed back and struck at the sprite with her fist. She
m ssed, but rmade a bad splash of her own. Then she whi pped her arm back and forth, throw -- ing up
water so that it flew all over, and screamed so hard that her face heated.

The nynphs were daunted. Evidently they had never seen a tenper tantrum before. It was a
thing Ob was good at;

soneti nes she even frothed at the nouth, alarmng every -- one. Luna al nbst never got nad,
but Ob nade up for both of them when sonmething set her off.

The sprites withdrew to a safe distance, "W can't touch her," one said.

"W don't have to," another answered. "There's nore than one way to drown a nortal. Start

one said, scowing. Her

a swirl.

"Aswirl!" the others agreed.

They swamin a circle, stirring up the water, formng a great whirlpool. The nice sprites
upriver had made fun swirls, but this was an ugly maw. O b's tube was sucked into it. Faster she
noved, as the sprites accelerated the water. The tube tilted as the center of the whirlpoo
dropped low. Ob was afraid she would topple over. Then she woul d have to |l et go, because her head
woul d be under the fou'
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wat er. Her anger was replaced by fright. What could she do now?

"A boat!" a sprite screaned angrily.

"It can't see us," another said.

"Yes it can!"

Abruptly the sprites left the whirl pool and dived under the nmurky water. The swirl eased,
and Orb was able to see the boat. "Daddy!" she cri ed.

In a nonent her father Pace was there, lifting her out of the tube and into the canoe and
wr appi ng a bl anket around her shivering body. She hugged him crying, her relief caus -- ing her
to let go of all the anger and fear.

But she was young, and in a nonent the siege of enotion passed. Now her curiosity
returned. "Daddy, | saw the sprites!" she excl ai ned.

"You saw t hen?" he asked, repeating her statenent in the way that adults tended to do. He
seened pl eased.

“"Nice ones in the pool, but nean ones here. Wiy is that, Daddy?"

"Because this water is polluted," he said. "The factory pours its wastes into the water,
and that ruins it, and the sprites who live here becone twisted. It is a sad thing."

" \Npy 2"

He did not chide her for her "Wiy's." Daddy understood her. "Because the factory can nake
nore noney if it dunps its wastes out instead of paying sonmeone to haul them away. W have tried
to get the factory to stop, but it has a lot of nobney and it uses it to prevent us from stopping
it."
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"But the sprites -- "

"It is sad about them" Pace agreed. "But very few peo -- ple can see them so there is no
clientele." He paused, re -- alizing that he had gone beyond her vocabulary. "No one to try to
hel p the sprites.”

"Ch. That's very sad, Daddy. Even if they are real nean."

“"Yes, it is. Perhaps when you grow up, you can do sonme -- thing about it. Then this col ony
of sprites won't be nean anynore."

That was too conplicated to grasp fully, because Ob wasn't sure how anything could be
other than it was now, so she asked anot her question. "How cone nobody can see the sprites?"

Pace shook his head. "Sone folk just seemto have nore

8 Being a Green Mt her

magi ¢ than others," he said. "Just as sonme are taller than others, or nore mischievous. O
have worse tenpers." He gave her a little squeeze. He didn't even nmind her tantrums, which was one
of the perplexing things about him "Magic has run in ny famly, and that's part of it."

"What's the other part?" They were at the shore now, and he was lifting her out.

"Wy, you know that, Eyeball," he said with nock reproval

O b considered. Then she smiled. "Your nusic, Daddy!"

He nodded. "My uncle had it. My cousin had it. |I have it. And maybe you do, too, punpkin."

"I heard a song," Ob confessed, know ng that her father would soon get around to
i nquiring why she was out in the lake. "When | woke up, | just had to find it. And | couldn't. It
just went. Then | heard the river, and it was singing, too, only not the sane, and the sprites
called, and -- are you going to tell Mnmy?"

"WIl you pronmise ne not to do it again?"

Again Orb considered. "Daddy, |'ve just got to reach that song!"

"Dunpling, you just can't reach that song."

" \le?ll

"Because it is the Song of the Mrning. It fades out when dawn ends."

"But -- "

“I't will return tonorrow at dawn. |'Il take you out to listen to it. Nowwll you
proni se?"

"Ckay, Daddy."

"Then | won't have to tell your nother."

"COkay, Daddy!" she repeated, hugging him Then: "But why aren't you nad?"
"Daddi es don't get nad at little girls -- "

" Oh, Daddy, you fibbed!"

"When they turn up with nagic talents,

he concl uded.

O b sobered. "I don't think | can nake nusic like you."

"You heard the Song of the Mdrning. And the Song of the River. You saw the sprites. Those
are signals of our family magic. It is just manifesting now. | was ol der than you are now when
first heard the nusic, and ol der yet when | learned to make it. Gve it tine, peanut."”

"COkay, Daddy." She could tell how pleased he was about

Pi ers Anthony 9

her hearing the Song. That was her luck, for she knew she had gotten herself into a |ot of
trouble, alnmost drowning in the river. Then, just in case he might reconsider, she changed the
subject. "How am| related to Luna?"

She knew by his reaction that she wasn't deceiving him but he answered anyway. "You are
her aunt, technically."

"But |I'mthe sane age!"

"Age doesn't natter. N obe and | are your parents to -- gether and Luna's grandparents
separately, and you are the half sister of each of her parents.”
"I know " she exclainmed. "A half and a half is a whole! I'ma whole sister!"

But he shook his head. "Half sister to her father the Ma -- gician, and half sister to her
not her Bl enda. Because you share one parent with each. Two halves. But either qualifies you as
Luna's aunt."

O b shook her head. "That's too m xed up for me, Daddy."

They were approaching the house. "I could draw you a chart, but | don't think you could
read the nanmes."

"I''l'l leam Daddy!" she excl ai ned.

So when they got inside, and Orb had been washed and cl eaned by her nother, who did not
ask questions after re -- ceiving a warning |l ook fromher father, Pace nmade a chart for her

Cedric = Niobe = Pacian = Bl anche
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Ob

Magi ci an Bl enda

Luna

Then he went over it with the two girls, because by this tine Luna was up and curi ous,
too. "My cousin Cedric Kaf -- tan nmarried N obe, back way |ong, |ong ago," he explained. "Their
son became the Mgician. Meanwhile, | married Bl anche, and our daughter was Bl enda. The Magi ci an

mar - -

10 Being a G een Mot her

ried Bl enda, who was his second cousin, and they had you, Luna." He tweaked a strand of
her clover-honey hair, and she smled. The two girls had been bomonly days apart and had trouble
renenberi ng who had been first.

"Cedric died young," Pacian continued, "and | ater Bl anche died. That was when N obe and
got together, and had you, Orb. So you are the Magician's half sister through N obe, and Bl enda's
hal f sister through me. The two of you are of different generations, even though you are the sane
age and look like twins."

"Why are you so nuch ol der than N obe?" Luna asked.

Pace smled. "lI'mactually el even years younger than N obe," he said. "She was the nost
beautiful woman of her generation, and she kept her youth."

The two girls | ooked at each other, the clover-honey bl onde and the buckwheat - honey
bl onde, and shook then -- heads. They suspected they were being teased. It was ob -- vious that
Pace was much ol der than Ni obe!l

"Which relates to the prophecy concerning the two of you,"

"What ?" Orb asked.

"A prediction, a divination, a telling of the future,
think it is tine for you to knowit."

"Yes!" they agreed together, for this had the smell of mystery.

"It was a conpl ex prophecy and it caused the Magician to lay a geis on you both, that no
further prophecy can be nade for you. It started with your fathers, when we were young, before we
ever married. It was that each of us would marry the nost beautiful wonman of her generation and
have a daughter."

"And you did!" Lrna exclaimed. "CQur nothers are --

"Yes. That is part of it. But the rest of it is this: that one daughter mi ght marry Death,
and the other might marry Bvil."

"But we're too young to marry anyone!" Ob protested.

"So you are -- at the nonent. But when you both grow up and are as beautiful as your
not hers, remenber that prophecy and be careful. No one knows exactly what it nmeans."

Pi ers Anthony n

Pace conti nued.

he expl ained. "Wat will happen. |

"W will!" they chorused, not taking it seriously, for they never really expected to be
other than they were right now In later years, however, they were to renmenber, and Orb woul d
wonder: did this relate to her vision? A wedding -- and a dead worl d?

2

HAMADRYAD

Two years later both Ob and Luna could see the sprites and ot her magi cal creatures, and
Orb could hear the nmusic of natural things, while Luna could see their auras. It was a secret from
their nothers but not fromtheir fathers, because Pace could relate to the nagic of nature and the
Magi ci an, Luna's father, knew everything about magic. The nmothers were virtual twins in beauty,
though they were, like the girls, of different generations. But they had no such perceptions and
seermed too busy with practical matters to be concerned with them Luna's nother Bl enda spent npst
of her time assisting the Mgician, who was doi ng ever nore obscure research in magic, while Ob's
nmot her Niobe did the |aundry and shoppi ng and nmeal s and reading stories. Luna canme to regard Ni obe
as virtually her mother, for Luna spent nore of her tine here than at her own hone.

Luna tried in vain to show Orb the auras she perceived, which she said mani fested as

shi nmering gl ows around and through all living things, while Ob had the same frustration when
trying to have Luna hear the songs of nature. "It's the Song of the Mrning!" she would exclai mat
dawn. "Can't you hear it, Mtheaten?"

12
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"Look, Eyeball -- if you can't see the auras as plain as day -- !"
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But the other magic Pace had promised Orb had not ma -- terialized. She could hear the
musi ¢, but could not nmake it. Ch, she could sing, and with fair effect considering her age, but
there was no magi c. She was glad that her father had not told her nother about her m sadventure
with the sprites of the river -- at |east not about the cause of it, which was her ability to hear
the Song of the Morning. She heard that song every norning now, if she was awake, and it was
al ways lovely, changing a little with the nature of the land and the season, so that there was
al ways a refreshing novelty about it. If only she could make nusic like that!

"Daddy..." she pl eaded one day.

"Maybe the hamadryad can hel p you," Pace said.

"The what ?"

"She taught the Magician his first nagic," he explained. "She's a tree-nynph, like a
sprite for a tree, and she be -- friended the Magici an when he was a baby. W used to take him
there to visit her for an afternoon, when he lived with us. They sel dom deal rmuch w th our Kkind,
but Luna's the Magician's daughter, and you are very like her, so nmaybe she will neet you. | know

your nmother will be glad to take you there, just for a visit."

"Ch goody!" Ob exclained, hugging him

So they went for a day to the cabin near the swanp that they nmintained as a vacation
house. Ni obe nade sure that both girls were wearing their polished noonstone anulets, for the
Magi ci an had given them these for protection, and there could be dangers in the swanp.

The swanp was inpressive. The trees expanded their bases near the water as if to enbrace

as much of it as pos -- sible, and magi c surrounded them Luna kept exclaim ng as she saw t he
interactions of their auras, and Ob as she heard their separate yet interactive nelodies. N obe
evidently per -- ceived neither, but realized that the girls were not teasing her

They cane to the giant water oak. "Hanadryad!" Niobe called. "Do you renmenber ne? You
trained ny son, the Magician."

The dryad appeared, perched on a stout lateral branch. She sniled cautiously; she
remenber ed

14
Bei ng a Green Mot her
At that monent Orb suffered a recurrence of her vision -- dream She was wal ki ng down t he

aisle with the strange nman, and the gl obe was turning, dead. Who was the nan, and what had
happened to the world, and how did she get involved with either? She tried to turn her head to see
the man and managed a little, catching a fleeting glinpse of his profile. He was no one she knew
now. And the world -- she was responsible, in sonme fashion. She knew, and was horrified.

"I have brought the Magician's daughter -- and mne," N obe said, jolting Ob out of her
vision. "WII you neet

with then?" The dryad peered down at the two girls. Luna and O b,

coached on this, sniled |like twin noons.

The hamadryad nodded. She woul d neet.

"I will returnin two hours,” N obe said.

Ob turned on her in alarm "You are | eaving us here?"

"The dryad will not approach an adult," N obe explained. "Only a child. But you are safe
here; she will not harmyou, or let you harmyourselves, if you do what she says."

Uncertainly, the girls watched Niobe retreat. They knew she woul d not put themin any
danger; she was extrenely fussy about that sort of thing, and her definitions of risk could be

pretty annoyi ng. Such as eating too much candy, or playing in deep nud. Still, the swanp seened
awfully big
and dank.

When Ni obe was gone, the hamadryad came down the tree. She did not exactly clinb down, she
wal ked down. It was as if her feet were glued to the trunk, allowing her to walk at a right angle
to it. That was inpressive.

In a noment the dryad stood before them Sae was no taller than they were, but was nore
finely proportioned, nore like the sprites. Her hair was green and | eafy, and her body, though
uncl ot hed, had ridges resenbling bark. She was pretty in the way a tree was pretty, and in the way
of

a wonman, too.

"Hello," the dryad said tentatively, as if not expecting any favorable response. She was
poi sed for instant retreat.

"Hello," Ob responded.

The hanmadryad responded with a smle so brilliant it was |like a shaft of sunlight reaching
down to touch her. "You are his child!'" she excl ai ned.
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"Uh, no, not exactly," Orb said. "That's Luna. I'm N obe's child."
"What ?" Luna asked, perpl exed.

' She got us confused, that's all,"” Ob said.

' How do you know?" Luna asked.

"You heard her! She called me the Magician's child."
But she didn't say anything!" Luna protested.

"What ?" Orb asked, in her turn.

"She did not hear ne," the hamadryad said sadly.

Ob turned to Luna. "You didn't hear her?"

"Hear what? She only noved her mouth.”

Now Orb realized. "It's like the nmusic! | can hear it and you can't."

"Well, you can't see the auras, smarty!" Luna retorted.

"She sees auras?" the hanmadryad asked.

"Ch, sure,” Ob said. "I hear things, she sees things. Momy can't do either. But Daddy

can hear the nusic, so he said we should cone see you."

"Who is your father?" the hamadryad asked

"He's Paci an Kaftan. He nakes magic nusic."

"Yes. So did Cedric, his cousin. The first time | heard it, | alnost fell out of nmy Tree!"

Ob pictured the dryad falling out of the tree and she started to | augh. The dryad
| aughed, too.

"What's so funny?" Luna dermanded.

Ob realized that she woul d have to translate, or there would be trouble. Usually she was
the one who got mad and threw a fit, but Luna could do it, too, when she tried. "She says when she
heard Grandpa Cedric's magic nusic, she alnost fell out of the tree!"

Luna gi ggl ed. That was funny!

"But then he died,"” the hamadryad said. "It was so sad. The Magician was right here with
me, just a baby then.”

"A baby?" Luna asked when Orb translated. "My father?"

"Yes. He could hear the nmusic and see the auras, but he couldn't nake them But he was
very smart and he wanted to learn, so | taught himthe natural magic."

"Can you teach us?" Orb asked. "Daddy can make such wonderful nusic, and he says maybe
can, but | can't!"

"Cone into ny Tree,

26
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"Qooo, goody!" Orb cried, clapping her hands.

They scranbl ed up into the spreadi ng branches of the tree, unable to walk the trunk in the
manner of the hamadryad. Ob scraped a knee a little, but she was used to that.

Above, the leaf foliage closed in about them form ng a pleasant bower. The branches
twisted this way and that and had knots and boles that were like chairs, and they sat on these.
Speckl es of sunlight came through, making it pretty.

"0, " Luna exclainmed. "The aura brightens where the

sun strikes!"

"That's because the light is the life of nmy Tree," the ha -- madryad said. "Light and
water and soil and air -- four nun -- dane elenments.”

Luna's brow furrowed as Orb translated. "I thought there

were five elenents.”

“Yes. We call the inportant one spirit, or nagic.
Luna exclainmed. " 'Cause you told himthat!"

"Yes. He wanted to help the natural things, as Cedric did. W dryads are magic, but we
don't have nuch power over unnatural things, so | thought maybe if he learned..."

the hamadryad said. "Perhaps | can teach you."

"That's why ny father studied magic!"

"I guess he's still learning," Luna said. "He and Mommy spend all their time with it."
"Let's see what we can do with your own nagic," the hanadryad said, diverting the subject
to safer territory. Ob was still relaying her words to Luna, who could not hear them "Can you do

thi s?" She made a gesture in the air with her right hand.

Luna stared at the space defined by the gesture, though Ob saw nothing. "Ooo, |ovely!"
she excl ai ned

"Try it yourself," the dryad said.

Luna nade a simlar gesture. "It's not working," she said,

pouti ng.
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"But the hand is only part of it! You nust enote, too."

"What ?"

"You nust/ee/! Becone one with the natural aura, shape it to your desire. Try it again."

Luna concentrated, gesturing again. Ob saw nothing, but the hanadryad sm | ed. "See?
There's a little!"

Luna had scrunched up her eyes in her concentration. Now she | ooked. "Qoo, uck!" she
exclaimed with distaste.

"But it's aura!" the dryad insisted. "You did it!"

Pi ers Ant hony 17

Luna considered, as Ob relayed this endorsenent. The truth was, Orb was tiring of this
exchange. "l guess | did."

"But you mrust practice,
years to be good."

"Years!" Luna exclainmed inmpatiently. "I want to do it now"

"Most people can't do it at all,"” the dryad rem nded her. "But you, when you |earn, wll
be able to read the auras of people and to know whether they are good or evil, because you wil|
know t he types of auras. A person may tell you a lie with a straight face, but his aura can never
deceive you. That was why | knew the Magician was good, even when he was a baby, and that he had

the dryad cautioned her. "Art is not mastered in a day. It takes

greatness in him though there was a dark side. Because of his magnificent aura." 'Dark side?"
Luna asked when all this reached her. 'He was good, but he had the capacity to relate to evil.
Sonetimes | still fear for him If Satan turned himto evil -- '' '"Satan?" This was Orb's query.

"Ch, maybe | shouldn't have nentioned that,"” the dryad said. "Satan isn't nice."

Ob was bored with these proceedings, as they did not involve her, and words |ike
"capacity" strained her re -- sources. "Wuat about ny nagic?" she asked.

The dryad turned to her. "Ch, you have been so helpful, Ob, | didn't realize | was
negl ecti ng you. Yes, we nust see about your own magic. Tell your sister to practice her aura --
painting while | work with you."

Ob, pleased with the conplinment and the attention, de -- cided not to qui bble about the
hanmadryad's error. Luna was her niece, not her sister. She relayed the word, and Luna was
satisfied to face away and nmake her gestures of nothing.

"Do you sing?" the dryad asked Ob

"Yes, but not the way Daddy does."

"You, too, must enote. You nust put your feeling into it. Magic involves the whole of a
person's desire. That may be why nost people don't have magic; they don't really want it. Not as
part of them"

"But Mommy doesn't have magic!" Ob protested, think -- ing that refuted the statenent.

"Ni obe had nore nmagi ¢ than anyone, and gave it up to marry your father," the hanadryad
said. "Nowtry to enote."

16
Bei ng a Green Mot her
Ob concentrated as she hummed a tune, but nothing hap -- pened. "It's not working!" she

sai d, aggrieved. "Wiy should it work for Luna and not for nme?"
Before the dryad could answer, there was nusic frombelow Al three of themturned to
| ook, peering down below the tree.
The nusic was approachi ng down the path, getting louder. It was a violin playing, and the

man playing it was dressed in a bright, light blouse and dark trousers. He had gl ossy long hair
falling across his shoul ders and piercing black eyes. Beside himdanced a wonan in a glaringly red
skirt and green kerchief about her hair, and no shirt at all. There were nmany rings on her fingers

and |l ong earrings dangling by her bare breasts, so that she flashed constantly as she noved.

Behi nd them cane others, simlarly garbed. Some played nandolins and sonme played
instruments that Orb could not define at all, and all were dancing in their way. They cane to the
foot of the tree and drew up in a circle about it. There were perhaps a dozen of them including a
nunmber of children

An ol d wonan stepped forward. "There!" she said, point -- ing directly at Ob and Luna.
"Two magi ¢ children!"
"Gypsies!" the hamadryad exclainmed. "I have heard of them Beware -- they steal children!"

The man who had played the violin stepped up. "The seer knows," he said. "Cone down from
there, children. W wish to see your magic."

"Go away, you ruffians!" the dryad cried. "These chil -- dren are not for you!"

"Cho!" the man said. "A tree-nynph! Well, this is not your business, oak-spirit. Al we

want are the children."
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"You can't have them" the dryad said.

"Be quiet, dryad, or we'll chop down your tree," the man threatened. The hamadryad nmade a
little squeal of outrage and pain, appalled by the threat.

"How cone he can hear her when | can't?" Luna asked sonewhat querul ously.

"Get up there and bring themdown," the man said. Im-- nediately two husky young nen ran
up and scranbled up the tree. In nonents they were in the branches and reaching for the girls, who
were frozen in shock.

But as the hands of the nen reached for Orb and Luna,

Pi ers Ant hony 19

and touched them both nmen froze. Their hands never closed; they nerely remained touching.

"CGet on with it," the man called frombelow "W don't want to tarry |long here."

"We can't," one of the young nen gasped, not noving.

"What do you mean, you can't?" the |eader demanded. "They're only children!"

"They' ve got amulets," the other said.

"Cho! | should have known that children as valuable as this would be protected. Well
there are other ways. Drop back down.”

The two young nmen did that literally, dropping fromthe big branches to the ground and
I anding lithely.

The | eader smled up at the girls. "W are the Raggle -- Taggle Gypsies,

he announced.

"W |ike children and we have wonderful times. Magic children have a fine life with us -- the best
of all. Come and join us."

But Ob and Luna, heeding the hamadryad' s warni ng, bal ked. They sinply stared down,
unnovi ng.

"We'I I show you!" the Gypsy said. He snapped his fin -- gers. Imediately the others
brought out the instruments and resuned their nusic. The wonen danced, and the children cavorted
acrobatically.

"Qoo, that does look like fun,"” Luna said.

The nusic intensified, and now Ob heard a suggestion of the magi c nel odi es of nature. The
Gypsi es knew t hat nusi c!

"Don't go!" the hamadryad cried. But in vain;, the two girls, fascinated by the fun the
Gypsi es were having, just had to go down and join it. In a nonment they were on the ground. The
Gypsy children took their hands and formed a circle, and they danced, kicking out their legs with
sheer abandon.

After a bit, the nusic stilled. "It's not exactly the LIano,
we do enjoy it. It's yours, if you join us."

At the sound of the word "Llano" Orb's pulse did a mnor |eap. Sonething about that word
thrilled her. A suggestion of her dreamvision flashed by the backs of her eyes.

"We can't join them" Luna protested in a sharp whisper. "Your nother would be furious!"

But Orb was distracted by the word. "The 'Yano -- " she started, unable to pronounce it
the way the Gypsy had.

"Ch, the Llano!" he exclaimed. "You have rare taste in

20 Being a Green Mt her

musi ¢, child! But no one possesses the Llano, though many seek it. W Gypsies cone as
close to it as any, but all we ever capture is sone trifling fragment. Come with us, child, and we
shall search for the Llano together! Qur seer says one of you can see auras, and the other can
hear the songs of nature. Wth your help, perhaps we can find the ultimte song!"

"Ch, yes!" Ob exclained, clapping her hands.

"No!" the hamadryad cried fromthe branches of the oak. "The Llano is a delusion and a
cheat! Mrtals who quest too close to it only sicken and die. Don't trust these people!"”

"Chop down her tree!" the Gypsy | eader snapped.

| mredi ately his husky youths brought out axes and ap -- proached the tree. The hamadryad
screanmed and seenmed about to faint.

This was too much for Orb. Her tenper had never been noderate, and now she expl oded.
"Leave her tree alone!" she cried fiercely.

The Gypsy | eader gl anced down at her, anused. "Or what?"

"O we won't go look for the 'Yano!" Orb said, striding toward the trunk.

The first youth was lifting his axe high, about to make the first chop. Orb charged right
into him trying to reach the axe. She was prepared to clinb right up himand bite his armif she
had to. Luna followed her |ead and grabbed the other youth.

Both youths froze, their will departing.

"Cot to get rid of those anulets!" the Gypsy |eader nmut -- tered angrily.

the Gypsie | eader said. "But
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That gave the hamadryad her cue. "The Magician made those anulets!" she cried.
"OfF course he did," the | eader agreed. "He nakes them and sells them that's how he earns
his living. W trade in them too. But people can be separated fromtheir anulets.” Then, to the

yout hs: "Put away those axes; | was only fooling."
The girls et go of the youths, and the youths retreated. Now the Gypsy | eader addressed
Ob. "That is a very fine anmulet you have. May | look at it?"

Flattered, Orb reached for hers, ready to renove it.
Pi ers Ant hony
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"Don't take it off!" the dryad screaned. "That's your only protection fromevil!"

But the | eader evidently had another idea. "It's no pro -- tection at all," he said,
gesturing to an old womran. "See, it's changed into a giant squiggly worm "

The ol d woman threw powder toward the girls and ges -- ticulated weirdly and uttered
strange words. Orb felt sone -- thing wiggling at her neck. Luna screamed -- and sure enough, her

anul et had changed into a grotesque worm

The two girls tore at the chains about their necks, trying to get rid of the horrible
creatures.

“"No, no!" the hamadryad cried. "It's just illusion! Don't take themoff!" But the
children, horrified, were beyond reason. In a nonent both anulets were off and flung away.

Now t he Gypsi es pounced on Orb and Luna. "Got you now, ny little treasures!" the |eader

exclaimed. "Your tal -- ents will add a pretty penny to the pot, once we get you broken in. You'l
learn to beg and steal and dance -- you'll soon be perfect Gypsies!”

The girls, now thoroughly di senchanted, began to cry.

But the hamadryad wasn't finished. "Fie on you, vile crea -- tures!" she screaned. "Turn

| oose those girls this instant!"
"Or what?" the | eader inquired, exactly as he had before.

"Or I'Il tell my neighbor dryad what you have done, and she'll tell her neighbor, and so
ontill the news reaches the tree by the Magician's house!"”

The Gypsy | eader |aughed. "Forget it, nynph! The Ma -- gician doesn't watch out for every
stupid client of his ner -- chandise! There are thousands of these anul ets about."

"He watches out for these ones!" the dryad said. "One's his daughter, the other his
sister."

Al the Gypsies froze. "Uh-oh," the old seer said. "She speaks the truth. | didn't think
to check for that before!"

"We'| | be far gone from here before the Magician cones," the |eader said.

The wonman shook her head. "G ve it up, Raggle. W want no quarrel with him He's not just
an enchanter of stone. He's the npbst potent sorcerer in Ireland and sone distance beyond, and
getting stronger every day. He will destroy us;

we can't hide fromhim™

The | eader bl anched. "You're sure, Taggle?"

"I'"'msure."
22 Being a Green Mt her
He sighed. "Then so nust it be." He turned to the girls. "W'Il |eave you now, children

sorry we couldn't have you with us, but that's the way it goes."

The troupe began to nove out.

"No, you don't!" the hanadryad screamed. "You have wonged these poor girls! You nust make
amends! "

"Don't push your luck, nynph!" the | eader grow ed. "The Magician doesn't protect you. Qur
axes can still -- "

But again the old seer was cautioning him "I see it now, as | should have before. The
Magi ci an | oves this dryad. She it was who trained himin natural nmagic when he was a tot. If
anyt hing hurt her or her tree -- "

"Damm it, worman!" the | eader exclained, furious. "Wiy didn't you tell nme before?"

"W all make nistakes," she said. "I wa' so intent on the prize to be won, | forgot to
| ook beyond."

"What a nistake!" he groaned. "How are we to get out of this?"

"You'll make amends!" the hamadryad called. "That's what you'll do, you scoundrels!"

The | eader sighed. "It seems we nust." He turned again to the girls, who had picked up
their amulets, which no |onger squiggled. "I hereby abjectly apologize to the two of you. But |et

me explain. W are not bad folk, we are Gypsies, and we follow the Gypsy way. W are al ways ki nd
to our children, including those we adopt; not one of themwould trade our way for that of the
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settled kind. | was stolen and adopted nyself, and | bless ny fortune! W are free folk, as free
as any on earth. W sing and dance the day | ong and we are happy in what we do. W meant no harm
to you; we nerely wanted you to join us, because we appreciate both nusic and magi ¢ as no ot her
folk do. You would have liked our life. It is not every child we choose; only those with true
talents. Qur approach to you was a conplinment, not a threat."

The girls were six years old and were | earning how to be vulnerable to flattery. But the
hamadryad was several hundred years old and of a less forgiving nature. "Forget the blarney!" she
called. "Get to the anends!"

"I was conming to that, wood-sprite,"” the |eader said, firing a dark glance in her
direction. Then he smiled graciously. He could be conpletely charnming when he tried. "To nake

Pi ers Anthony 23

amends for our msunderstanding, we shall give you an in -- valuable gift: a True Telling
of your fortunes, at no charge."
Ob glanced at the tree, and the dryad nodded affirma -- tively. This was a suitable

anend. "Yes," Ob said, and Luna agreed.

The old woman cane forth again. "G ve ne your hands," she said.

The girls extended their hands as if for an inspection before a neal, and the seer took
one of each. She closed her eyes. "Let us look into your futures," she intoned.

A shadow of the vision touched Ob

The woman shuddered and dropped the hands. "It's barred!" she exclained. "I cannot read
their lives!™

"Alikely story!" the hamadryad call ed.

"No, '"tis true!" the seer protested. "A counterspell has been laid on these two, rendering
their futures opaque. | doubt that the Horned One hinmsel f could penetrate these lives! Certainly |
can not, nor any Gypsy."

Luna | ooked at Orb. "Daddy," she said.

That made sense. The Magician had evidently protected themw th nore than the amul ets.
Maybe there was sone threat in having their futures told, so he had prevented it.

"You're trying to renege!" the dryad cried, outraged.

"W nust offer sonething else," the Gypsy |eader said quickly. "W always keep our deals."

The dryad snorted at this, but the man was serious. Ob was quick enough to grasp her
opportunity. "Maybe the 'Yano?" she inquired.

The | eader shook his head. "Child, | can not give you that! No nortal person can. The
Ll ano can only be found for one's self. My playing is but the poorest suggestion of it, anyway;

| have never been able to approach it closely."

"But | really want it!" Ob said.

Luna's curiosity had been roused. "Maybe if you just tell us about it," she suggested.

"Even that is little enough," the man said. "Qur whol e band together hardly knows -- "

"Yes, tell us!" Ob said. "It is like the Song of the Mrning?"

The | eader pursed his lips. "You hear that? You are a rare child indeed! Yes, it is said
to be like that, only nuch, nuch nore. The Song of the Mdrning is just one of the five ngjor

24 Being a Green Mother Piers Anthony 25

Songs of Nature, or perhaps one aspect of the whole, while the Llano is the whole. It is
the ultimate in nmusic, the song for which aU Gypsies long, and fromwhich all Gypsies take their
i nspiration, however poorly they understand it. When we die, we hope to join the province of the
Llano and listen to it and play it for eternity.” He glanced around. "Wat do the rest of you
know?"

A young wonan, a dancer, spoke up. "I heard a tale of the Llano, | knownot if it be true,
but I think it is. It is of a young wonan, a Gypsy like nme, who | oved a nmundane prince, but he
woul d pay her no mind at all unless she gave up her band and her wandering and settled forever in
his castle, and that would have killed her, for no Gypsy can survive such confinement. But she
knew she would die, too, if she did not possess him So she went to his castle and stood outside
the turret where he stood, and she sang hima piece of the Llano. And he cane down fromt hat
tower, mounted his fine horse, rode out, picked her up, and rode to her band, and he narried her
and joined the Gypsies, and their |ove was forever, because of the Llano."

Ob listened, entranced. What a song that nust be, if just a little piece of it could do
t hat!

Now an ol d man spoke. "I know a tale of the Llano. A Gypsy man |ike ne was caught by the
mundanes and sen -- tenced to be hanged for stealing, when he had only pursued his nornmal way of
life. Seeing that they refused to understand that he had taken the bread only to feed hinself and
his famly, and knowi ng that no help was close by, he gave him-- self up for lost. But then he
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remenbered a bit of the Llano he had heard once years ago, and now the nel ody returned to him
clearly. And as they laid the noose about his neck, he sang that fragment. And they took away the
noose, un -- bound his hands, set himfree, and gave hi m noney, too, because of the Llano."

Ob liked that story, too. She wondered if the Llano could enable her to escape puni shnent
when she did something wwong. In a way it had al ready, when she had avoi ded troubl e by expl aining
about the Song of the Mdrning to her father

A child spoke. "I know a tale of the Llano, too. A child like me was out in the forest
gathering berries, and a big old wild beast, |I don't know what it was, maybe a wolf or a nountain
lion or a dragon or something, it came and was

going to eat himup 'cause it was hungry, and the boy was scared stiff, but he renenbered
a bit of the Llano and he sang it, and that beast cal med ri ght down and becane his pet instead,
because of the Llano."

Taming a wild beast with a song? Ob |iked that, too.

The Gypsy | eader | ooked around the group, but no other person spoke. "It seems that's as
much as we know about the Llano,"” he said. "It is very little, | know, but if we knew howto find
it, we would be seeking it for ourselves and not dallying here in the swanp. Maybe you, if you can
hear the Song of the Morning, will soneday hear the rest of it. W know of these Songs of Nature,
but few of us can actually hear them | was adopted by the Raggl e-Taggle tribe because |I could
hear the voices and songs of the natural ones."

"I guess it's enough,” Orb said, nmollified. The hamadryad was silent, so the Gypsies nobved
away. In a noment the entire band was gone.

"But is any of that true?" Luna inquired when they were back in the tree. "Maybe they made
it all up."

"They adapted it," the dryad said, and Orb translated, as Luna still could not hear her
"The originals nay not have been Gypsies, but probably the epi sodes happened. The Llano is said to
be the ultimate in nusic. | did not believe in it, but maybe I was wong. If only we hanmadryads

knew it, we could protect our trees fromthe depredations of man."

They worked sonme nore on Orb's nmusic, but in only a nonent, it seened, N obe was back, and
the session was over. By commopn consent, the girls did not tell N obe of the adventure with the
Gypsi es, knowing that only nischief could cone of this. They cane nany tines thereafter to the
hanmadryad's tree, and slowy Ob |earned to nake the nusic of the kind her father nade, and Luna
| earned to paint with the aura.

But of the Llano Ob could | earn no nore. She didn't ask her fol ks, because then she would
have had to tell them where she had |l earned of it, and that could have gotten awk -- ward. Anyway,
she doubted they knew. The Magician surely knew, but he was unapproachabl e; even Luna, his
daughter, didn't dare bother himwhen he was deep in magi c research, which was all the tinme. So
Ob endured with private |onging. One day, sone day, she would go out herself in quest of the
LI ano!

Ob stood at the wake, feeling cold. Blenda, Luna's nother, was dead, and there was
not hi ng she could do about it. Tech -- nically Blenda had been Ob's half sister, for both of them
were the daughters of Pacian, but she had been easier to think of as an aunt. Bl enda had been the
nost beautiful wonman of her generation, but she had aged rapidly in the past few years. Watever
researches the Magi ci an had been doing had taken the life-strength fromboth hinself and his wife;
now she was dead, and he was old. It was hard to believe that he was N obe's son

Ob and Luna were seventeen, going on eighteen, sup -- posedly at the prine of nai denhood.
It was said by others that they were beautiful, though not as rmuch as their nothers had been. That
was hard to appreciate in this hour of be -- reavenent. Wat was the point of beauty, when a
person still had to age and die?

Abruptly the Magician crossed to Orb. "W nust have nusic for the wake," he said.

Ob quailed. "Oh, | couldn't -- " For though she had never been truly close to Luna's
nmot her -- and Luna herself had not been as close as both of themwere to Niobe -- the grief of

this term nation was on her.

Pi ers Ant hony 27

"She |iked your nusic," the Magician said. "She will not hear it hereafter."”

O b glanced wildly about, seeking sone escape fromthis duty, and caught Ni obe's gaze.
Ni obe nodded. Orb would have to do it.
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She fetched her harp. She had been given this when she was twelve; it was fromthe Hall of
the Mountain King. It was magic, and it anplified her talent enornmously. Her fa -- ther's nusic
enbraced the |istener when he touched; hers extended beyond touch. She had not realized that
Bl enda was even aware of it.

She played on the instrunent, then sang. She had intended a sad song, but it cane out
happy, to her dismay; it seenmed that sonething other than her own will was guiding her. In the old
days, she understood, wakes had been happy affairs, all-night parties, but now they were nore
sonber, and cer -- tainly she did not feel festive. But she found herself singing a song of |ight
and joy, and the Magician was sniling, and sonehow, anazingly, it seened right.

Then Luna painted a picture of her nother, in her youthful beauty, and it was the
| oveliest of portraits. This would go with Blenda, in such manner as it could. She would travel to
Heaven with treasured things.

After the wake and burial were done, things did not return to nornal. The Mgician deci ded
to nove to Anerica, and of course Luna would go with him This hardly cheered Ob

Luna had been her cl osest conpanion all her life. But what was to be, was to be. The two
girls had a tearful parting, and then Luna and her father were gone. Ch, they had prom-- ised to
keep in touch, and to visit back and forth, but Ob still felt bereft.

There did not seemto be nmuch point in staying home, now Ob's father Pacian was over
seventy and was sl owi ng down;

she rather feared that he woul d be next and she hardly cared to witness that. So she
approached N obe about the possi -- bility of traveling, apprehensive about her nother's re --
sponse, but to her surprise it was positive. "By all neans, dear,"” N obe said. "It is inportant
for a girl to get sone experience of the world, before she has to settle down. Just be careful.’

Now perversely. Orb had a second thought. "But you, Mther -- can you manage w t hout ne?
mean -- "
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Ni obe hugged her. "I love you Ob, but | can nmanage. Here, the Magician |left sonething for
you. "

It turned out to be a carpet: a beautiful snmall silken one that neverthel ess supported her
wei ght lightly enough. "Ch, it's absolutely lovely!" Orb breathed ecstatically. "But that neans --

"That he knew you woul d be going," N obe finished. "He cares for you. Orb, as he does for
Luna; he just doesn't showit often. He told me where to take the two of you to obtain your
instruments. | think his neglect as a baby caused himto lose facility for the expression of |ove,
but he feels it."

Ob did not corment. Niobe was the Magician's nother

if she had negl ected him she nust have had good reason. "I will use it to visit himand
Lunal " she excl ai ned.

"You will not!" Niobe snapped. "This is not interconti -- nental tapestry! You would
perish in some stormfar fromland. No, this is strictly a local transport, close to ground.
You'll have to take a scientific airplane to cross the ocean. But you don't need to visit them so

soon anyway; go about your business and see what you can find."

O b nodded. She had never spoken to her nother of her longing for the Llano, but evidently
Ni obe knew. So she flung her arnms about the ol der woman and just hugged her, and that was enough

But N obe was not done. She had a gift of her own: a cloak that would garb Orb in whatever
manner she required, so that she would not need to tote a suitcase of clothing. "Re -- turn when
you are ready, dear, and | will be here." Perhaps significantly, she did not nention Pacian

O b hugged her again and shed another tear. Then she packed sone food and her little harp
took a good nmap of Eire, and settled herself on the carpet. It lifted with her thought, being one
of the refined nodern ones that re -- sponded only to the owner and needed no spoken conmands.

She hovered for a nonment, blowing a kiss to her nmother. Then she was off, sailing up to
treetop level, the wind taking her cloak but not threatening her. She was on her way.

She was | ooki ng for the Raggl e-Taggle Gypsies that she had net as a child. They had told
her what they knew of her real objective, the Ll ano, but perhaps they could now tell her where to
| ook for it.
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First she went to the swanp where the ol d water-oak stood, to consult with the hanmadryad
She and Luna had visited often in the summers when they were young, but seldomin the later years.
Nevert hel ess the dryad wel coned her i medi ately, even com ng down fromthe tree to hug her as she
got off the carpet.

"But I'madult now," Orb protested, pleased. "How can you approach ne?"
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"You are still an innocent,"
yours."

Ob elected to ignore the slight about her experience, for the dryad had been a precious
friend. "What | really want is to find that song, the Llano," she confessed. "So |I'm | ooking for
those Gypsi es, because perhaps they can tell ne where to | ook."

The hamadryad frowned, not liking the Gypsies who had threatened to chop down her tree. A
threat of that nature was never forgiven by her kind. But she recognized Ob's need, so she
hel ped. "We have watched that tribe, nmy sisters and I. It is now south, in Cork."

O b thanked her and resumed her journey, after a parting al nbst as poignant as the one
with Niobe. The flight was |long, and night was coming, so she ate sparingly fromher stores, then

the dryad said. "Besides, | know you. There is no nusic |like

| ay down on the carpet and slept while it con -- tinued its travel. Her cloak kept her warm and
she knew no one woul d bother a solitary flying carpet; they were, after all, conmmon enough. This
really solved the problemof nights, for she was as safe here as she could be anywhere -- at |east

when there was no storm

In the norning she found herself hovering over one of the enchanted forests of Cork: the
trees that magic enabled this county to grow for their marvel ous bark, providing enploy -- ment
and incone for nany residents. She circled until she spied a park that had good water and
facilities; then she | anded and refreshed hersel f. Her food was running | ow, she had noney and
woul d have to buy nmore soon, but right now she was too eager to |ocate the Gypsies.

Back al oft, she searched for signs of their presence and soon spied a notley collection of
tents. As she approached she saw the wonen with their pots, and the men with their horses and
cattle, and the children playing, all of themwear -- ing bright bits of color. These were they!
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She | anded, rolled up her rug, and fitted it into her knap -- sack along with her harp
The conbi ned | oad was fairly heavy, but she didn't want to | eave anything of value un -- tended in

this vicinity. Her prior experience with the Gypsies had taught her this caution.

As she wafted up, the Gypsy children flocked to her. "You want nice cloth?" one cried. "MW
not her has the best!"

"You want fortune tol d?" another inquired. "My big sis -- ter knows all!"

Then a Gypsy man strode toward her. His hair was mid -- night black and his eyes the sane,
maki ng his dark skin seemlight in conparison. Wth a wave of his armhe scattered the children
"Wel corme, beautiful woman!" he exclained. "Cone |let nme show you the wonders of perfect |ove!”

"Just take nme to your |eader," Ob said, sonewhat daunted by this approach

"I amthe | eader," he proclained, putting his armaround her. Because the knapsack was
hi gh on her back, his hand fell |low He squeezed.

Ob | eaped and whirled on him her face flaning, and per -- haps her bottom too. "How
dare you?" she demanded

The man | aughed. "A woman of spirit!” he said. "What a joy to bed you!" H's dark gaze
seenmed to transfix her, and sonehow it seened that the decision about her action had al ready been
made.

Ob put her left hand on the amul et hanging at her neck, drawing power fromit. She knew
the Gypsy couldn't hurt her. Not physically. But his [ ewd words and behavior ap -- palled her. She
just wanted to get away from himand get about her business.

The man, pressing what he perceived to be his advantage, reached for her again. But this
tinme the power of the anulet manifested, and as his hand touched her, his volition drained away.
These amul ets had protected Luna and Orb through -- out, the only exception being when they had
i nvaded the Hall of the Muntain King, whose power was suprene within his own denmesnes. But she
had no onus agai nst the Mountain King; he was a good man, if man he was, and his magi c harp had
vastly enhanced her life.

Why hadn't the anul et protected her fromthe man's fa -- mliarity before? Because she
hadn't known it was coni ng,

and he hadn't known it woul d offend her. Now she did know, and so did he, and the
protective magi c was operating. A matter of interpretation, perhaps, but it made all the
di fference.

Now t hat she had hi m hel pl ess, she had a better idea. "You're not the |eader, are you?"
she sai d.

"No," he agreed. "I just told you that so you would |Iike ne."

"Per haps you can help nme anyway," she continued. "I am/l ooking for the Llano. Wat can you
tell me?"
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"The Llano!" he exclainmed, and his hand fell away fromher. At that point he recovered his
volition. "What did you do to me, wonman?"

"I overwhel ned you with my personality,’
questi on?"

He whistled. "Lady, | think | had better! But all | can tell you is that we don't know
where to find the Llano. | don't think any of us can, here. | think you would have to ask at the
source of the Gypsies."

"And where is that?"

He | ooked enbarrassed. "W don't know that either. W think we cane up out of Egypt,
through Spain; that is how we derive our nanme, E-Gypt-sy. But that nay be just a story."

Ob considered. It struck her as an excellent story. "Wy then | suppose I'll just have to
go to Spain and inquire there," she said.

The Gypsy fidgeted. "That may not be wise."

she said sweetly. "Are you going to answer ny

"Why not ?"

"Look, lady -- you can't just walk into a Gypsy canp and start asking questions. You'l
wind up in sonebody's tent, and -- " He paused, evidently renenbering her power of re -- sistance.
"Wel |, naybe not. But the Gypsies of Spain are nore -- well, they wouldn't let you get off as

easily as | am and your naegic may not protect you there. We're just a prinmitive band, but there
they know nore of the old lore. You would run a risk."

Hi s words had the ring of sincerity. Orb | eaned forward and kissed himlightly. "I thank
you. | shall take care.” She turned away.

"Wait, lady!" he protested.

She turned back. "Haven't you had enough of ne?"
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"I think I will never have enough of you, lady! But | rec -- ognize your power. Please, a
boon -- the others have seen ne talking to you, and if you just go away they will know | failed
with you. If you would stay a little longer, let nme show you around, be your guide, they would
think -- "

"Why should | care what they think?" she snapped. "You tried to -- to handle ne!"

"I know, and | apol ogize. But this is the way of a man with a beautiful woman -- the Gypsy
way. | woul d have been the shane of ny tribe if I didn't try! And now -- ny repu -- tation -- "
Ob tried to remain objective, but the repeated conpli -- ments about her appearance were

getting to her. Perhaps the Gypsy had a case. Her tenper, quick to fray, was also quick to mend.
"I have no intention of -- "

"I understand!" he said quickly. "Cbviously a womman of your quality has no interest in
riffraff like me! But if you could just appear to be -- | would be so grateful, and if there is
any favor | could do in return -- "

He wanted to avoid being shamed before his fol k. She could appreciate that. She nelted,

sonme. "Well, | do need to obtain sone food, to travel with -- "

"Yes, yes!" he agreed avidly. "I will guide you to the best we have! The best prices, no
cheating! If only -- " he nade a partial gesture with his arm

O b decided that she was in command of the situation, and the man m ght indeed be useful
"Yes, you may touch nme -- but no squeezing. And nothing nore -- there is nothing be -- yond this.”

"Yes! But there will seemto be nore.”
She nodded. The Gypsy put his arm about her waist, below the knapsack, and he did not even

touch her rear, let alone squeeze. The other Gypsies glanced and nodded apprecia -- tively; the
man was scoring again.
In due course Orb resuned her journey, stocked with ex -- cellent food. The man had been

as good as his word and had i ndeed been useful. He had asked only that he be allowed to wal k her
through the forest, out of sight of the others, so that they would draw their concl usions. She
did, and the Gypsies surely did, and that was all. "But if you ever do want a nman for other
purposes -- " he said at the end.

"I will know where to find you," she agreed. |ndeed, he
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seenmed not a bad sort, once reined, and she had learned -- or releaned -- that the word of
a Gypsy, once honestly given, was good.

Still, as she left him Ob suffered a tinge of regret, not for anything that m ght have
passed between them but be -- cause she felt she had | ost a portion of her innocence.
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Ob took an airplane to Spain, heeding her nother's ad -- vice. |Indeed, as she | ooked out
the wi ndow and saw the mass of clouds bel ow, she realized that it would have been foolish for her
to attenpt this trip on her carpet. Any trifling stormcould have dunped her, and even the fog of
harm ess cl ouds coul d have caused her to get lost. Magic was grand, but science had its place,

too; they were conplenentary nmech -- anisnms of acconplishnent.

The plane | anded at Granada. Orb nade di screet inquiries and | earned that the Gypsy
quarter was the Albaicin, on the hill facing the Al hanbra. This was in the |arger region of
Andal usia, faniliar to her by reputation because Luna's fa -- ther had inported special stones
fromhere for his enchant -- nents, called anadalusite. They changed color with the |ight, being
green at tinmes and orange at other tines -- and nore than that, after enchantnent. Thus she was

glad to nmake the acquai ntance of this country, on whatever pretext.

"But don't go there alone," the travel agent warned her. "A tourist can get into trouble.
Hire a gui de who knows the | anguage."

"The | anguage?"

"The Gypsies speak their own | anguage anong them -- selves. They will cheat you, or worse,
if you go alone."

She thanked him Then she went to a private place, changed the aspect of her cloak to male
apparel, bound up her hair, and rubbed a little dirt into her cheeks and chin to simulate the
first shadow of a beard. She intended to avoid the peril of being a | one wonan by passing for a
man. She unrolled her carpet, rode it to the Al baicin, and | anded out of sight of the Gypsies. She
rolled up her carpet and packed it away.

She stepped out toward the Gypsy quarter. The hill was dotted with holes, and it was
apparent that the Gypsies lived in these holes, for nmusic emanated fromthem That was one
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thing about these fol k; wherever they were, there was nmusic. No one who really liked nusic
could be all bad!

She started up the hill. I'mediately an old wonan ap -- proached her, carrying flowers,
speaki ng in Spanish. Ob shook her head. "I do not speak that |anguage," she said gruffly, walking
on. She hoped she sounded |ike a man.

The ol d woman faded back, and a young one appeared. "Ah, you are from Engl and," she said.

“Ireland," Ob replied shortly, keeping her voice gruff.

"I woul d adore being your guide," the young Gypsy said, unconcerned by the distinction.

"There is an ancient Mor -- ish castle close by -- "
"I amlooking for nmusic," Ob said.
"Music! Way it just happens that the finest Gtano gui -- tarist is ny best friend!"
"G tano?"
She sniled. "This is our nane for ourselves. Aman is a Gtano, a wonan Gtana. | wll

tell you all about it --

O b concluded that this Gypsy wonan did not have the information she desired. "No, thank
She noved on.

The young wonman brought herself up straight, inhaling to nmake her breasts stand out. She
caught Orb by the shoulders and turned her around so that she could stare into her face. "Senor
are you a hundred years ol d? Do you not see how | amlonging for you? For years | have been
waiting for a man |like you! How can you deny ne so cruel ly!"

O b, caught completely off guard, burst out |aughing. She had forgotten for the nonent
that she was masqueradi ng as a nan.
The Gypsy girl, thinking she was being nocked, reacted with fury. A knife appeared in her

you.

hand.

"No, wait!" Orb cried. "Can't you see that | ama wonman, |ike yourself? | didn't want to
cone alone -- "

The Ghana's nood reversed as qui ckly again. Abruptly she was |aughing, too. "Ah, now I
understand! You fear the Gtanos!" The knife was gone.

"I just want to |locate the source of Gypsy nusic."

"I can take you to an old worman who knows songs that have been | ong forgotten!”

That sounded pronising. "Very well."

"For just a few pesetas..."

Oh. O course the girl wanted nmoney. Orb didn't have the
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| ocal currency, but tried a small Irish coin, and the girl ac -- cepted that. Then they
were off to see the woman who knew the forgotten songs.
But when Orb nentioned the LI ano, the old wonan shook her head. "If | knew that, | would
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be there nyself!" she exclaimed. "Only at the source of the Gypsies can that in -- formation be
found!"

"But where is that?"

"That, too, | can not tell you. W cane from Egypt, but that may not be the source.
Per haps the Gypsies of the Pyr -- enees..."

Thi s was Basque country. The Pyrenees marched to the water of the Bay of Biscay, and the
Basques were on either side of the border between Spain and Prance, speaking their own | anguage.
Orb nade no progress here, speaking none of the three tongues. She knew the Gypsies were here, but
they were hidden from her, keeping their nature secret.

She refused to give up. She rented a roomin a village house and went out daily to talk
with the people, asking about the Gypsies. No one professed to know anythi ng about them

Finally she becane desperate. She went to the center of the village square, brought out
her harp, and began to play. In a nonent people appeared, |istening, as she had known they woul d.
No true Gypsy could renmain al oof frommagic nusic, and hers was special. Soon virtually all the
village was present, the folk standing in a great circle around her.

She stopped, put away her harp, and wal ked t hough the crowd, back to her room

It was not |ong before there was a knock on her door. Orb answered, hoping that her ploy
had been successf ul

A dark urchin stood there, dressed in bright rags. "N colai bids you conme," the child
sai d.

This snelled like victory. Ob did not question the nmes -- sage; she wapped her cl oak
about her and stepped out.

"Wth your music," the child added.

Ob sniled. She fetched her harp, then acconpani ed the child out and down the street, to a
hi dden hovel fashioned fromrefuse. She was appalled to think that anyone should live in a place
like this, but so it was.

I nside was an ol d man. She knew i mredi ately that he was
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a Qypsy; his whol e appearance and manner spoke of it. He sat on a decrepit wooden chair
and held an ancient fiddle.

The nman stared at her for a long noment. At |ast he spoke. "Teach ny child your nusic," he
sai d.

Startled, Orb glanced around for the urchin, but the urchin was gone. "I can not do that,"
she protested. "I only want to know -- "

Ni colai stilled her with an inpatient gesture. "Tinka!" he call ed.

A buxom young woman appeared, her dark hair bound under a colorful kerchief. This was
evidently his daughter

But there was sonething odd about the way Tinka | ooked about. Her gaze was random her
eyes not focusing. Ob realized that the girl was blind.

Nicolai lifted his fiddle and played. The hut seened sud -- denly to cone alive, aninated
by his evocative nusic. It was as if the walls becane transparent, and the worid outside was
tinged with gold. The instrunent sang of wonders barely beyond vision

Abruptly he stopped. "But Tinka -- see," he said. He reached out and took his daughter's
| eft hand and brought it up. She | ooked away, but did not resist.

O b gasped. The hand was shorn of the ends of all its fingers. Only the first joints after
the knuckl es remai ned, and the thunb. The girl had suffered sone terrible accident in childhood.

"She cannot play," the man said gruffly. "She cannot dance.'' He gl anced down at the
girl's feet, and Ob saw that they were twisted. "Fifteen, and unmarried, and no children. Yet she
is comely. Teach her your nusic."

"But -- " Ob did not know how to get hold of this situ -- ation. "I -- what | do, it
can't be taught -- "

"Take her hand,"” N colai said.

Fi ghting agai nst her own repulsion, Ob reached out and took Tinka's nutilated hand. As
she touched it, she heard a faint sound, as of a distant orchestra.

Ti nka had the magi c!

"l can't teach her," Nicolai said. "My nmusic is all in ny fiddle. But you can."

Sorrow, synpathy, and surmi se played through Orb's enotion. "Perhaps | can," she agreed.

"Take her," he said.
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Nunbed by this prospect. Ob obeyed. She led the girl by the hand fromthe hut, and out to
the street.
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Peopl e were all around, but they went about their business with studied unconcern. No one
seenmed to ook directly at Ob as she led Tinka to her apartment, yet all were aware.

Ob had sought the Llano. Instead she had found a stu -- dent. Sonehow she knew that this
was her rite of passage. If she taught the girl, the Gypsi es woul d cooperate.

Ti nka was shy, vol unteering nothing, nerely shruggi ng when Orb questioned her. Her
cl ot hi ng was ragged, her shoes falling apart. Ob realized that it would be pointless to try to
teach her anything in her present state. First she had to win the girl's confidence, and before
that she had to get her presentable.

"Cone on, Tinka," she said briskly. "W're going shopping."

The girl stared bl ankly past her

"For clothing, shoes, whatever," Ob said. "You're a pretty girl, if -- "
Tinka continued to | ook blank. Orb suddenly realized that she had not heard the girl
speak. Was she dunmb as well? No, for she had answered to her father's call, and a person who coul d

hear, could speak. If she wanted to.

Al in good tine, she decided. Surely the girl could sing, or her father would not have
sought Ob's instruction for her

Yet why was she so unresponsive? "You do understand ne, don't you?" Ob asked.

Ti nka shrugged. Now it was evident that she did not. She had responded only to the
i nfl ection of questioning.

O b sighed. "Well, cone anyway," she said. She took the girl's hand and | ed her out. Tinka
foll owed docilely.

They went to a store that sold clothing. "I want this girl properly dressed,” Ob told the
proprietor. Because this store catered to the tourist trade, English was understood here. "Dress,
shoes -- and gloves, | think. Wth -- you'll have to do sonething for the fingers. But not like a
tourist -- like a proper village girl, a pretty one. You'll have to choose the colors; she can't
see. Can you handle it?"

The man brought out his fat wife. They spoke in what Orb assuned was Basque. The wife took
Ti nka away. Orb began
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haggl i ng about paynent; she was |earning how to nanage, here. She had enough noney to
cover any reasonable con -- tingency, but those who spent too freely were not held in high esteem
Even so, the storekeeper was asking too much;

O b' s bargai ni ng becane seri ous.

It took sone time, but when the wife brought Tinka back she was stunning. She was cl ean
and her hair had been brushed out and fastened back with nylon conbs, and she wore a bright print
dress, white blouse, flowery shawl, and slippers that nade her feet |ook al nost nornmal. Sturdy
gl oves on her hands nasked the missing fingers. She was, indeed, a pretty giri

The wife stood Tinka before the mirror. Orb thought that was a mistake, but it wasn't; the
worman was verifying the hang of the dress, making final adjustments.

"Lovel y!'" the storekeeper exclainmed, and his voice rang with a sincerity not entirely
i nspired by the noney he had nade on this transaction

Tinka heard. For the first time she spoke -- but her words were unintelligible to Ob

"What | anguage is that?" Ob asked quietly.

"Calo," the storekeeper said. "She's a Gypsy wench. | thought you knew. "

"But | don't know Cal o!"

"Why woul d you want to? Teach her English.”

Ob took the girl back to her apartnent. Again the villagers affected not to notice, but
Ob knew they were watching nore closely than before. Apparel could nmake a significant change in
t he appearance of any wonman, but Tinka's trans -- formation was remarkable. The girl even held her
chin higher and wal ked with nore confidence, as if conscious of the inpression she was making.

Ob fixed something for themboth to eat, not certain whether Tinka was conversant wth
civilized food, but the girl had no trouble.

At last Orb tackled the problemof teaching. "Can you sing?" she asked, and when the giri
did not react, Ob brought out her harp and sang a brief song.

Tinka snmled. In a nonment she was hummi ng along, pick -- ing up the nmelody inmedi ately.
Her pitch was perfect, her voice good. She could sing, certainly.
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But that was not what N colai wanted from Ob. He wanted the nmagic

Ob put her hand on Tinka's arm Then she sang, using the nmagic. She knew that the girl
heard the sound of the hidden orchestra.

I ndeed she did. She spoke a veritable torrent in the Gypsy | anguage. She wanted to | earn
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this.

"But | can't understand your words," Ob said. "It would really be better if we understood
each ot her."

Ti nka, having heard the nmagi c, was eager to cooperate. She was not a stupid girl, and soon
she was neeting Orb nore than half way. She pointed to herself and said her nane, then touched her
new dress and said a word for it, and a shoe with its word. She was telling Orb her |anguage.

Ob considered only briefly. It occurred to her that if she wanted to get real information
fromthe Gypsies, it would help to speak their |anguage. It should be as easy to learn Calo as to
teach Ti nka English

There was a great deal nore to it, but that was the point of decision. Orb proceeded to
| eamt he Gypsy | anguage, and Tinka | earned to invoke the nmagic orchestra. They went at both
projects with alnost total imersion, so that in a day Ob knew a few basic words and some of the
syntax, and Tinka had succeeded in nmaking the orchestra respond in a nmnor way. In a week they
were comruni cating freely with each other on both the verbal and mnusical |evels, though with far
to go on each.

Ob discovered that the Gypsy | anguage had no words for what in her own were rendered as
"duty" and "possession." This was because these concepts were foreign to the Gypsy nature. Gypsies
felt something like duty only in the nmanner they honored their own culture, and they owned only
what they wore and used. They had no vested property, no es -- tates, no nortgages; they acceded
to such things only in deference to the denmands of the other cultures with which they interacted.

This explained a lot. Others might call the Gypsies thieves -- but how could there be
theft, when there was no ownershi p? Gthers thought themshiftless -- but that only nmeant that the
Gypsies felt no need to do anything other than survive. To hold a regular job, to serve in a
nation's armed forces -- this sort of thing sinply did not relate to the
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Gypsy nature. The bad qualities the Gypsies were judged to have were nostly the

m sunder st andi ngs of outsiders. Gyp -- sies did have val ues, and these, when understood, did honor
to them Misic, joy, sharing, love, loyalty to one's own -- the Gypsies were |like one huge,
scattered famly, and Orb related to that. She had al ways wanted to belong -- to sonething.

Tinka stayed with Ob, at Ob's expense. It was obvious that the Gypsies had no noney;
this was the only way it could be done. Ob didn't mind; she had never dreaned she would be in
such a situation, but she felt really fulfilled when she worked with the Gypsy girl, making steady
progress. The quest for the Llano could wait |ong enough for this.

One day the urchin showed up again. "Nicolai says conme to the dance.”

"Dance?" Ob asked bl ankly.

But Tinka cane alive. "W nust go," she said in Calo. "I know where."

Satisfied with that, the urchin departed. Now Tinka be -- cane the instructor, getting Ob
properly dressed for the occasion. This was a special challenge, as Ob had no ward -- robe of her
own, only the magic cloak. The girl had to de -- scribe the necessary costunme, and Orb asked

questions about detail, and finally they got it right. Ob now | ooked very nmuch |like a Gypsy
wonan, and the mrror told her that this gui se becane her

They went out, as evening closed. Tinka |l ed the way, but was guided by Ob's cautions
about steps, buildings, and traffic.

Hundreds of people were gathered at the central village square, dancing in pairs, snapping
their fingers with mar -- velous precision. The beat was so accurate that Orb sus -- pected that
some of her own magic ran in the blood of the Gypsies -- for indeed, these were Gypsies, revealing
them-- selves to her at last. She realized that Tinka was her pass;

she had cone with the blind girl, and the girl was obviously in good health and spirits.
Per haps Nicol ai had spread the word -- or perhaps it had been enough just to be seen with Tinka,
on those prior days. Certainly it was no liability to be seen with Tinka now, the girl was
radi ant, a stunning beauty.

Soon a young nman cane for Tinka. Orb didn't know
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whet her the girl could dance, but |et her be her own judge of that. It turned out that she
could, and quite well, when guided by a conpetent partner

O b, gazing about the throng, caught the eye of N colai. He was playing his fiddle al ong
with other Gypsies, and their music was lively and wonderful, but he was evidently not totally
taken up by it. Wen he had Ob's attention, he nod -- ded, slowy. Then she knew how pl eased he

was to see his daughter dancing. Tinka had the skill, but she had probably not been nuch in
demand, before. Toni ght she glowed, and in the dance it was hard to tell that she was blind.
A young man cane to ask Orb herself to dance, but she denurred. "I really don't know this
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ki nd of dance," she explained. "I would rather just watch."

He left, not pushing it. But soon another cane, and she turned himdown, too, as politely
as she could. She just didn't want to get in over her head.

Then ol d Nicol ai cane, handsone even in his age in his worn but el egant dress-up cl ot hing.
"I'f you would be a Gypsy, you nust learn the Gypsy ways," he said, and held out his hand to her

O b could not refuse. She could tell by the reactions of the others that this was a signa
honor. So she danced with him and Nicolai was a veteran dancer and nade it easy for her, though
she did not know the nuances of this one.

"Tonight there is only one nore lovely than nmy child,” the old man nurrmured. Orb smled;
it seened to her that none of the other wonen present |ooked better than Tinka, but she was not
going to debate the matter.

Before |l ong they stopped, and Nicolai returned to his play -- ing. Tinka returned,
breat hl ess with constant dancing; her feet really were not up to it, and she had to rest. "They
say ny father danced with you," she said in Calo. '"He has not danced in years, not in public.

Only when he taught ne.

"I know he is pleased with you," Ob said.

"He is pleased with yo"!" Tinka said. "Because you have hel ped ne. He has given you the
mar k of favor."

"“You have hel ped nme, too," Ob said warmy. "You are teaching ne your |anguage."

The girl found her hand and squeezed it joyously.

"He nmentioned that there was one here nore lovely than you, but | did not see her," Ob
sai d, curious.
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Tinka turned her face to Orb, astonished. She | aughed.

"l don't understand,"” Ob said, nettled.

"Since ny nother died, no one has ever been lovelier than me, in ny father's eyes," Tinka
said. "Until now He neant you."

Ob found herself blushing. She had m ssed the inmport entirely!

Then the pattern of the dancing changed. The nusic was simlar, but the notions and style
were conpletely different. Man and woman gl anced si del ong at each other, and their bodi es assumed
provocative postures. The erotic suggestion was infinite; it was as if they were indulging in a
prol onged sexual act in public. Ob felt her face flushing for a new reason.

"That dance," she whispered. "What is it?"

Ti nka of course could not see it, but she knew. "It is the tanana," she said. "Few
outsiders are allowed to see it."

O b watched, fascinated despite her revul sion. She had never been exposed to such raw
invitation, yet it had beauty, too. The man desired the worman, as men did; but the wonan desired
the man, too, and was aggressively |eading himon, assumng postures calculated to inflanme his
passi on. The whol e was stylized, and each couple was coordinated; it was indeed an established
dance. Watching it. Ob could under -- stand why the typical Gypsy girl was sexually active before
menarche, and a nother in her early teens. For children were dancing, too, exchanging the sane
suggestive stares. She saw girls no older than six flaunting their hips and showi ng their thighs.
It could have been a joke, but was not; every notion was choreographed, just so, even the nost
lasci -- vious. Orb could appreciate how a nan could be excited by the youngest of such girls, and
she hersel f experienced a rush of desire as she watched the nen.

Flustered, Ob w shed she could | eave before her enbar -- rassment was evident. But she
knew she could not -- and a deeper countercurrent in her didn't want to go. Her own appetite was
stirring, and part of her wanted to participate, flinging away caution and indulging in the
passi on of the nmonment with conpl ete abandon

She spent the rest of the occasion in a kind of fog; it was Tinka who got her safely hone.
She slept -- and in the nom-- ing was disgusted. "Any man coul d have done anythi ng he
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wanted with me!" she exclainmed, appalled in retrospect. She spoke in Calo, inperfectly,
but the feeling was there.

"No," Tinka said. "My father decreed that you are not to be nolested."

“I mean that | would have wel conmed it!" She spoke as freely as her command of the | anguage
permitted, for though her association with the Gypsy girl had not been long, it had been intense,
and they were becom ng confidantes. Three years separated them but the Gypsy girl's know edge of
sex -- ual matters was greater than Ob's.

"No shane in that!" Tinka exclained, |laughing. "For five years | have |onged for a nan,
any nman, but few would touch ne, because of ny faults."
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Faul ts: her blindness and her nutilated hands and de -- formed feet. But Orb was aware now
that the restriction was not because nen found Tinka unattractive, but because they deened her to
be unable to performthe role of a Gypsy wife and nother. Sex was much on a Gypsy man's mind, but
it was not untenpered by practical considerations. "Few?"

"My father got sone to conme. But | knew..." She shrugged.

Paid | ove. Wat girl of any age wanted that? In Tinka's case it was evidently nore than
dating, but the principle remained. Tinka wanted to be truly accepted and to captivate the |ove of
a man by her own resources. "I think they are nore interested now "

"Yes. Three asked nme to the bush last night, but | wouldn't go."

"Three!" But Orb had seen how nuch in demand the girl had been for dancing, and of course
the Iine between dancing and conpl ete sex could be fuzzy, as the tanana showed. Orb set aside her
own reservations, knowing that the strictures of her culture did not apply here. "Wy not?"

"Because they were riffraff. After | |learn what you are teaching ne, | can get a noble."

She had a point.

The work continued, though it was a pleasure. Before she knew it, nonths had passed, and
Ob had not only learned the | anguage, she had | earned nuch about the Gypsy culture. Tinka taught
her the tanana, though Orb had no intention of ever doing the suggestive dance in public, and
other nu --
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ances of the culture. Meanwhil e Tinka progressed on the evocation of her |atent nagic and
was able to generate the orchestra at will. Orb noted with interest that for the girl it was a
Gypsy orchestra, not a conventional one. But its power was as great.

It ended with seem ng suddenness. The Gypsies were a traveling people, and the popul ation
of the village was con -- stantly changing. They did not have wealth, as that was not a Gypsy
objective, but sone families were in better regard than others. Tinka encountered a handsone,
tal ented, clever Gypsy nan, danced the tanana with him and touched himconstantly, and Orb knew
she was playing the magic nusic for him This was the one she wanted, and it seened that it
required only five mnutes for her to captivate the nman en -- tirely. The man was not concerned
about her blindness or her hands; he recogni zed her nusic as a treasure beyond such matters. Her
beauty hardly hurt, however. Before the evening was done, they had agreed to marry.

Ob was sorry to see her relationship with Tinka end, but she knew it was tinme for her to
nmove on. She had | earned as nuch as she could here and now was far better equi pped to pursue her
quest for the Llano. The Gypsies of this region did not know where it was, but agreed that the
source of Gypsies was the place to | ook. They were not sure where that was; perhaps the Gypsies of
Nort hern France woul d know. ..

4 --

QUEST

Ob no longer had to ask about to locate the Gypsies of the region she travel ed. Now she
knew the signals of their pres -- ence and could find themdirectly. Because she now spoke their
| anguage as well as many of themdid -- nost were bi -- lingual, speaking the |ocal |anguage often
at the expense of their own -- she was accepted by them In fact, her know -- edge of Calo
enabl ed her to get along at tinmes when English didn't, because it crossed national boundaries as
freely and exi sted where English didn't.

In northern France they told her another story of the Llano. She sat anpbng the severa
wi ves of the local chief -- known to outsiders as his wife's sisters, because pol ygamy was not an
approved fanmily style here -- and listened. The wonen had heard this tale before, of course, but
enjoyed it again. It seenmed that once in the past a tribe like theirs had been trapped by soldiers
of the hostile governnent, in one of the periodic persecutions of the Gypsies. Qutsiders didn't
under stand about things |ike stealing food or deceiving the gullible with fortunetelling or
entertaining men for money with erotic dancing. Ob herself had becone nore tolerant in such
respects than she woul d have believed a few nonths ago.

45
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"But today is the day nmy love and | are to be narried," a young man protested as the
cordon tightened.

"W are trapped and out nunbered and out of bullets,

the chief said. "Mst of our nen have
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al ready been killed. In an hour we may all be dead. How can you think of marriage?"

"I love her! | may have no other chance to marry her."

"We have no food, no wine for the celebration.”

"Her |ips are wi ne enough for ne!"

The chief realized that he had a point. "You speak like a true Gypsy," he said. "W shall
have t he weddi ng!"

They gathered in a circle for the occasion. But their nu -- sical instrunents had been
destroyed by the pursuing sol -- diers, and they had no bright clothing to wear for the danc --
ing. The sol diers were approachi ng; shots sounded, and bullets struck the trees beside their canp.
They couldn't wait.

One old man anong them knew a piece of the Llano. H's voice was weak and cracked, but he
began to sing, and the young coupl e danced the tanana to that song. The rags they wore seened to

becone bright and new, the tarnished but -- tons on his jacket took on a glow as of fine gold, and
her dull earrings and bracelets seened to catch fire. The circle of Gypsy wonen snapped their
fingers to the nmusic, and the old man's voi ce becane stronger. Now it seenmed to fill the glade and

intensify the day; all of themwere garbed in color. The bride had been of passable feature and
figure; as the song suffused her she becanme beautiful and provocative, holding all eyes as if
magnet i zed.

The soldiers closed in, firing their guns. Bullets smacked into the bonfire, throw ng up
enbers. But the Gypsies, nmes -- nerized, kept snapping their fingers, and the couple danced with
utter abandon. The song expanded to touch the soldiers. They stared, amazed that the Gypsies
shoul d be ignoring them

Then a Gypsy girl stepped out of the circle, took a soldier by the hand, and brought him

into the center to dance. The song overpowered his will, and he set down his gun, followed her
and took her in his arnms and danced. Another girl took another soldier, and a third did the sane,
whil e the song continued. Soon all the soldiers were in the circle, their ms -- sion forgotten.
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Al'l night they danced. When the norning cane, and the old nan's voice gave out, and the
dancers were too tired to continue, the soldiers | ooked about, dazed. Each had a | ovely Gypsy girl
on his arm and the last thing he wished to do was harm her. How would they explain this to their
conmandant ?

They conferred and decided that there was no way to ex -- plain it. They woul d be executed
thenselves if they returned. So they decided to remain with the Gypsies and marry the girls they
had danced with. The tribe survived, stronger than before, because of the Ll ano.

"So it may be that the blood of a soldier runs in nmy veins," the chief concluded. "I do
not begrudge it."

But he did not know the Llano itself, or the source of the Gypsies. "But perhaps the
Gypsi es of Germany can hel p you," he suggested.

In Germany they had a probl em Consunption had taken out a chief, and the officials had
buried his body in a pauper's grave and driven the wives out of town. The wonmen were bedraggl ed
and absolutely filthy. "But | can get you water!" Ob excl ai ned.

As one, the three wonen shook their heads in negation. "W nmay not wash or touch water
until his body has dis -- integrated conpletely in the earth," one expl ai ned.

So it was that Orb learned of the Cult of the Dead. Al Gypsies followed it, including
those of France and Spai n;

there had been no death in the vicinity when O b was there, so she had not encountered
this then. When a Gypsy died, all his scant possessions were burned along with his corpse;

in that nanner his wonen were freed of their geis and could be clean again. But when the
authorities interfered, then -- plight was severe. "W can not even feed the grave," they said.
For it was the customto set food on the grave, so that the spirit of the deceased would not go
hungry.

Ob stayed the night with themin their tent, though the snmell was thick. But no sooner
had she fallen asl eep when she was awakened by a comotion outside. She scranbled up with the
wonman and peeked out.

There stood a bedraggled man, dirt sifting fromhis beard. "Faithless wives!" he cried
| oudly. "Wy have you not brought me food? Are you trying to starve ne?"
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It was the ghost of the dead man. The wonen fell down in terror, crying. The ghost
advanced angrily on them nmak -- ing as if to strike. Ob stepped out, acting before she knew it.
"It is not their fault, Gypsy!" she cried in Calo. "The townsnen won't | et them near the grave!"

The ghost turned on her. "Wo are you?" he denanded.
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"Just a worman in quest of the Llano," Ob said bravely. How could she be debating with a
ghost ?

"I mpossi ble!" he said. "Even | do not know the LlIano! How can you, an outsider, seek it?"
He took another step toward the fallen wonen.

Ob did not know what el se to do, so she sang. She started a Gypsy tune, projecting her
magic with it.

The ghost paused again, evidently daunted. He did not nove till Ob stopped singing.

"There was a man like me, who died," he said then. "His fanmly could not bumhimor his
horse, because it was raining and they had no fire. But one anbng them knew a fragment of the
Ll ano, and she sang it, and the pyre heated and steaned and finally burst into flanmes, and
destroyed it all, and he rested in peace, and his wives were clean." Then he faded out.

The wonen scranbl ed up. "You saved us!" they exclai ned.

"Only for tonight," Ob said, troubled. "WII the ghost really hurt you?"

"Ch, yes, he was always an angry man in life, and death has not sweetened him W nust
feed his grave!"

"Or better yet, burn his body," Ob said.

"Yes! But how can we do this? The police --

Ob feared that she would get themall arrested, including herself, but she had to try.
"Perhaps he has told us how | will try to help you. Can you burn his body if you are given access
to the graveyard?”

"If the police let us. But they will not."

"Perhaps they will. W'll try it tonorrow night."

On the followi ng night they drove the Gypsy wagon to the town, making as little commotion
as possible. They parked at the edge of the graveyard. The family nmenbers set to work digging at
the gravesite, while Ob settled herself with her little harp and waited.
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The police were alert. Wthin the half hour they arrived in force. Burly policemen charged
up to the graveyard.

Ob began to sing, acconmpanying herself on the harp. Her nagic flung out, touching the
novi ng men.

The nen stopped, listening. They stood about her, doing nothing else. The Gypsies, beyond
the range of her full magic, continued working.

O b sang song after song, keeping the policenmen mes -- nerized. In due course the corpse
was out, and the pyre built. The fire started, and then bl azed high, and the stench of burning
meat wafted out.

The ghost appeared. "That's nore like it!" he exclainmed. Then, as his body crunbled into
ash, he faded out.

O b stopped singing and playing. She rejoined the Gypsies as their wagon pulled out. The
police still stood, benmused, |ooking at the open gravesite and the pile of enbers.

They went to the nearby river, and the wonen stripped and plunged in, desperate to get
cl ean again. Then they set about washing their clothes.

Finally, shivering, naked, they w apped thenselves in blankets fromthe wagon. "You did
it!" one exclaimed. "If that was not the Llano, it was akin!"

“I't was not the Llano," Ob said. But she was quite pleased with herself.

Hungary was the | and of Gypsy nusic. Wrld renowned conposers and nusici ans were here, and
Gypsy orchestras toured the country. Historically, the top conposers of Eu -- rope had drawn upon
Gypsy nusic, popularizing it as then -- own. Schubert, Brahms -- the beauty of their nusic owed
its share to nelodies the Gypsies had possessed before them The Hungarian pianist Liszt had
transcri bed Gypsy musi ¢ as the Hungari an Rhapsodi es.

Here the Gypsies were known as Tziganes. They had been here before the Magyar conquest,
and the Magyars sought to profit by mingling Tzigane blood with their own. Wen the Tzi ganes
resisted, |aws were passed requiring Tziganes to becone Christians and to marry only Magyars. This
drove many Tzi ganes out of the country, into Russia and Poland and Germany and Prance, in one of
their great historical diasporas. Many did pretend to accept Christianity, deco -- rating their
wagons liberally with crosses, but at heart they
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believed in no religion but their own. They were required to settle in houses and desert
their own | anguage; this caused another exodus, for no true Gypsy could be anchored in one pl ace
| ong. They were accused of cannibalismand severely persecuted for it, their denials being taken
as confirmation of the charge.

Still they survived, and their facility with metal and wood greatly benefited the
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sedentary culture around them and their nusic shaped that culture. It seenmed that every black --
smth was a Gypsy, and every nusician a Gypsy, too. The greatest of contenporary Tzi gane mnusici ans
was Csihari, a violinist who was said to be able to charmthe souls of the living and the dead.

So it was to this Gypsy Ob went. But no Gypsy of the region would tell where to find him
She was an outsider they terned "Ungar," or "stranger," not to be trusted. She realized with
flattered benusenent that they took her for a Gypsy; her conmand of the | anguage and custons had
en -- abled her alnpst to pass as one of them despite her honey hair. Perhaps they took her for a
crossbreed, as Gypsies frequently married outside their culture. Yet it seenmed that they held
foreign Gypsies in greater contenpt than they did the nundanes.

She cane to a village where the Tziganes were especially surly -- an extrenely unusua
state for this nornally happy people. "Wiat is the matter?" she asked.

"Csinka defiled the water!" she was informed gruffly.

"What ?" Ob asked, startled by the simlarity of that name to that of her friend Tinka.

"She wal ked over the underground pipe that brings our water," the wonan expl ai ned

i ndignantly, taking Orb's ex -- clamation as outrage. "Now we have to forage at great range for
our needs. It's a terrible inconvenience."
O b sought out Csinka. The woman was al nost suicidal in her chagrin. "I lost ny way -- |

had a big package to carry and | didn't see where | was going, and before | knew it | had stunbled
over it," she confessed tearfully.

In the Gypsy culture, in sonme regions, wonen were fun -- danentally unclean; Ob had
|l earned this along with the lan -- guage, but had not encountered it before. The onus was worst at
the tinme of childbearing; the woman's clothing of the tine would be burned. But her nether region
coul d be
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suspect at any tinme. Thus she could not step over copper -- ware without defiling it, and
the sane evidently applied to buried water pipes. No one here would drink the water that Csinka
had defil ed by her passage over the pipe.

Ob knew better than to argue the nmerit of such a custom Such things varied fromtribe to
tribe and fromregion to region, but were honored tenaci ously where they held. But by her

definition Csinka was innocent, and she wanted to help. "I once hel ped a woman to burn her
husband' s body," she said. "Perhaps | can help you, too."
For an instant Csinka's eyes lighted. Then despair re -- sumed. "There is no way. W

cannot lay a new pipe."
"But if | can banish the defilenent on the present pipe --
"Are you a sorceress?" Csinka asked with interest.
"No, only a nusician, of a sort. | cane to neet Csihari, but they will not let ne see

him"

"Nobody sees Csihari!" Csinka said. "He sees whomhe will, and only whomhe will."

So Ob had gathered. "Perhaps if | sing hima song, he will cone.”

Csi nka shrugged. "He might. But how can this renove the defilement fromthe pipe?”

"It is ny hope that the nusic will do that."

Csi nka shook her head, not understanding. But Orb nade her show the place where she had
i nadvertently stepped over the pipe. Then, in the niddle of the day, Ob set up a chair at that
spot, sat on it, and began to play her harp

She sang a song of water: of nountain springs, clear flow -- ing streanms, shining ponds,
and deep pure | akes. She spread her magic out, not to an audience, but to the water in the pipe
bel ow her, willing it to respond, to assune the purity of the water of which she sang.

An audi ence fornmed, as was always the case when Orb sang. Gypsy nen, wonen, and children
the Tziganes, stand -- ing and l|istening. She continued singing, songs of clean water, rendering
themas well as she could in Calo. The au -- dience continued to grow, until it filled the street.

VWen Ob first touched the water with her nagic, she had felt the defilenent of it; anyone
who drank it would be sick -- ened, and cl othes washed in it would remain unclean. The soul of the
wat er reeked of its special pollution. But as she
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sang, interacting with it, it clarified, until it becane as clean as the water she sang
about. She had not suspected she could do this until the need arose and had not been sure unti
she actually felt the response of the water, but nowit was cer -- tain. The magic of her nusic

had this power.

She paused and gazed across the audience. "The water is undefiled,"” she said. "Wo wll
drink it now?"

They nerely stood, not accepting this. After all, she was sitting right over the pipe,
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continuously defiling it herself.

"I touched it with my song, and it is clean," she said. "It will not hurt you. Drink of it
and see.”

"I will drink of it!" Csinka exclained. She went to the tap on the pipe that rose fromthe
main line and filled her cup and drank.

She stood and was not harnmed. The water had not sick -- ened her

"She is not harned because she defiled it!" a nan said. The others nodded; it was no test.

"But / amover it now," Ob pointed out.

Poi nt well taken. They gl anced at each other, uncertain.

"You need this water," Orb said. "I ama wonan; ny body defiles it. But nmy nusic counters
the ill, and this water is pure. Wwo else will drink of it?"

But no one trusted this. No one volunteered to try.

Was her effort to fail, even though the water had been restored? Ob did not know what

el se to do. Reluctantly she got up and put away her harp.
"I Will try the water," a man said fromthe edge of the crowd.
Heads turned. There was a nurnur of awe as a handsone, well-dressed m ddl e-aged Gypsy
mar ched forward to the tap. He turned it on, put his cupped hands under, and drank fromthem Then
he let the remaining water fall, turned off the tap, stood untouched. "It is good water," he said.
Then the others cane and tried it, too, and agreed that the water was good. The curse was
off it, and they could return to their normal existence.
"Ch, ny lady, thank you!" Csinka cried, tears of gratitude flow ng.
"Thank this man," Ob said. "He believed when the oth -- ers did not. He nade them accept
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"Because | knew," the man said. "I heard the nmusic, |ike none before."

"Thank you,” Ob said. "May | know your nane?"

"You did not know?" Csinka asked, amazed. "He is Csihari!"

Ob's jaw dropped. "But you would not nmeet ne!" she exclainmed to the nman

"I had not heard you play." He put out his el bow. "Cone to nmy wagon, and | will play for
you. "

Ob took the arm They wal ked down the street, the others giving way before them wunti
they reached the nusician's wagon. There he brought out his violin and played an ex --
tenporaneous thene, and it was the nost beautiful nmusic Orb had heard. Again an audi ence gat hered,
but it did not matter; Orb had ears only for the singing violin. How well justified was this
Gypsy's reputation

When he paused, Orb glanced at her own harp. "My 17?"

Csi hari made a gesture of acqui escence and started an -- other nelody. Ob settled herself
on the ground, set up her harp, and played it, making counterpoint to his thene.

The magi c spread out, animating the faces of the listeners in a widening circle. Violin
harp, and the hidden orchestra:

a duet with a mighty acconpani ment. Not a person noved;

all were enraptured

Then Csi hari stopped and set down his violin. "Enough," he said gruffly. He gestured at
t he audi ence. "Leave us."

In an instant, it seenmed, the crowd had dissipated, and the two of themwere alone. "You
are not Tzigane," the nusician said. "What did you want of ne?"

"I seek the Llano."

"Ah, the Llano!" he breathed. "I should have known!"

"I amtold that | may find it at the source of the Gypsies," Ob continued. "But | am
havi ng trouble finding that source. | thought you mght knowit."

"I know the source, but not the Llano. | fear that even there you will not find what you

seek. "

"But if it is Gypsy nmusic -- "

He shook his head. "The Llano is not ours. W only dreamof it, no closer than any other.
We long for it as our salvation, but it is denied to us."

"I don't understand."

"You have not then heard the Story of the Nail."

54 Being a Green Mot her

"Nai | ?"

"It is only a story," he said depreciatingly.
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"But it relates?"

"Per haps. "

"Then may | hear it?"

"You know that the Tzigane are only nomnally Christian, just as Gypsies in Mslemlands
are only nominally devotees of Mdhamred. We truly honor no belief but our own."

"l understand," Ob said. In this, too, she had | earned tol erance.

"When the Ronmans set out to crucify Yeshua ben Mriam whom others now know as Jesus, they
required four stout nails for his hands and feet. In those days nails were scarce and val uabl e and
had to be crafted individualy for the oc -- casion. So they sent out two soldiers with eighty
pennies in the currency of that day, to purchase the nails froma local blacksmth. But the
sol diers, being indolent, stopped at an inn and spent half the coppers drinking the foul w ne of
Je -- rusalem It was late in the day before they energed, having spent half the noney. They were
due back with the nails by dusk and they were hal f-drunk, so they hurried to the nearest
bl acksmith and demanded that he nake the four nails. But the man had seen Jesus, and refused to
forge the nails to crucify him Angry, the soldiers set his beard on fire, but he renai ned
adamant. They had to go el sewhere for the nails.

"The soldiers were hal f-drunk, but they had the sense not to nention the nane of the
victimto the next blacksnmith. They sinply told himto make four nails for the forty pennies they
had. He protested that he could nmake only four small nails for that price. They threatened to run
himthrough with their lances if he did not get to work. Suspicious, he refused. Enraged, the
sol diers made good their threat, and killed him and went on to a third bl acksmth.

"This one they gave no choice: he would rmake the nails i mediately, or they would kil
him Frightened, he went to his forge -- but then the voice of the dead bl acksmith seened to cry
out, telling himthat these nails were to crucify an innocent nan, and he threw down his tools and
refused to work. So the drunken soldiers struck himdown and hurried on to a fourth blacksnith.

"This one was a Gypsy, who was just passing through and knew nothing of the | ocal
politics. He was glad to take the
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noney and make the nails. As he nmade each one, the soldiers took it and put it in a bag.

But as he forged the fourth nail, the soldiers said that these were to be used to crucify Jesus.

At those words, the voices of the other blacksniths sounded, pleading with the Gypsy not to nake
the final nail. Fright -- ened by this nanifestation, the soldiers fled with the three nails they
al ready had.

The Gypsy finished the fourth nail and tried to cool it, but the water went up in steam
and the nail continued to glow Alarned, he packed away his tent and equi pnent and fled, |eaving
the hot nail behind. But when he sought to pitch his tent at another place, that gl ow ng nai
appeared, still siz -- zling. He fled again -- but wherever he stopped, that hot nail was there.

"But an Arab had a wheel that needed patching. So the Gypsy blacksmth took the hot nai
and used it to patch the iron hoop. Wen the Arab left, the wheel carried the nail away. But
months | ater the blacksmth was brought a sword to repair, and its hilt began to glow. It had been
forged fromthe iron nail in the wheel and returned to haunt him

"He fled, but the nail reappeared wherever he went. Al his |life that dread nail pursued
hi m and when he died it haunted his descendants. Jesus had been crucified with only three nails,
his feet pierced by one instead of two, and the fourth one pursued the nenbers of the tribe who
had forged them So it has been to this day, and it is supposed to be the reason that we nust
constantly travel, so that it will not catch up. It is also said anongst us that only the grace of
the Llano can cool that nail and give us peace, for the Llano is the universal absolver. But |
doubt it; | suspect that the Llano is but an illusion sent to tenpt us, like the Gail of the
Christians, having no tangible reality. How could a nere song abate the crine of making such a
nai | ?"

Uni versal absolver? That was interesting! "But why weren't the Romans haunted for doing
the deed?" Orb asked.

"How do we know they were not? Wiere is the Ronan Enpire today?"

O b nodded. "Maybe they did pay. But | think it is tinme for the nail to be put to rest.
will keep | ooking for the Llano."

"I think you have as nuch of the Llano as any nortal person can have. Wrman, give up this
chase and marry ne."
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Ob stared at him uncertain whether he was j oki ng.

"“You have nagic in your nusic. Wth you by ny side, | can achieve a cl oser senbl ance of
the art | crave. Besides, you are beautiful."
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He was serious! Orb had no interest in such a marriage, but realized that it would not be
politic to turn such a man down arbitrarily. "I amnot certain this is wi se," she said. "Perhaps
you had better have a seer pronounce on such a union."

"By all means!" Csihari snapped his fingers, and a Gypsy boy ran up. "Fetch a seer, the
best," he said.

Soon an old woman arrived. "l mean to marry this wonman," Csihari said. "Wat are the
auspi ces?"

"G ve nme your hands," the seer said.

Ob presented her hand, and the nusician did |ikew se. The old wonan cl osed her eyes,
peering into the future. But in a noment, as Orb had known would be the case, the seer broke off
the effort. "It is blank," she said.

"How can it be bl ank?" Csihari denanded.

“I look, but | see nothing. There is interference."

Csihari | ooked at Orb. "This is something you know of ?"

"My half brother is a magician. He protects nmy future. | think I amnot meant to narry,
yet."

“I't nust be so," the seer said. "Only the hand of the nbst potent of nmgicians could balk
my vision. | think he means to see that nothing turns aside this woman's quest."

Csi hari sighed. "I should have known that this was too good a prospect to be true. It
seenms | cannot nmarry you, fair maiden."

"I feared that this would be the case,” Orb confessed. The nusician was being so polite
about it that she was alnost sorry that the marriage had fallen through.

"Go to Macedonia," Csihari said. "This | believe is the source of the Gypsies of Europe.
Per haps you will have your answer there."

In Macedoni a she found nore Gypsies than anywhere else; it seenmed that every second person
in the nation had some Gypsy blood. The Cal o they spoke was, by all ac -- counts, the purest
versi on of the Gypsy | anguage extant. The Gypsi es had, she was informed, been brought to this
regi on by Al exander the Great, for he had recognized their com-- petence in netal worki ng and
desired to enhance the battle prowess of his arny by that know edge. The Gypsi es had not cone as
sl aves, but as honored guests, and they had been well treated, and the abilities they taught
Al exander's people had contributed substantially to Macedonia's surge toward greatness.

Then Rone had risen, and the Macedoni an enpire had crunbl ed. Gypsies had been haul ed away

to teach the Ro -- mans. The gol den age had passed. Gypsies spread out, hiding in the nountains,
fleeing to other lands, clutching their free -- dom But npst renained to serve the new nasters.
This was, after all, their hone.

But was it their source? Ob doubted it and in tine she learned nore of the story. Were
had Al exander found the Gypsies? Not in Egypt, despite the derivation of their pop -- ular nane
fromthat land; they were not truly E-Gypt-sies. No, he had brought them from beyond the Persian
enpire, fromthe land of H nd. That was their npbst ancient hone.

And H nd, Ob knew, was India, or part of it. That was where she had to go.

She took another scientific airplane, her route proceedi ng from Macedoni a, across Anatolia
and to the coast of Asia Mnor for a change of planes. The next was routed across Arabia and on to

the Kingdons of India. Ob relaxed, know -- ing it was a long flight; she might as well sleep
But fickle Fate interfered. Men appeared on the plane, bearing weapons. One spoke in a
| anguage she did not un -- derstand, and several other passengers reacted with horror. Then
anot her man spoke in English: "This is a hijacking. W are going to Persia."
"But Persia is at war!" another passenger protested. "W'I| be shot down!"

"No," the hijacker replied. "They know we're conming. This plane is now the property of
Persia. Now we are going to record your nanmes and nations, so that we can obtain ransoms for you
Anyone who does not cooperate will be conscripted into the Persian army."

"But nmy family is poor!" a third passenger cried. "W can not afford ransom "

The hijacker smiled grimy. "Then welcone to the Persian arny! |I'msure you'll like it on
the front line."
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Ob quailed. This was no good for any of them The war between Persia and Babyl on had been
dragging on with in -- ternecine vigor, and both sides were desperate but refused to nake peace.
Nei t her honored international conventions wth anything nmuch beyond lip service. Now it seened
they were recruiting personnel and noney by sending agents out to steal entire airplanes.
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The listing proceeded, as each passenger in turn gave his or her nane and nation, know ng
no way to resist. The plane flew east toward Persia.
But the hijackers had m scal cul ated, or perhaps the pilot had deceived them Another

ai rpl ane appeared, bearing the markings of Babylon. Orders were barked on the radio, ob -- viously
directions to land in Babylon or be shot down.
"We'll die first!" the hijackers exclaimed defiantly.

There was a warni ng shot, of the Babylonian type. It put a hole in the left wi ng. The
pl ane began to wobbl e.

Ob knew they would all die if soneone didn't do sone -- thing i Mmediately -- and there
seened to be no one who coul d. Except herself, by default. She was no hero, but she val ued her
life. She wi shed she had avoi ded science and stayed with her tried and true nagi c carpet. She had
the carpet with her, of course -- but in the baggage comnpart nent.

"Go up and tell the pilot to resunme course when | distract the hijackers,
worman besi de her.

"But they will kill you -- and ne!"

"Perhaps not." Then Orb took out her harp and began to play.

"Hey!" the English-speaking hyacker said, swi nging his gun about. But he paused as Ob
began to sing.

She spread her magic out, pacifying all those in the air -- plane. She nudged her seat
conpani on, who stirred herself and made her way up toward the cockpit. She continued playi ng and
si ngi ng, knowi ng that the nonment she stopped, the hijackers would resune their nischief.

But the Babyl onian plane wasn't affected by her singing. Another shot was fired, putting
anot her hole in the wing.

Ob broke off her singing for a nonment. "Tell themwe're landing!" she called, then
resumed her song before the hi -- jackers could revert.

"That's no good!" the pilot called back. "Babylonia is just as bad as Persial!"
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she said to the

"Then lock on the radio!™ Ob cried. "I'lIl sing to them too!"
In that tinme, one of the hijackers lifted his gun and ainmed it. But before he fired, Ob's
song resuned, and he remai ned as he was, listening, the gun pointing but not firing.

Now she concentrated on the occupants of the Babyl onian plane. Could she nmove them too,
by her singing? The radio would carry her voice there, but they were not before her

she could not see them and they could not see her. How nuch of the magic effect was from
proximty? She didn't know. But she concentrated her m nd on that other plane, singing to its
operators, hoping that the magic would carry.

Her own airplane shifted course. At first her heart | eaped,;

she feared it was goi ng down because of the damage to the wing. Then she realized that the
pilot was doing it, turning away fromthe direction dictated by the hijackers. It was al so away
fromthe Babylonian airport. If her nusic was not pa -- cifying the other plane..

No third shot canme. The airplane proceeded south to an energency landing in Arabia. Ob
was able at last to rest. Fortunately the authorities were enbarrassed by the | apse in airplane
security and did not publicize the event, so Orb was not besieged by reporters. |In due course
anot her pas -- senger airplane arrived, and they were carried on to India, albeit somewhat
del ayed.

There she had anot her di sappointnment. |India was huge and fragmented i nto nany ki ngdons,
each with its own | anguage or dial ect, none of which she understood. There seened to be no Gypsies
here. She understood they had cone fromnorthern India, perhaps being the inhabitants before con --
quest inposed the caste system and nmade t hem pari ahs, nade themflee for their freedom It was
said that their lan -- guage was very simlar to Sanskrit. Perhaps there had been nany waves of
Gypsi es as new oppressions occurred in India. But until they departed, they were not Gypsies; they
were natives. The source nmight be here, but not the song.

Well, she would | ook through all of India, if she had to, until she found sone clue. She
woul d sinmply tour each king -- dom asking the natives. Sonmewhere, sonmeone woul d know sonet hi ng
about the Llano. She had to believe that.

She started in Calcutta. She knew better than to travel alone through such a vast and
varied |l and, so she joined a

60 Being a G een Mot her

road show that was passing through. She had only to audition for the master of the show,
and he hired her on the spot for a fee she knew was too | ow. But her purpose was not noney, but
conpany, and the show promised to wend its way through nuch of India in the com ng year. She was
satisfied. Her quest continued.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (28 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:02 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

-- 5 --

MYM

Ob fit right in with the show This was partly because of her recent experience with the
Gypsi es; she had learned to adapt to other ways with grace, and this group was Gypsylike in a
fashi on, though a purely comercial venture. She knew it was principally her rmusic that won the
ot hers over.

The master introduced her to those others. "This is Ob fromlreland," he said. "She wll
travel with us, and she will be the main attraction and have the best wagon. Listen to her."

The others stared stonily at her, angry that an outsider should so abruptly find favor
Then Orb put her fingers to her harp and sang. The nusic and the magi ¢ reached out and enbraced
them and they nelted, as the master had known they woul d.

She conpl eted her song. "How many rupees do you figure she'll bring in?" the master asked.

Ob saw them nod. The mernmaid in her tank of water, the harpy on her perch, the exotic
snake dancer, the illusionist nmagician, the assistants and handynen and aninmal trainers -- all of
them recogni zed that her act woul d nmake noney for themall, and that was the point of this show
Anything could be forgiven if it profited the group
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Still, Ob intended to get to know each of them personally and to avoid assum ng any airs.

She was not in it for the noney, and she needed to foster no private resentnents.

The show noved out of Cal cutta. The wagons were haul ed by el ephants, who were gui ded by
mahouts. At first Orb sat in front, fascinated by this nbde of travel, but soon lost interest.
Most of what there was to see was the enornmous runp of the el ephant. So she rode inside her wagon,
whi ch was |ike a cranped house, with chairs, a bed, and a hotplate to cook on, and tried to read a
book. But the road was bunpy, and she had read the book before, so she could not escape boredom
that way. She craved hunman conpany.

She junped down fromthe sl ow noving wagon and waited for the follow ng vehicle to pass.
Thi s happened to be the one containing the mermaid's tank. "May | join you?" Ob called.

A hand appeared, beckoning her. Ob junped onto the wagon and got next to the huge tank
The nmermaid lifted her head fromthe water, and the water in her lungs spewed out as she cl eared

themfor air. This was startling, but Ob re -- alized it was natural; the creature had to adapt
to the elenent she was in at the nonent.
"I realize you don't talk," Ob said. "But you do under -- stand, don't you? | am | onely,

and | woul d appreciate com-- pany, if you don't nmind."

The creature gazed at her. Her head was that of a human wonan a bit beyond the flush of
yout h, and her hah- was greeni sh and sonewhat straggly when out of the water, but her breasts were
quite well fornmed. The scal es conmenced at about the |evel of the waist, and thickened bel ow, pro -
- viding a conpletely decent covering for her nether portion. Her tail was strong and heal thy, and

it swept slowy through the water, keeping her aloft. There were gill slits along her neck where
it nerged with her torso, and sone farther down al ong her sides; water still flowed fromthese.
"Forgive me if | ambeing inpolite," Orb said. "I have never met a mermaid before. The
cl osest | have come was in childhood, with river sprites. But they were human in form-- | mean
they had legs."
The nmermaid only | ooked at her. "A curse on ne!"™ Ob nuttered in Calo. "I"monly

affronting her!"
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The nernmaid smiled. "You speak the tongue!" she ex -- clainmed in the sanme | anguage.
O b gaped. "I thought you didn't -- "

"I speak -- when | choose,” the nermaid said. "But few are worth speaking to."

"But how -- | thought you were a creature of the seal"

"But nmy father was a nan," the nermaid said. "He an -- noyed a magician by luring away his
wife. Gypsies are like that. So the nmagician put himunder a curse that made hunan women resenbl e
fish in his eyes, and vice versa. Thus he found ronmantic solace thereafter only in the water. My
not her was unable to care for ne, because | can't endure the pressure of the deeps, so ny father
cared for nme as well as he could on land. Finally he sold nme to this show, and | have been earning
back ny stake. It is not a bad life; | neet interesting creatures.” Her gills, finally clear of
the draining water, closed up, beconing unobtrusive lines; the portion of her above the water now
| ooked compl etely human.
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Ob recovered her conposure. "But you are being touted as -- forgive ne -- as a freak. A
creature who kisses nmen for a fee."
"I like kissing men," the mernmaid said. "And nore, on occasion. They are so warm so dry,

so lusty."

"More?" Orb hoped she ni sunderstood.

"My scales are only external; | amnammalian inside. | can be with a man if he likes it in
the water. The mahouts know "

She had not m sunderstood. "But -- why?"

"Why not? | get bored and |l onely, too."

O b nodded, her tol erance advanci ng anot her stage. How bored woul d she herself get, if
confined to a tank of water all her |ife? The conpany of anyone, on any basis, mght becone
increasingly attractive.

“I -- would you like ne to read to you? O do you al ready read?"

"Men have not shown interest in teaching me to read,"” the nmermai d said. She gave her torso

alittle shake, sug -- gesting the aspect of her in which men showed interest.
"I -- 1 could teach you, if you would like -- but my books are in English -- "
"I know a little English," the nermaid said. "I don't speak it because they say ny

pronunciation is fishy."
64 Being a Green Mot her
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"Soneone is teasing you!" Orb snapped. "That's cruel."
The nermai d shrugged. "The freaks learn to accept such things."
"You're not a freak, you're a person!" Ob cried.

The mermaid sniled. "Don't tell anyone; | would lose ny livelihood."

Anot her notion occurred. "The harpy -- is she -- ?"

"Much the sanme,” the nermaid agreed. "If she stopped cursing people, they would not pay to
see her."

"l mean -- an enchant ment ?"

"I think so. It is a favored vengeance of mmgi ci ans. They are not concerned about the
of fspring. A crossbreed could get bitter, if she pondered overlong on the matter."

"I should imagi ne so! But | wonder -- would the harpy also like to learn to read? There is
a whole world of entertainnent and education in books. No need to -- to be with men un -- less --
unl ess a person really wanted to."

"Ask her. Perhaps we could have a class."

Ob nade her way to the harpy's wagon. "Wat do you want, you sinpering slut?" the harpy
screeched.

"I -- the mermaid -- we thought that if you cared to learn to read in English, | could
teach you -- "

The creature considered. "You' re not putting ne on?"

"No. It just seenmed -- | nean, | get bored nyself, with all this travel, and -- "

"When's it start?"

"Why, anytinme. Now, if -- "

"Well, come on, wonan!" The harpy opened her cage by shoving at the gate with a cl aw,
junped out, spread her wi ngs, and flapped heavily out of the wagon.

Ob followed. Soon they were at the nmernaid' s tank, and Orb had her book. The | esson
began.

Word spread, and next day a nahout joined the class. Be -- fore long there were half a
dozen nenmbers. They net for an hour every norning and anot her every afternoon, while trav --
eling. Progress was slow, but they had tine.

Thus it was that the nobnths passed as they crossed the great continent of India. Orb once
again had found herself in a role she had never anticipated, but again it made sense, for she
I i ked hel ping people. She hardly noticed the king -- dons they toured; one was nuch |ike anot her
the crowds as gawky in each, the thrown coins the only reconpense for

the performances. No one seened to know anything tangible of the Llano, but this life
seemed worthwhile for itself.

A man cane to Orb's wagon one evening after a perform-- ance. He was not inpressive. He
was short, and his face was swathed in bandages so that only his eyes, nose, and nouth showed. He
wore a dirty gray shawl . She took himfor a laborer, for he wore the mark of the Sudra caste, the
servant class, though his color and mien could have sug -- gested a higher classification

Ob suffered a feeling of dejd vu, but could not place it. There was sonething about this
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person.

"Yes?" she inquired. She wasn't afraid; few spectators intended m schief, and the nenbers
of the troupe kept alert for each other; if the man threatened her, there would quickly be severa
wor kers and perhaps a mahout with his el ephant on the spot. Wiat was it about himthat nagged her?

The nman opened his nouth, but did not speak. Instead he gestured, as if hel pless.

"I amsorry," she said. "I can see that you have been injured, but | do not speak the
| ocal dialect. Do you know English?"

The man tried again. H's mouth worked, and finally the sounds cane out. "Ah-ah-ah-1 do,"
he sai d.

She gl anced sharply at him tilting her head. "You are shy?" she inquired, her synpathy
mani festing. "There is no need to be. Wat 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.”

A stutterer! She should have realized. Now her synpathy took over entirely. "Cone inside."

They sat facing each other. The man did not speak, and she realized that she had to carry
it. "I have not before talked directly with a person with your problem Forgive ne if | am clunsy;
I don't quite know how to help you."

He struggl ed, and she had the wit not to interrupt himor try to conplete words for him
though his effort of com-- nunication was |aborious and al nost painful. Wat he wanted, it turned
out, was help to |l eave the kingdom He was not, he clainmed, a crinminal; he nmerely needed
anonynity.
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What shoul d she do? The man seened sincere, but of course a crimnal would do his best to
deceive a potential helper. Then she renmenbered one of the special qualities of her harp. It could
not be stolen fromher, because it would not suffer the touch of a dishonest person, and a thief
woul d be dishonest. If this man could touch it, then she could be -- lieve him

She explained this. Wthout hesitation the nan reached out and touched the harp with his
finger. There was no reaction

Ob snmiled with relief. "Now let us be introduced," she said. "I am Ob Kaftan, and as you
may have heard, | sing."

"I -- must not tell you ny identity,"” the man said halt -- ingly. "I amnot injured;
wear the bandage to conceal ny face."

"Ch -- you nean you are a political refugee?”

" Ap- ap- ap-approx-i-i-mately," he said. Hs stuttering had been alleviating slightly as he

rel axed, but that word was difficult.

An indirect answer. But the harp had vindicated him so she accepted it. "May | see your
face?"

He unwound t he bandage. Hi s face was clear and hand -- sone, alnbst aristocratic, in the
fashi on of the people of India. Again Ob experienced that feeling of famliarity, as if she had
known hi m before. She had not, of course. "But | nust not show it openly," he said.

Ob considered. The show was chronically in need of an -- imal tenders and nenials. If he
were willing to --

He was. She fetched hima clown mask so that he would not have to wear the bandages,
expl aining that nost of the entertainers were al so workers, every person earning his keep, so it
woul d not seem unusual for a clown to be seen cleaning an aninal cage. In fact, those who cl eaned
out the dragon nanure generally did wear clown suits, because the dragon was |ess surly when
entertai ned. The master was glad to have another hand, since the pay for this |level was only board
and room-- a bow to share the main pot at nmeals, and a spot on a wagon. Thus the stranger joined
the troupe, and Orb was pl eased that she had been able to hel p anot her person

A few days later, he canme to her again: he thought he could
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perform "My nouth nay be handi capped, but not ny body," he explained haltingly.

She took himto the tour master, who was | arge and fat and no-nonsense. "Strut your
stuff,” the master said. "I have no time to waste on woul d-be stars."

The cl own amazed Orb by doing a front flip, a back flip, and standing on his hands. He was
an acrobat!

At the nmaster's behest, he repeated the performance on top of the horizontal branch of a

tree.
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"What el se?" the master asked, affecting to be unim-- pressed. That was significant;
usual ly the affectati on was unnecessary.

The cl own juggled five sharp knives.

"What el se?"

The cl own 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
sheat he the bl ade rapidly and passed it through his crotch instead, the master | aughed.

"You got it, mnel Wrk 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."

Ob was as inpressed as the tour master. Who was this man, who had accepted such lowy
status, yet had such tal -- ents? She went about her business as usual, but now she was aware of
Mym her fell ow perforner.

When they cane to the huge city of Ahmadabad, Orb de -- cided to go shopping. The tour
master insisted that she have protection. Thus Mym wearing an artificial beard and a non --
descript tunic, acconpanied her.

She was delighted with the wares, proceeding fromstall to stall. Such fine material! Such
lovely trinkets! But all too soon Mym caught her arm signaling that they should depart.

Rel uctantly she concl uded her purchase and started back with him

He seemed nervous. He guided her into an alley. Then she realized what had been bothering
him as five brutish nen closed in on them Thuggees -- the | ocal cutthroats!

"Hide!" Mymtold her beside sone old wooden crates.
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She hastened to obey, know ng that she could do nothing to help. He took a board and faced
the ugly nen. It seened a pitiful weapon against a single man, let alone five. Ob was very nuch
afraid that the two of themwere in for a robbery and beating and perhaps worse.

Her amulet! Could it protect themboth? No, it could not protect even one in a case |like
this, because while she nul -- lified one thug by touching him the others could strike with their
swor ds.

She heard the nmen exclaining, laughing at Mym Onh, if only she could do sonething! Perhaps
i f she sang!

Then there was an abrupt commoti on

In a noment Mym was back, bearing his silk handkerchief. He required her to be veiled, so
she could not see. He guided her out of the crates and out of the alley. Then he unveil ed her, and
they resuned their wal k back to the caravan. The thuggees were gone. Evidently he had sonehow
frightened themoff.

Ob was relieved to nake it back safely. She had been really worried for a nonent! Now she
under stood the tour master's concern about safety in the big city. The delight of shopping in the
bazaar was not worth the danger.

A few days later the tour master cane to talk with her. "Wat do you know about thuggees?"
he asked.

"Very little," Orb said. "Mymand | were broached by sone in the city, but he persuaded
them not to nol est us. Your concern was well taken."

"He persuaded then?" the master asked, winkling his brow "Wat did he say to then®"

"Well, he didn't really talk to them He -- he has difficulty tal king, you know. "

"Did he signal themin sone way? G ve t hem noney? Wat ?"

"I really didn't see," she confessed. "I was hiding, at his behest. Then he blindfol ded ne
and brought ne out. | think that was so | wouldn't see the thuggees. Perhaps it was part of the
agreenment, so | couldn't identify them" But that nade little sense to her as she said it, because
she had seen the thuggees before.

"You saw nothing," the naster said, as if making a point.

"Not hi ng. Wiy, is sonething wong?"
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“I hope not," the nmaster said, and departed, |eaving her perplexed.

On the next reading session, Ob took a nonent to inquire about this matter. "The tour
mast er was questioni ng me about thuggees," she said. "Is there sonmething | should know about ?"

"You haven't heard?" the harpy screeched, flapping her wings with excitenment. "Five
t huggees were found in town, hacked into pieces. Blood splattered all over, and -- "

"Watch it, birdbrain!" the nmermaid snapped.

"Dead?" Ob asked, stunned.
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"Probably they went after a berserker and got wi ped out," the mermaid said. "After they

left you."

"A berserker?"

"You don't know about berserkers?" the harpy cried. "One taste of blood, and they go
absolutely wild and just start killing, |ike sharks, and nothing stops them They just cut and
hack and -- "

"Finally get killed thenmselves," the nernmaid said firmy, again cutting off the harpy's
joyful description. "So what -- ever happened, it's over now, because the only peaceful ber --
serker is a dead berserker."

"That's horrible,” Ob said, shuddering. "I'mglad we didn't encounter a berserker!"

The harpy fluttered her wings. "Well, | think -- "

"Let's get on with the reading,"” the nernmaid said, with a fierce warning glance at the
har py.

Ob proceeded with the | esson, but she was ill at ease. There seened to be sonething they

weren't telling her

Later, she asked Mym about it. "Did you know that those thuggees we encountered were found
sl aught ered? How do you suppose that happened?"

"A berserker," he said, stuttering so badly that she de -- cided to spare himfurther
talking for a while. Evidently the matter had come to his attention, too, and disturbed himas it
did her.

They were in her wagon, suffering through a long wait while a downpour of the nonsoon

season inundated the land -- scape. Sonme wagons | eaked, but Orb's was tight, and it was an
excell ent place to be. "I think we should get to know each other better," she said. "W're --
well, we're fell ow perforners now, and -- " She shrugged, finding herself un --
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able to say directly that she very nuch enjoyed his conpany. Mym so unprepossessing at
first, was a handsone, tal ented, and decent man, and the mystery of his origin made him

i ntriguing.

He nodded, agreeable to whatever she w shed. That was another thing about him-- he was a
gentl eman. The nernaid had hinted to Ob that Mymwas quite interested in her, and Pythea the
snake charmer had said the sane. Both confessed to having offered Mymentertai nment of the
intimte kind, but he had declined because his interest was el sewhere. Orb had bl ushed, then found
herself flattered, and was devel -- oping nore than an idle interest in Mymherself. She knew he
woul d never force on her any attention she did not want;

she felt safe with himand confortable, and that counted for a |ot.

She told himof her history, such as it was: her youth in Ireland; the acquisition of her
magi ¢ harp fromthe Muntain King; and her quest for the Llano. He listened closely and, when she
came to the song, he said he had heard of it.

"You have?" she asked, excited.

He told her a variant of one of the stories she had heard before -- how a young woman had
| oved an esteened warrior and captured his |love by singing the Llano, even though she was of
| esser birth than he, and not beautiful.

Ob sniled, glad to have this confirmation. "Of course it couldn't happen in real life,"
she sai d.

"It could happen,"” he said haltingly.

She | ooked at him understanding that what the girls had told her was true. The rain beat
down, maki ng the wagon seem nore protected and intinmate. She w shed she could -- what? Enbrace
hi n? She had never done that with a man, in the romantic sense. "But of course you're not a
prince. Not that it matters, Mym | -- have been growing very fond of you, even -- "

“I-1-1-1 -- " He was unable to get the words out at all

She put her hand on his. "It doesn't matter, Mym You don't need to speak to ne in words."
But she knew it did matter, to him

Then she had a bright notion. "I have heard that sone -- tines -- Mym can you sing?"

"S-s-s-sing?" he asked bl ankly.

"It invokes a different portion of the brain, as | understand
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it. So some stutterers can sing clearly, even though they can't talk. Come, try it; sing
with me." And she | aunched into one of her 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."
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They bot h paused, astonished. He had not only nanaged to sing it w thout stuttering, he
had sung it clearly and well.

"You could nake it as a singer!" she exclained.

"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."

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

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

For a nonent he responded. Then he withdrew. "I nust not," he sang.

"Not?" Orb tried not to feel rejected. Freed of his incapacity in this mracul ous way, Mym
be -- cane far nore expressive. "I amnot what | seem" he sang. "I ama prince." He went on to
expl ain how his nane was Pride of the Kingdom and he was the second son of the Rajah of Qujarat.
He had been confined to the palace be -- cause his father did not want his speech inpedinent to em

-- barrass the fanmly. He had been trained in every royal art, particularly that of conbat, just
in case anything should hap -- pen to his brother. Ashamed, Mym had fl ed the pal ace and hi dden
fromhis famly, aided by a nagic charmhe pos -- sessed. Until he had attended the show and heard
Ob sing. Then -- He shrugged. It was obvious that he had been captivated by her fromthe outset;
now he had confessed it. Her heart went out to him Then she renenbered the other nystery. "Those
t huggees -- "

Then he confessed to that, too. As a prince, he hated such vernin, and when they had
threatened her, he had drawn upon his devastating conbat skills and slaughtered themall. "I
bl i ndf ol ded you," he sang, "so that you would not see their bodies."
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Ob turned away, crushed. Her worst concern had been confirmed. Mymwas a killer, perhaps
close to a berserker. How could she associate with hin®

VWhen she | ooked again, he was gone. He had known how this news hurt her. She saw now t hat
the nermaid had sus -- pected and protected her fromthis revelation. Orb was at heart an innocent
girl.

She threw hersel f on her bunk and sobbed.

But as the night passed, and the next day, and the rain abated and all owed themto proceed
to their next station, her horror aneliorated. The mermai d was hel pful, rem nding her of her
probabl e fate had Mym not acted as he had agai nst the thuggees. "No man who goes beserk at the
thought of a threat to the woman he | oves can be called evil,"” she said. The others in the class
agreed, even the harpy. "lI'd love to have a man nangl e bodies for ne!" she screeched.

So it was that Orb's horror netanorphosed to an opposite enotion of simlar intensity, and
she realized that she | oved Mym She nerved herself and went to himto apol ogi ze.

"Forgiven!" he sang inmediately.

She flung her arns around himand kissed him

After an enchanted nonment he drew back. "I ama prince,” he rem nded her in his new
si ngsong.

She hardly cared about that; royalty neant little to her. "I will renmain with you here in
India, if | need to," she said.

"No, no!" he sang. "You nust continue your quest for the Llano! | would not deny you your

dream "

"But I think I have found ny dream in you," she said. Her heart, so |ong her own, seened
to be inflaned, but it was a wonderful feeling. She had never known such | ove before.

"Only part of it, only part," he denurred. "And that part you can have wi thout sacrificing
the other. | will go with you, wherever your quest |eads."

She smiled. "You are truly the nost wonderful of nmen." Then she kissed hi magain, savoring
t he amazi ng new enoti on

She drew back her head to |l ook at him struck by sone -- thing. "Turn your head," she said
abruptly.

He obliged, uncertain of her intent.
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"Yes!" she exclainmed. "You are he! That's why you | ooked famliar!"

"Who?" he sang.

"The man of mny dreaml | really have found you!"

He shook his head, perplexed. Then she expl ai ned about her chil dhood vision of walking
down an aisle on the armof a nman she could never quite see, except for a glinpse of his profile.
"You are that man!"
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"l should be glad to be in your dreans," he sang. "But | amnot certain how | entered that
one!"

"It was a dream of narriage, "she said. "Don't desert it."

"I shall try not to," he agreed.

That ni ght Mym noved i nto her wagon. The news of their ronmance had spread across the
troupe at a velocity that left |ight somewhat behind, and Mymi s bel ongi ngs had travel ed here
bef ore he knew of it.

They | ay together, not naking love, just sinply holding each other. Mym had, he confessed,
known many wonen in sexual detail; it was expected of a prince, and concubi nes were a rupee a
dozen. But he had never been in love. Ob adnmtted she had no experience in either |ove or sex,
and had never felt the lack, until now

"The touch of your hand is nelody to ne," he told her

"That's just ny magic!" she reproved him He |aughed, and they kissed and ki ssed agai n.

On other nights they did make | ove, many tines and with abandon, but it was only an
affirmation of their love, not an end in itself. She just wanted to be with himas closely as she
coul d.

Meanwhi | e, the show went on, and the nonths passed. They traversed |India and crossed the
Indus River. The end of Orb's tour with the carnival was approaching, and she had not found the
Ll ano, but she didn't care; she had found Mym i nstead.

But at the outskirts of Karachi, disaster cane riding on horseback. An officer of Qujarat,
Mym s ki ngdom ap -- peared. "Prince, we have come for you!" he called. "The Prince, your brother
is dead. You will return with us."

Ob cane out. "You nmust go," she said. "Your Kingdom needs you."

"Damm ny Ki ngdom " he sang.

"I will go with you, ny |ove
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royal life, only to be with him She was sure she could handle it.

"No," the officer said firmly. "The Prince alone nust conme. He will marry a princess of
the Rajah's choosing."

Ob felt the clutch of horror on her heart. Was she to be separated from hin®

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

"W 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 sunml” Ob exclained indignantly. How could any nonetary paynment nake up for
t he outrage and angui sh of such a parting?

"It is here," the officer said, proffering her a small pack -- age. Orb was hardly aware
of accepting it; she was nunbed by the awful ness of the situation

She | ooked at Mym He was standing as if dazed, his eyes staring ahead. A trace of bl ood
showed on his lip.

The officer kneeled before him proffering 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
Prince. But you will return to the Kingdom"

Bl ood at Mymi's nouth. The berserkers went wild at the taste of bl ood..

"Mym" Orb screaned, understanding. "They are only doing their duty! You nust go with

She had no need of any

t hem "

He heard her. He turned his head to the side and spat out the blood. It was evident that
he could berserk, and the of -- ficer knewit, but that he had it under control. He took the
sword, reversed it, and returned it to the officer

Then Mymturned to Ob. "I will return to you," he sang. "Until that tinme, | give you
this." He brought out a ring that was in the formof a tiny green snake.

"But what is it?" It was as if they were two actors on a stage, and she was watching from
an audi ence; she could hardly believe that this was happening.

"Wear it, and it will answer any question. One squeeze for yes, two for no, three if
neither applies. It will also protect you." And in his hand the ring cane to life, the little
snake slithering across fromhis palmto hers, rearing up and hissing as if to bite. Then it
coil ed around one of her fingers and becane cold netal again.
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"Until you return,” she said, his face blurring as her tears sprang forth.

He enbraced her and ki ssed her deeply. Then he went with the officer. He nounted a fine
horse that had been brought for him paused to wave to Ob and to the others of the troupe who had
befri ended him and rode away.
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Ob gazed after himuntil no sight of her bel oved remained. Then she swooned.

She woke in her wagon, with Pythea tending her. "Ch, I'mso sorry!"™ Orb explained. "I am
di straught, but it's not like me to -- "

The snake charmer put out a hand to restrain her. "Ob, it isn't that. | know the signs."

"What ?"

"My dear, you are with child."
O b fainted again.

6 --

ORLENE

The menbers of the show rallied around her with the wann -- est support. Ob realized that
for now her best course was to continue as she had been, doing her part of the show, concealing
her condition fromoutsiders. It would be sone tine before her pregnancy becane obvi ous. Perhaps
Mym woul d return before then.

It was several days before she thought to open the bag the officer had given her. She was
amazed; it was filled with the nost precious of stones -- eneralds, rubies, sapphires, opals, and
di anonds, all of large size and perfect nature. She took it to the tour nmaster for an apprai sal
and his eyes threatened to bulge fromhis head. "I would offer to buy them" he said, "but there
is not noney enough in ny lifetine to pur -- chase the | east of these. You are an excruciatingly
rich woman, Orb."

"But | have no need of wealth!" she said. "All | want is Mm"

"l cast no aspersion on your desire. But if his love were for sale, this would cover it.
They have not cheated you, materially."

"Take the gens," she said disconsolately. "I can not abide any price for ny |ove."

76
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"Orb, | would gladly cheat a stranger, but never one of my own, and you are the best of
m ne. You have a baby to consider; save this wealth for that child, if for nothing else."

He was maki ng sense. "Then take one of these and sell it, and use the noney for the
benefit of the good people of this show " she said.

"You really want to do this?"

"1 do."

He took a blue sapphire. "It will take a while to sell this, for it nust be done
privately, without attracting the attention of the thuggees to us. Hide the others; |let no one
know you possess them | wll report soon."

The wagon was unconsci onably | onely. She had become accustoned to sleeping in her lover's
arms; now she could not stand to be alone. But there was no one she could share with; Pythea had
to sleep with her big snake, lest it stray, and the mermaid was confined to her tank.

Then she renmenbered her ring. It was supposed to answer questions. Did it work?

"Ring," she said, addressing it. "lIs it true that you can talk to me by squeezes?"

The ring squeezed her finger, once.

"Can you anticipate the future?"

The little snake squeezed three tines.

"Sometines you can?"

One squeeze.

She took the plunge. "Wen will Mymreturn to ne?"

The ring squeezed her finger three tines.

She said the word she dreaded. "Never?"

Three squeezes.

"Never as -- as ny |lover or husband?"

One squeeze.

There it was; sonehow she had known it would be so. Yet she tried again, unable to let go
other dreamof joy so readily. "I'll never touch himagai n?"

Two squeezes.

Fool i sh hope! "I will see himagain?"

Squeeze.

"But not -- as we were?"

Squeeze.

She had done it clumsily, but had learned all that she needed to know Wy tornent herself
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with advance infor --
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mat i on about how she woul d encounter Mym when he was Prince, with sone |ovely wealthy
princess on his arm hope -- lessly married? Even if he still loved Orb, he would not kiss her or
even encourage her then; she knew himand his iron honor. Oh, surely he would not willingly marry
el sewhere, but if it was necessary for the good of his kingdomhe would do it, and then be true to
it.

Her romance with Mym was through. |Instead of hope -- lessly suffering, she should turn her
face forward to the fu -- ture. At |least he wasn't dead! And she did have sonething of him-- his
baby.

What was she going to do with a baby? Certainly she could not go hone to have it; nothing
like this had ever happened in her famly. How could she take care of it and raise it? Her
situation was inpossible!

Well, not entirely. She had all the noney she would ever need, in the formof the gens.
She coul d buy herself some private house and hire a trustworthy servant for the shopping and all.
She coul d get through, econonically.

But socially -- what of that? She had al ways been a crea -- ture of conpanionship, first
with Luna, then with Tinka, then with Mym Now she realized that part of what had rmade her
restless at home was Luna's absence; she needed sonme -- one conpatible to be with, to share

herself with. How well Mym had filled that need!

She felt her grief surging forward again and quelled it as well as she could. She would
sinply have to see about getting herself sone conpany. Soneone she |iked. Mybe --

She paused in her thoughts, taking stock. She had liked Tinka, the blind Gypsy girl. O
course Tinka was married now, but Gypsy wonen went out as a matter of course to earn noney in any
way they could. Could she hire Tinka?

She held up the snake ring. "Could I?" she asked.

Squeeze.

She felt a wash of relief and gratitude. Now she had a notion where to go.

The sapphire brought an ampbunt of nobney that surprised Ob; the tour master had done well
in the sale. He issued a quite handsone bonus to all the nenbers of the tour and had t he wagons
repaired, starting with the |eaky roofs. Orb had asked himnot to identify the source of the
nmoney, but

Pi ers Anthony 79

they knew anyway. Wen the tinme cane for her to | eave the show, they surprised her with a
farewel|l party that was in -- tended to be cheerful, but where nuch crying was accom-- plished
i nstead. They did not know other pregnancy; Pythea had kept her nouth shut, and so had the
nmermai d, whose eye for the signals was also keen. Wre it not for the im-- possibility of
birthing and caring for a baby on the road. Ob would have felt inclined to remain with the show

So she left and took an airplane to the Pyrenees. There she garbed herself appropriately;
the cl oak N obe had given her changed into whatever apparel she needed with so little thought that
she tended to forget its nature. Then she un -- furled her little carpet and set out in search of
Ti nka.

It did not take |l ong, because the Gypsies of this region were nore sedentary than nost.
Tinka was in a village near the one she had lived in before, hiring herself out as a singer for
the tourists. It was sonetinme work, as the tourist season waxed and waned, and the girl's
opportunities were Iimted because of her blindness. Her ideal nmarriage was under a certain anmount
of strain because she had not conceived de -- spite her husband' s best efforts.

O b approached her at her hone, where she cooked al one;

her husband was out on a business trip whose nature was best not inquired into; it could
i nvol ve smuggling. "Tinka," Ob said in Calo. "Do you renenber nme?"

"Orb!" the girl cried, instantly recognizing the voice. She cane to Orb and hugged her

It was the sinplest thing to arrange. Tinka was, she ad -- mitted privately, somewhat
| onely, and would | ove to have regul ar work. Her husband woul d be pl eased by the incone. She
advised Orb on the best house to rent and the best places to shop. It seened only a nonent before
two weeks had passed, and Ob was confortably situated with a full-time maid and conpani on. Al
she had to do now was get on with the baby.

But that took tine; it could not be hurried. In the interim she talked Calo with Tinka,
and they sang. Ob had to con -- fess, when Tinka inquired, that she had not nade significant
progress in finding the Ll ano, but had gotten the baby in -- stead. "I would take the baby
instead,"” Tinka said wistfully.

That made Orb consider her future with the baby. Wat
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was she to do with it? She had al ways known she could not keep it -- but how could she |et
it go?

She asked the ring. "Should | give the baby to Tinka?"

Squeeze, squeeze.

"Why not ?"

Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

"I's she likely to be a bad not her?"

Squeeze, squeeze.

"A good not her?"

Squeeze.

"But not right for this?"

Squeeze.

"Then who is right?"

Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

Ob explained the situation to Tinka. "My nmagic charmtells ne that you woul d be a good
not her, but that | amnot to give nmy baby to you. | don't know to whomto give it."

Ti nka was di sappoi nted, but accepted it. "There is still tine for ne to have ny own baby,"
she sai d.

"Indeed there is!" Ob agreed warmy. "You are three years younger than | am"

They concentrated on music, for Tinka was still perfecting her talent, and her status as
servant was only nominal; she was a friend. It was delight to sing together. Tinka also en --
couraged Orb to practice the tanana, though at first Orb felt deliciously wicked. Even when it was
bei ng done by two wonen, and one of themonly pantomi ning the glances, it was the nbst suggestive
t hi ng concei vabl e.

"But | can't imagine when | would ever want to do this for a man," Orb said. "It's
positively Iascivious!"

"And think how nuch nore so, if you sing your magic, too," Tinka said.

O b had to | augh, though her face was burning. "I would never be so wanton!"

"You nust have been a little bit wanton, to get that baby," Tinka renarked.

O b remenbered Mym and di ssolved into tears.

"I"'msorry," the Gypsy girl said imediately. "I did not nean --

"He's a prince," Ob said, forcing herself to talk about it, to share the burden with one
who woul d understand. "But he had to marry one of his own, and they took hi m away.
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He never knew. .." She patted her belly, which was filling out.

She shared the whole story with her friend, and it did help. Tinka agreed that there had
been no alternative for Mym "Just as there was none for us, when the conqueror cane," she said.
"You are now an exile, like the Gypsies."

Qddly enough, that nade Orb feel better. The Gypsies understood about being excluded from
soci ety; they had been persecuted in many places, across nany centuries.

The telling rem nded her that the nagic ring had i nformed her that she would see Mym
agai n, though not as a lover. How could the ring know, if her future was opaque to divination?

She asked it, having | earned how to evoke neaningful re -- sponses fromit. "My future can
not be read, can it? By any ordi nary nmeans?"
Squeeze.

"But you can read it?"

Sgqueeze, squeeze.

"Then how do you know | will see Mym agai n?"

Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

"Caught you in a contradiction, didn"t I!"

Squeeze, squeeze.

"You can't read ny future --

Squeeze.

"But you just read mnmy future!"

Squeeze, squeeze.

She was enjoying this, perversely. She knew the snake would come up with an expl anation
she just had to ask the right questions. "Not ny future?"

Squeeze.

"Whose future, then?"

Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.
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"Mym s?"

Squeeze.

There it was. The ring had | ooked into Mymis future and seen hi m encountering her
therefore she encountered him too. Probably the ring al so knew in what connection they net, but
Ob could find no way to evoke that information fromit. She sinply could not guess the correct
questi ons.

Because it could look into Tinka's future, and Tinka was with Ob, the ring could tell Ob
her future needs. It was
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evident that O b was safe enough in this house and would birth a healthy baby; after that
she woul d | eave, and Ti nka would care for the baby --

"What ? You said she could not adopt -- "

Squeeze.

"Ch. She is only caring for it, not adopting it."

Squeeze.

"Way do | keep saying 'it'? Is it a boy?"

Squeeze, squeeze.

"Agirl."

Squeeze.

"I did suspect it would be one or the other. But | have no intention of just running off
and | eaving ny baby behind! At least I'Il put it -- her! -- up for adoption nyself."

Squeeze, squeeze.

"Ring, you nmust be wong! It just isn't ny way!"

But the ring was adamant. Orb woul d depart suddenly, and the baby would not see her again

She dropped this line of investigation, as it did not appeal. She would find out in due
cour se.

Ob tried to tune Mym out ot her consciousness, to forget him but the presence of his
child within her nade this im-- possible. Even in sleep she did not necessarily get relief, for
Mym canme into her dreans. There had been a tinme, before they realized that he could sing his words
wi t hout stuttering, when he had teased her to marvel ous effect. She had been singing, acconpanying
herself on her harp, practicing a new song, and he had begun to minic her

Now she saw hi m again, doing an inpronptu but graceful dance -- his stutter had not
extended to his feet! -- while he nouthed the words she sang. Soon he was properly into it,
pausing dramatically in tinme to the song, enpoting with rare conviction as the key passages
occurred, his feet striking the floor as the harp's notes sounded. thers cane to watch, and Mynm s
enul ation was so perfect that it really did seemas though her voice were issuing fromhis throat.
O b herself began to suffer the illusion, feeling as though she were mou -- thing him But soon
| aught er overcanme her and burst out, ending the song -- and so apt was he that he even enul at ed
her laughter. That set off the entire audience. The tour nmas --
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ter wanted to nake it part of the show, but Mym denurred;

he did not want to be seen in public without his costune.

O b woke laughing -- but as she realized where she was, her nmirth turned to tears. Never
agai n, those happy days!

Yet even this experience seened to help her, as if alittle nmore of her grief had been
wrung out, and she was |l ess de -- pressed thereafter. After all, her nmenories were all she had of
Mym now, and so were worth treasuring.

Ob had to renain in the house increasingly as her termadvanced, for she didn't want her
condi tion generally known. This was awkward for Tinka, who was not apt at shopping alone. Finally
they arranged to have groceries de -- livered, unusual as this was for this village. Ob preferred
to be viewed as an eccentric, rather than to have her situation clarified.

But as the time of birthing drew near, she knew there were limts to secrets. The ring
inforned her that she was likely to need a mdwi fe. Tinka nmade the arrangenent and used the noney
Ob gave her to swear the old Gypsy woman to secrecy, and the mdw fe took care of the rest.

But as the contractions cane, there was pain. Orb had decided to birth her baby the
natural way, taking no nedi -- cation, but realized that this was inpractical; the pain was too
much. So the midwi fe gave her nedicine -- and it had no effect. The midwife tried alternative
medicine -- with no bet -- ter result.

"What's the matter?" Ob asked the ring. She did not actually speak; she had |earned to
direct her questions sub -- vocally. "lIs there something wong with the nedicine?"

Sgqueeze, squeeze.
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"Wong with ne?"

Squeeze, squeeze.

"Wong with the situation?"

Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

Then she realized. "My protective amulet! It's protecting me fromthe nedication! Because
that shut could be dangerous."

Squeeze.

"Should | renove the amul et?"

Squeeze, squeeze.

"Then how shall | bear the pain?"
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Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

"There is a way?"

Squeeze.

"Sonething in lieu of medicine?"

Squeeze.

"A spell?"

Squeeze.

Ob asked the midwife for a spell to take her nind off the pain. The Gypsy woman obliged
with a Spell of Anal ogy.

Ob found herself outside, in the nmountain. Rather, she was the nmountain, the air about
it, the vegetation on it, and the water running through it.

But the nountain was in distress. A boulder had formed within it and was bl ocki ng the
egress of a deep spring-fed river. Pressure was building up, and this was the focus of pain. That
boul der had to be gotten out before the pressure cracked open the nountain.

"This is ridiculous!" Ob exclained. "I'mnot a mountain!"
But the vision persisted, and after a time she gave herself up to it. She became the
| andscape and | abored with its prob -- lem She heaved -- and slowly the boul der noved, squeezing

down the channel, wedging past the constriction. She heaved again, and it nudged through, first a
part of it, then the breadth of it, the riverbed straining and scratchi ng but not breaking. A
third great heave, and at last it cleared, and the water burst out and spattered down the sl ope,
free.

She energed fromthe vision. Her baby was out, and she was panting, her pain abating. The
spell had gotten her through

It was fenale, as the ring had foreseen, and in perfect health. Tinka put the baby girl in

her arnms. "1'll nane her after nme," Ob nurnured, distracted by the wonder of this newlife. "No,
they'Il call her eyeball! Make it Olene instead."

Then she realized that she was being short-sighted. "I can't keep her! | have no right to
nane her!"

"Nane her anyway," Tinka said.

The | ogi ¢ appeal ed.

Olene was a delight. Ob nursed her and burped her and changed her diaper and joyed in
bei ng a nother. She wi shed
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she could remain here forever with the baby. And why not? The gens from Mym s ki ngdom
represented a virtually inex -- haustible fount of noney.

But she realized in a nonent that it remained i npossible. Ol ene would not renmain a baby
forever; she would becone a little girl, and then a young wonan. What kind of a life would it be
for her, with no father, no famly, no freedon? She needed legitinmacy, a fanmly, friends, school
a social life -- everything that Ob herself had had, and coul d not pass on. The kindest thing she
could do for her daughter was to relinquish her.

Then, abruptly, the ring squeezed her. She hadn't asked it a question; it was trying to
get her attention. "Sonething the matter?" she asked.

Squeeze.

Ob's dread returned. "I have to | eave now?"

Squeeze.

"But why? Surely a few nore days with ny child --

Squeeze, squeeze.

"Where am | supposed to go?" Orb stood and pointed her finger, turning slowy, and when
she came to the proper di -- rection, the ring squeezed.

The direction was north. "Hone?"
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Squeeze.

"I'"'m needed at hone?"

Squeeze.

" Sonet hi ng has happened?"

Squeeze, squeeze.

"WII happen?"

Squeeze.

Then suddenly she knew. "Daddy!"

Squeeze.

Her father was old and had been slowy failing. This could only mean that he was dying.

"But | could go hone, then return here -- "

Sgueeze, squeeze.

The ring had al ways been right. She had tested it nmany times, idly. She believed it. It
was better to nake a cl ean break now and do what she had to do.

"Tinka, the time has cone,"” she said. "I nust leave O -- lene with you, but you cannot
keep her. You nust give her
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for adoption to sone well-to-do tourist famly who will be able to care for her properly."

"But | would not know who -- " Tinka protested. "I can not even speak their |anguage!" For
they were speaking Cal o.

Ob renoved the magic ring. "Wear this. It will guide you

one squeeze for yes, two for no. Wen it tells you the family is right, give themthe
baby. "

The ring cane to life, and the little snake raised its head and | ooked at her

"Something else to tell ne?" Orb put a finger down, and the snake coiled about it. "Wat
am| forgetting? Something else | nust tell Tinka?"

Squeeze.

"To help Ol ene?”

Squeeze.

"My anulet! ['Il put it on her, to protect her!"
Squeeze, squeeze.

"Then -- ?"

Squeeze.

"Then you? G ve her you?"

Squeeze.

Suddenly it nade sense. "You will remain with Ol ene and guide her throughout her [ife?"

Squeeze, squeeze, squeeze.

"Or at least until she grows up and can nake her own deci si ons?"

Squeeze.

"Yes, of course. | know you will do what is right."

Squeeze.

Then she renmoved the ring again and gave it to Tinka. "Wien you find the right fanily, put
this ring on Oriene's finger. It will fit."

The girl nodded.

"And for you, for the tine when you have your own baby -- O b brought out her ruby.
"This will nmake you rich. Your husband is an honorable nan? | nean, he woul dn't cheat you?"

Ti nka nodded agai n.

"Then get his help when you need to market this." Ob put the geminto the girl's hand,
then inpul sively hugged her. "I fear | will never see you again. | love you, Tinka."
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Then the Gypsy girl began to cry, and Ob wept with her. But what had to be had to be, and

in due course Orb de -- parted, riding her carpet to the nearest airport, where she took an
ai rpl ane hone.
Paci an was i ndeed dying. Niobe greeted her tearfully. "Ch, Ob, I'mso glad you cane hone

now How did you know?"

"I had a ring that advised ne," Orb explained. "It couldn't see ny future, but it could
see those who associate with ne. |'msorry | stayed away so long -- "

"You're adult now, you have your own |life. But this -- "

It was bad, but Ob was gl ad she had cone hone. It woul d have been so nuch worse if her
father had died in her ab -- sence. The ring had warned her truly.

She put her hand on his arm and sent himher nusic, and felt his own rise in response.
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"Remenber when you told nme of the Song of the Morning," she said.

"G find your song, Orb," he replied. Then they held hands and the nusic intensified,
until he |l ost power and had to sleep

Two days later he died. Ob handl ed nost of the arrange -- nents, sparing her nother that.

But after the wake and burial, Ob had no inclination to remain. N obe was able to handle
the tree farm and Ob did indeed have her own life to make. It wasn't that she didn't |ove her
not her, for she did; it was that the happy years of their famly existence, with Luna really a
part of it, were over, and that was all too obvious.

"Per haps you should go visit Luna,"” N obe said, as if reading her thoughts. "You could go
on tour in Amer -- ica..." For of course Ob had witten hone often, ad -- vising her famly of
her |location. She had omitted a certain key detail of her past year, not fromany desire to
decei ve her nother, but because she sinmply hadn't known how to cope with the fact of an
illegitimte baby. One day she would tell her nother, but not right now, not when there was grief
enough al r eady.

"I will visit Luna, and see about an American tour," she agreed. Indeed, the notion
appeal ed to her, for Luna was her closest conpanion and friend.

But first she visited her old friend the hamadryad. She
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approached the old oak tree in the swanp and call ed out, but the dryad would not cone

down.

"But it's me. Orb!" she cried. "Don't you know ne?"

"You have | ost your innocence,” the dryad called fromthe branches.

Ob realized it was true. She had |oved a man, and borne a child, and given it away; what
i nnocence renmi ned to her? Suddenly she was overwhel ned by that |oss, not realizing how she had
valued it until this nmonent. She sank down to the ground and wept.
Then the hamadryad cane down and touched her no -- nentarily. "It is the fate of norta
she said. "My kind can never knowit."
Ob | ooked up, and the dryad was crying, too, for the |loss she could never sustain. Ob
reached out to her, but there seemed to be a barrier between them and they were unable to touch

"But can't we still be friends?" Ob asked.

"From a di stance," the dryad agreed

That seened to be the best that could be salvaged froma mixed situation. Ob bl ew her
friend a kiss and returned to her own kind. The things of wild magic seened inevitably to retreat
as a person becane ol der and nore experienced. That was indeed sonething worth crying about.

wonen,

-- 7

LI VI N SLUDGE

Actually it was sone time, a year or nore, before she nade the trip to Anerica. She had
wanted to go i mmedi ately, but had not felt free to desert her nother right after Pace's death, and
then there had been requests for her nusic locally, and one thing led to another, the tine
frittering away. Then news had come of the Magician's death, and that shocked her into action, so
that she conpleted her comitnments in good order and nade the trip at |ast. Perhaps, she thought,
she sinmply hadn't wanted to let go of the last hope that her old |ife could be restored.

Luna lived in Kilvarough, the town that had inported the fanmous Irish ghost, Mlly Ml one.
Orb nostly tuned out the journey across the wide sea, trying to focus on the future to avoid
focusing on the past, and not succeeding any better than she usually did. Mym Tinka, Ol ene,
Ni obe, the ha -- nadryad -- all of these nmenories were painful because she knew she coul d never
agai n know them as she had experi -- enced them before.

But as she drew near, the thought of reuniting with Luna cheered her increasingly. Wth
Luna, she knew, she could truly share, because of their closeness and the nutual spells of
protection and imunity to having their futures read. The

89
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Magi ci an, Luna's father, had gone to a lot of trouble to cloud their futures; now she
wonder ed why. She al so wondered about the news that Luna was dating Thanatos, the Incar -- nation
of Death; that sounded grimindeed, and perhaps was one of the considerations that had contri buted
to Orb's delay. No, that dating had begun after the Magician's death;
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she was getting things confused.

Still, she renenbered the old prophecy, dating frombe -- fore their births: that Luna
m ght marry Death, and Ob mght marry Evil. Nonsense, of course; surely a Gypsy for -- tune
telling, and though the Gypsies, as she well knew, could prophecy with the best, they tended to
sl ough off when the matter was not inportant. Probably soneone had made up sonet hing dramatic for
the benefit of what she took to be a gullible tourist, and | ater the Mgician, annoyed by that,
had banned any further predictions. Certainly Orb had never had any truck with evil, and never
woul d! Still, if Luna was ac -- tually doing it...

Luna nmet her at the airport. At first Ob didn't recognize her. Then, shocked, she
excl ai med: "Luna! What have you done with your hair?" For Luna's clover-honey tresses had changed
to chestnut brown, conpletely transformng her ap -- pearance. She was still beautiful, but
different.

"Father made ne do it," Luna said. "He wouldn't say why. But this is the way it must be
for the rest of nmy life."

"What an odd thing! And is it true that you are -- ?"

"Taking up with Death?" Luna | aughed. She was ob -- viously in excellent health, not
likely to die at all soon. "Yes, it is true; you'll neet himsoon enough."

They took a taxi carpet to Luna's residence, which was an elegant nini-estate, fenced in
guarded by two | ean and hungry griffins. They charged up as the carpet drew cl ose, half-spreading
their wi ngs, but relaxed when they recognized Luna. She paid the carpeter, and the two of them
entered the iron gate.

Ob was a bit nervous about the griffins, but Luna nerely introduced her to them and that
was sufficient. It was ev -- ident that they attacked only strangers.

The interior of the house was very nice. "Ch, you are painting again!'" Ob excl ai ned,
recogni zi ng the pictures on the walls.
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"It's one way of easing the loneliness since ny father died,"” Luna said.

"How -- if I may ask -- ?"

"He arranged it so that Thanatos woul d have to collect himpersonally, and then he offered
me to Thanatos."

"He what T

"He wanted ne to be friends with the Incarnation of Death," Luna said, as if this were
routine. "I didn't under -- stand at first, but later I did. It seenms that | amto have an
inportant role in a confrontati on between God and Satan about twenty years hence, so Satan
naturally wishes to elim -- nate nme before then, and only Thanatos can protect ne."

"But what a cynical -- what a horror!"

Luna shook her head. "No. Thanatos is a decent nan. | have asked himto visit |ater today,
so you can neet him"

"So you -- you are satisfied to associate with Death?" Ob asked, accepting this with
difficulty.

“I think I would marry him if that were feasible. But it seens not to be, so we nerely
associ ate. "

O b decided not to question that further. She had known Luna well, but wasn't sure how
wel | she knew her now.

"And you," Luna said warmly. "Wat have you been up to these past three years?"

Ob told her. She found herself hesitant to nmention the baby, but also unable to refrain.

"A baby!" Luna excl ai ned. "How wonderful!'"

“I'llegitimate," Ob renmi nded her. "G ven away for adoption.”

"“A baby!" Luna repeated, as if this were the greatest pos -- sible acconplishnent!

"Ni obe doesn't know. "

“I"1l say nothing. But how wonderful to have had the experience!"

Ob realized that Luna faced slight prospect of having a famly. Viewed that way, it was
i ndeed a lucky thing to have done. Pressed by Luna, Ob described the baby in detail, and it did
seemto make the burden of the |loss easier to live with.

They had a nmeal, still talking, catching up on things, and it was general |y wonderful
They had been so close for so many years, alnost like twins, and it was good to be cl ose
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now. Every so often they |aughed for inadequate reason, cried for simlar reason, and
hugged each other, giris again.

Then Thanatos arrived. He was a bl ack-cl oaked figure whose face was a skull and whose
hands were bones. Orb was awed -- but then he laid back his grimhood and nmani -- fested as an
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ordi nary young nman, quite flesh and blood. "But he really is the Incarnation of Death," Luna

rem nded her. "He collects souls and guides themto their proper desti -- nations, in the
difficult cases.”

Ob had no comment to nmake. Thanatos filled in with a question of his own. "I understand
you are nusical, Ob. Do you plan to perform here?"

“I'mreally looking for the Llano," Ob said, still reticent in the presence of this odd
figure. "I suppose | might per -- form too."

"Perhaps you could travel with a group, as you did in India,’
where you want to go."

"l suppose | should," Ob agreed vaguely.

"I encountered a group that might use a conpetent ad -- dition," he said.

"Ch?" Ob found herself interested. Certainly she had to travel, and certainly she didn't
want to do it alone. "What group?"

"They call thenselves the Livin' Sludge. They started in Mani, but now they accept
engagenment s el sewhere and seemto want to go on a tour, but have sone difficulty ob -- taining
sui t abl e booki ngs. "

"No wonder, with a nane like that!" Ob exclai ned.

"Groups run to names |like that here," Luna advised her gently.

O b shrugged. "Are they good nusicians?"

"I amnot a proper judge," Thanatos said. "But when they did a conmmand performance for ne,
assisted by a girl froma neighboring choir, it was a considerable production. | sus -- pect they
wi sh to duplicate that experience, but are not sure how They seem conpetent as perforners, but it
is magi ¢ they seek, and that is harder to achieve.”

"I have magic," Ob said.

"So | understand. It is possible that you could be the ele -- nment they need for the type
of success they seek. | should warn you that they have sone problens with drugs, which they are
trying to elimnate. "
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"Thr ough musi c?"

Luna said. "One that goes

"Whuld this piece you nmention -- | amnot famliar with it -- would it help thenP"
"The Llano? | think it would, if they could find it. The Gypsies call it the universa
absolver. But if | knew howto find it, | would do so forthwith."

"Then perhaps you could search for it together."

"Perhaps we could!™ Ob agreed, abruptly liking the no -- tion. To be with a group that
was searching for the sane thing she was -- that could be wonderful! "Can you put nme in touch with
t henP"

"I can take you to them if you wish."

O b had an abrupt second thought. "You say they are addicts? O what?"

"What they call '"H ' enchanted for greater potency. It isn't really the same kind of thing
that is historically known, but a designer drug that enul ates heroin, extraordinarily ad --
dictive. They believe that the right nusic can relieve themof the craving. They do not appear to
be bad people, nerely ones who have fallen into unfortunate habits."

"But heroin! Wat real hope for reformcan there be?"

Thanat os shrugged. "My own bal ance of evil approached fifty per cent when | attenpted
sui ci de, but my new m ssion has given nme strength. | think reformis possible, given the right
nmotivation and circumnstance. "

"My own evil threatened to overwhel mne," Luna said. "Yet it seens that | amfated to play

a key role in the sal -- vation of mankind. |, too, find it necessary to believe that salvation is
possi bl e for anyone who really nmakes the attenpt."

O b had anot her thought. "You can judge the anmount of evil in a person? | mean, not a dead
soul ?"

"I can," Thanatos agreed.

“I -- " Now she found herself shy. "Could you -- would you -- ?"

"Read your bal ance?" he finished. "This | can do. But | regard it as a private natter. Are
you sure you w sh it?"

"I have no secrets fromLuna. Can you do it here, now?"

"He can," Luna said.

"I"'d really like to know. "

"As you wi sh." Thanatos reached into a fold of his cloak
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and brought forth two cabochons -- polished, half-rounded stones. One was |ight, the other
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dar k.

He brought the light one near Orb, passing it along her body fromhead to foot at a
distance of a fewcentineters. It flickered as it noved. Wth each flicker it becanme brighter
until at last it shone like a little noon.

Then he used the dark one in the same manner. It, too, flickered, but it becane darker as

it did so, until it was com-- pletely dull, with no shine at all

Thanat os set the two stones together, and they merged, forming a ball. The flat planes of
their bottom sides seened to curve, fornming a yin-yang shape.

He let the ball go. It floated upward, until it threatened to rise out of reach. He
reached up and caught it. "Your bal -- ance is positive," he said. "But there is a significant
anount of evil on your soul. You have done sonething you should not have."

Luna was silent, not divulging Ob's secret. But Orb de -- cided to reveal it herself. "I
had an affair," she said.

Thanat os nodded. "That is evil, by the current definition."

"And | had a baby. Illegitinate."

"That is greater evil. But | think not enough to account for the anount you show. "

“I did not tell ny nother."
"That accounts for it," he said.
"Do you condemn ne for that?" she asked, sonehow wanting his acceptance.

"No. | killed my own nother, and Luna deceived her fa -- ther. W understand these things.
But the definitions of good and evil were set up before our tinme, and they are the ones that
prevail. It is not necessary for Incarnations to agree with the prevailing rules; it is only

necessary for us to inplenent them By the old definitions, you have sinned grievously, and your
soul is weighted accordingly; by nmy definition you have sinned only if you caused unnecessary pain
to an in -- nocent person. Did you do that?"

"I caused ny |over pain, because he had to separate fromne."

"Were you the agent of that separation?”

"No. "
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"Then that sin is not yours, by definition. But my defi -- nition is neaningless; | do not
make the rules.”

"Still, | feel reassured."

"It is reassuring to know Thanatos and to understand him" Luna said.

"Yes. | amcomng to understand that." For the nman who held the office of Death was
evidently a decent person, one it could be possible to love -- and Luna did love him That portion
of the prophecy seened to be true: Luna mght marry Death. But the other, that Ob nmight marry
Evil -- could this be the start of the shifting of her balance toward total evil? She shuddered.

But perhaps if she found the Llano first, she would be able to avert that horror. That
made the search nore urgent. "Let's go see the Livin' Sludge,"” she said abruptly.

"Take her," Luna said to Thanatos.

He nodded. "Mortis is outside."

"Who?" Orb asked.

"H's steed,"” Luna explained. "You'll like Mrtis." She seenmed anused.

"Ch -- a horse.” Ob was relieved.

She foll owed Thanatos out. Evidently Luna was not com-- ing along. Maybe the horse could
carry double but not triple. Wiat had Luna found so funny?

A pal e sedan was parked nearby. The two griffins lay be -- side it, alnost as if guarding

it, unless they liked the conpany of such machi nes. Thanatos went to this. He opened the door

"This car? But Luna said -- " Ob was confused.

"This is Mrtis."

"But -- "

Thanat os had drawn his cow back over his head. The skull-face grinned. "Show her
Mortis."

The car changed. Its wheels stretched down, its hood stretched up, and its body
reconvol uted. In a nonent the vehicle had becone a handsone pal e horse.

Ob stared. Then she | aughed. No wonder Luna had been amused! She had known about this.

Like all girls and nbst wormen, Orb |oved horses. She ap -- proached the handsome ani mal
extendi ng her hand so he could sniff it. "Hello, Mrtis," she said. "May | pet you?"

Mortis' ears perked forward. That neant a favorable re --
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action. She reached up slowy and petted himon the neck, on the side away fromthe mane

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (45 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

Then, unable to restrain herself, she stepped in close and hugged his neck. A horse was al nost as
wonder ful as a baby!

Then Thanat os nmounted and extended his skeletal hand to her. She took it, putting her |eft
foot up into the available stirrup, and swung herself into the saddl e ahead of him It was an
awkwar d maneuver, but she had learned it young. H's arns cane around her, but she trusted Luna to
know her man, and knew that there would be no trouble.

Thanat os hel d her steady and spoke to Mortis. There were no reins. The horse took a step
forward, paced by the two nowfriendly griffins, and then |l eaped into the air, again paced by the
griffins. The griffins had huge, beautiful w ngs, and the horse did not -- yet all three were
flying readily. Rather, the horse was galloping through the air, as if his hooves found purchase
init.

They charged upward into the sky. The griffins cried out in parting and turned to descend
back toward the residence. It was evident that they would have loved to travel with the horse

forever, but had guard duty to honor. Had Luna cone, they could have come, too. Well, perhaps
anot her time.
They noved above the occasional clouds, traveling gen -- erally south. Ob saw an airplane

passing to the side. The horse seened to be outdistancing it, yet no wind ruffled Orb's hair.

"How is it that we can travel so high and fast, yet feel no wind or cold?" she asked.
"When | ride on ny carpet | have to wear warmclothing." O course her nagic cloak took care of
that, but the point was valid.

"The magi c of the Incarnations is of a different order than that of nortal folk," Thanatos
replied.

So it seenmed! "And howis it that you are willing to per -- formsuch a nmundane task as
taking a nortal wonan to see a nortal nusical group?”

"It is not every woman who would | ove the minion of Death," he said. "Your cousin Luna is
one."

And for Luna he would do anything. Perhaps it nmade sense. She concluded that it was best
not to pry into that rel ationship

"She says that there is no other like you for nusic," Than -- atos continued after a
pause.
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"I don't know whether that is true, but | do have a talent," she said.

"I hope you find the group conpatible."” "Thank you, Thanatos," she said, touched. Then
Mortis started down, and the great city of Mam spread out beneath them "Howis it that no one
stares at us?" Ob asked. "Few people care to observe the approach of Death." Answer enough! They
dropped down to the streets, and the horse's hooves touched the pavenent.

Then, abruptly, the two of themwere sitting in the car. Mrtis had changed form and was
now driving along the street, in traffic.

They drew up at a slummi sh area of town. Thanat os opened the door and they got out. Ob
heard music froma practice hall. Guitar, drum electric organ -- that seenmed to be the extent of
it, by the sound.

Several shaggy teenagers glanced up as they entered the hall. "Uh-oh," the drumer said.
"He's here again!" "Is your singer recovered?" Thanatos inquired. The drumrer shook his head.
"She's out of it. And we can't get decent bookings w thout her." He gl anced sidelong at Thanat os.
"You conmin' for one of us this time?" "No. | come to bring you a new menber, perhaps." The
teenagers rel axed. "You know, that black chick -- she was sonething! W never did a hymm before,
but -- " The drunmer shook his head. "If you gave us her..." "No. This is the one | bring." He
i ndicated Orb. They focused on Ob. "Wiatcha play?" the drummer asked, noting Orb's container. "A
smal | harp." "A what?"

Ob turned to Thanatos. "I'mnot sure this is right. Maybe that black girl they nmentioned
woul d be better for them"
Thanat os considered. "I will inquire. Meanwhile, play for them"™

O b shrugged. She brought out her harp, set it up, settled herself on the floor, and
started a song of Ireland. She let the magi c spread out, touching them But she noticed that
Thanat os was wal ki ng out of the hall on his errand, evidently not touched. O course he was an
I ncarnation, not subject to nortal effects; still, she was di sappointed.
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The nmenbers of the Livin' Sludge listened, entranced. When Ob concluded her song, they
closed in about her. "Sheesh, woman!" the drummer said. "You're a pro! You want to join usT

"I want to seek the Llano," she said.

"The what ?"
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"A magi c song," she explained. "It is said to acconplish niracul ous things, when properly
sung. "

"Li ke what ?"

She told them sone of the stories of the Llano she had heard. They listened attentively.

"This song," the drumer asked finally. "Do you think it could get a man off the shi --
the stuff?"

"The stuff?"

"Spelled H " he said.

"Are you referring to a drug?" O course Thanatos had explained this, but she felt it was
better to get the news di -- rectly fromthem so that there was no question of a violation of
confi dence.

"The drug," he agreed.

“I don't know. But | think so."

"Then we want the Llano!" he said.

"I don't know where to find it,” Ob said. "I expect to have to travel."

The drummer gl anced at the others. "We'll travel!"

"But we ain't in her class," the guitarist said.

O b suspected that was an accurate assessnent. But she did want to search for the song,
and if these folk had a simlar anmbition, she wanted to consider the matter fairly. "Perhaps we
shoul d find out how we are together," she suggested.

"Sure, let's try it," the drumrer said eagerly. He gl anced about again. "You guys pick up
on her tune?”

The organi st touched his keyboard. The thene Orb had played sprang forth. The guitari st
joined in. The drumrer settled down to his druns, sounding a beat.

O b nodded. These kids | ooked |Iike the sludge they called thensel ves, but they were apt
with their instrunents. She began to play and sing herself.

The magic spread out, as before -- but this time it touched the hands of the nusicians,
and anplified, and now it seened that all of themhad it. Just as the harp increased Ob's own
magi ¢, the instrunents of the Livin' Sludge were providing
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magi c for them Ob had never noted this effect before -- but of course she had never
pl ayed with other instrunents be -- fore. She was surprised and gratified.

The song ended. "Ceez," the drunmer said. "Like it was before!"

"I think we could -- how do you put it -- nmake it," Ob said, inpressed.

"That's not exactly how we put it," the drunmer said. "But for sure, we could be one hot
sound!"

Their eyes were attracted to the entrance as Thanatos reappeared. The black girl was with
him She was young, perhaps sixteen, thin and pretty. "This is Lou-Me," he said. "She sang with
you once before."

"She sure did!'" the drunmer exclainmed, getting up to approach the girl

"I -- " the girl faltered. "I sure would Iike to -- | never sang that kind before, but
ever since, all | can renenber is howit felt -- "

"We know, " the drummer sai d.

"When the preacher saw Death, he told ne right off to go with him" the girl continued
"He knew | couldn't stay with the choir no nore. But -- " She |ooked at Orb. "You already got a
si nger ?"

"I's there a limt?" Ob asked.

"Naw, " the drummrer said quickly. "If it flows with her, it flows. Let's give it a try."

They gave it a try. The girl did not know the Irish song, so they found one she did know,
which Orb also knew, and tried it as a group

It worked. The mmgi c enbraced the instruments and the voice of Lou-Mae, and an ordi nary

song becane miraculous. Orb's voice had a different tonal quality fromthat of Lou -- Mae, and the
two fused in an intense harnony buttressed by the instrunents.
It ended, after seemi ng tinel essness. Thanatos nodded. "It seens you integrate,” he said.
Lou- Mae | ooked toward the door. An old black preacher stood there. "You go with them
girl," he said. "You got the callin'. | know God wants it that way. 1'll square it with your

folks." He departed.

"l guess we've got a group,
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" Chi cks?" Orb asked. "Baby birds?"

the drumrer said. "You two chicks want to travel with us, it
sure --
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The three boys and Lou- Mae | aughed. "C ose enough," the drunmmer said. "But you know, we've
got to get a gig, or it's nothing. W -- you know, our rep isn't exactly what you'd call -- "

"I will get you a performance,” Thanatos sai d.

"Li ke before? In the street? That wasn't -- "

"“A regul ar engagenent. | amsure Luna could arrange it."
"Who?"
"My cousin,” Ob said. She and Luna sel dom bothered to clarify the precise relationship

bet ween them and
why should we i npose on her? She isn't obliged to --

"She asked ne to."

So Luna was out to help Ob in a substantial way. Ob nodded to herself. She woul d have
done the sane for Luna.

Thanat os addressed the others. "If you will collect your instrunents, | have
transportation outside."

The drunmer was startled. "Transport? Are we goi ng sonewhere?"

"To Kilvarough."

"But -- "

Thanat os gazed directly at the drumrer. The drummer paled. "Yeh, sure. W're going."

They trooped out to the street, where Mortis waited in autonobile form The drums and
guitars and electric organ and el ectronic equi pment were stacked in the trunk, which had anple
roomfor themall, even though it hardly seened | arge enough. Then the three youths got on the
rear seat, and Orb and Lou-Mae took the middle seat, and Thanatos took the driver's seat.

Ob had not realized that the car had three seats, or that it was sized to carry six or
nmore people in confort. But of course she bad not been paying attention to the vehicul ar aspect of
Morti s.

The car noved out into traffic. "Qoops," Thanatos said. "I see | have a collection that
should not wait. If you will excuse nme, this will not take |long."

No one objected. What could he nean by a "collection"?

The vi ew outside the windows blurred. They seenmed to be speeding through the countryside
at a suicidal rate.
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"Ceez," one of the Sludge exclainmed. "W're goin' through stuff!”

So it seenmed; trees, buildings, even a nountain passed in cutaway section as the car
zooned al ong on an even keel. Orb and Lou-Mae stared as raptly as did the boys. Orb saw the bl ack
girl cross herself.

As abruptly as it had begun, the blurring ended. The car was now proceedi ng al ong a
country road. The scenery had changed conpl etely.

"Say, where are we?" the guitarist asked, amazed

"Portland," Thanatos replied.

"CGeez! Al the way to Maine, just like that?"

cou -- sin" was a reasonabl e approximation. She turned to Than -- atos. "But

"Oregon," Thanatos said, perhaps smling.
"Must be magic!"
"True. ™

The vehicle slowed, then stopped. An old woman was slunped over a table in the front yard
of an isol ated house. Thanatos got out, went to her, and put his hand into her body. He drew
something out. It was invisible, but they all knew he was not pantom mng. He put the thing into a
smal | bag he carried. Then he returned to the car

"Heart attack," Thanatos said. "It wasn't right to let her suffer long."
"You nean she wasn't dead?" Lou-Mae asked.
"Not until | took her soul."

"You nmean you have to take every soul of everybody who di es?"

"Only those in bal ance. Those who can not readily either rise or sink."

"Ceez," the drumer said. "Guess we don't need to worry 'bout that. W know where we're
goin'. Straight down."

"Not necessarily," Thanatos said.

"He can read your bal ance of good and evil," Ob said.

"Then he knows," the drunmmer said flatly.

The car was phasing cross-country again. "No," Thanatos said. "Only if | read you, and
do not do that gratuitously."

"You can tell if we're going to be saved?" Lou-Mae asked.

"No. | can only read the present bal ance. Your salvation depends on yourself.'
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"Wuld -- would you read me?" she asked. "I know |I've sinned --

Thanatos turned in his seat, ignoring the driving, but the car seened to know its own way.
He brought out his two stones and passed them near her. The light one flashed often and gl owed

brightly; the dark one flashed only sel dom and hardly darkened at all. "You are about ninety-five
per cent good. You would have to sin continuously for sone time before being in danger of Hell.'

"But | get these real bad thoughts sometines, and | just know -- "

The drunmer | aughed. "Sister, if thoughts could do it, I'd be a cinder now It only counts
if you do it!"

“True," Thanatos said.

"But -- "

"Read ne," the drumrer said. "I'll show you what black is!"

Thanat os oriented the stones on the drummer. Both the light and dark ones flashed. \Wen he
put themtogether, die ball slowy sank. "Your balance is negative, but not strongly so; right
living can rectify it soon enough."”

"But I'minto H" the drunmmer protested. "Spelled H W all are! That's dammation right
there! ™"

"There is no absolute dammation," Thanatos said. "You nust have redeening qualities. |
bel i eve one of them showed when you hel ped Lou-Mae to find her place, when she sang with you the
first time."

"Well | had to," the drunmer protested. "She's a good girl! It wasn't right to ness her

up.

"And so you appreciated good, and you did good. Thoughts don't count when they are not
acted upon, but notive counts when you do take action. You hel ped her, fromaltruistic notive. You
want to do right, and you do do it when you have opportunity. That goes far to nmitigate the evi
of your lifestyle."

The drunmer was amazed. "But | didn't do it because of ny balance! | just -- | nean,
sonmetimes you just gotta do what's right. There's no choice init, it's just the way it is."

"That is why it counts," Thanatos said, and turned back to the front.

“I don't get it," the drummer said. "If | had no choice, how can it count?"
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"I think he means that another person night see it another way," Ob said. "Another m ght
not choose to do what was right, or perhaps nmight not even see what was right. Your conscience
gave you no choice, and that counted.”

"Precisely,"” Thanatos said.

"Ceez," the drummer said thoughtfully.

Now t he vehicle was slowing again. It stopped -- and there was Luna's estate.

They got out, and the Sl udge unloaded their instrunents. Orb had kept her harp with her
as she al ways did.

Then Mortis reverted to equine formand started grazing on the |ush | awn.

The Sludge stared. "W were in a horse?" the drumrer asked.

“In the rear of the horse," Lou-Mae said, stifling a |laugh. Then her face strai ghtened.
"Ch, | shouldn't have said that;

it's not nice."

"Chal k up one smidgeon of evil to your soul," the drum-- mer said, laughing hinself. "At
that rate, you'll be dammed in only three centuries!"”

They trooped into the house, paced by the two griffins.

Luna took over. "I think you will want to clean up," she said. "And perhaps sone new
clothing. The facilities are that way." In a nonment she had bustled the three boys off. The Livin'
Sl udge had struck Orb as a fairly ornery group, but the conbination of Thanatos' office and Luna's
certainty and their own desire for great nusic had rendered themdoc -- ile. Probably it was their

passion for music that accounted for the greater part of the good on their souls; that was
si ncere.

"And you," Luna said to Lou-Mae. "I believe | can put together a suitable outfit for you
This way." She led the girl away.

Ob was left with Thanatos. "How can she be so sure this will work, when she hasn't even
heard us sing as a group?" she asked.

"She told me to bring themback only if it was good," Thanatos said. "She has connecti ons;
she will get an audition."

An hour l|ater the group reassenbl ed. The three boys were clean and in new clothing, their
hai r conbed; they | ooked
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amazi ngly presentabl e. Lou-Mae was stunning in a bright red dress, and a sparkling ruby in
her hair.

"Ch, | forgot you," Luna said to Ob. "You can wear one of mne; we always wear the sane
size. "

"Not any nore, | fear,”" Ob said. She had forgotten to nmention the magic cloak and didn't
want to do it in public.

Sure enough, Ob's pregnancy had anplified her bosom somewhat. But Luna was ready to do
some quick stitching on an el egant green dress, until Ob explained about the cloak, and
duplicated it without stitching. Luna gave Ob an enerald for her hair, to match the color. Gens
were one thing Luna had in quantity, both enchanted and nundane;

she had inherited the Magician's collection. They were en -- chanted to return to her when
their use was over, so she had no concern about |oss or theft.
"Now find a suitable piece," Luna said, setting themup in a larger room "I wll see

about the audition.”

They di scussed it, discovering to no one's surprise that they had few if any nusica
tastes in comon. The boys knew nodern acid, Lou-Mae knew bl ack spirituals, and Ob knew dd Wrld
folk songs. "You nean to say that none of you know "Londonderry Air?" she asked in frustration.
She had sung that with Mym so now it had special nmeaning for her; she thought everyone in the
world knew it.

"Never heard of it," the drumer said. "Maybe if you play a few bars..."

Ob did so. "Oh, 'Danny Boy'!" the drummer said. "I've heard that!"

"So have |," Lou-Mae said.

"Well, then...?" Ob asked.

So they played with it and worked out an arrangenment that suited themall. They practiced
it, experinmenting with har -- nonies. Ob sat with her harp, and Lou-Mae stood beside her, their
dresses and gens brightly conpl enmenti ng each ot her

“You know," the drummer said, "l heard once that it wasn't a chick saying good-bye to her
man, but his older father. That sort of changes it."

"It is open to interpretation, of course,” Ob said. "I al -- ways preferred to think of

it as a farewell by a lady friend as Danny went off to war, a conscript. But | believe you are
correct. Yet unless we had a nale singer -- "

"No, 'sokay," he said quickly. "But you know, if we could sort of act it out alittle --

They tried it. The drumer set aside his drums and posed as the young nan, and Ob
confined herself to her harp, not singing, |eaving that to Lou- Mae.

The two remaining Sludge and Ob played a preanbl e;

then the drumrer and Lou- Mae wal ked into the center. They paused there, facing each other
and Lou- Mae began to sing.

"Ch, Danny Boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling Fromglen to glen, and down the nountain
side. And fromthe trees, the | eaves, the | eaves are falling;

"Tis you, '"tis you must go, and | rmust bide."

There seened to be an electricity as the song progressed and the magi c took hold. The
drummer and Lou-Mae were staring at each other as if genuinely loath to part. Muntains seened to
form and the sound of the pipes that the organi st nmade seeaied to echo across them A breeze
stirred the imag -- ined trees, and | eaves tunbled down, for it was autum. The sanme breeze
stirred Lou-Mae's dress and hair, and she was |ovely.

As the song ended, sonething snapped. The drummer stepped forward, and Lou-Mae nmet him
hal fway, and they enbraced as if drawn together by irresistible magnetism and kissed, |ong and

deep. Then he haul ed hinsel f away, dra -- matically reluctant, and stunbled down the hill, while
she wat ched, sobbing. They knew they woul d never be together again.
The nusic ended, and they cane out of it. "Geez," the guitarist said. "lI'd a sworn you two

was in |ove!"

"l guess | thought | was, for a nonent,'
He | ooked at Lou -- Mae. "Am nmaybe."

She dropped her gaze shyly. "Mybe," she agreed, w ping away her tears. She was evidently
shaken.

“I will check her schedule," a new voice said.

Startled, they | ooked. There stood Luna and an older nman. "This is the director of the

the drumrer said, reappearing fromthe next room
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Kil varough Arts Center," Luna said. "l asked himto conme here to audition you, and we deci ded not
to interrupt."”
"W definitely want you,

e director said. "I believe
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there is an open date in two nmonths. W are a public service organi zati on, so we can not
afford nore than a nominal gra -- tuity, but the exposure is excellent. If your group is ane --
nable -- "
"They are anenable," Luna said.
"I shall be in touch shortly," the director said. Luna es -- corted himout.
"Arts Center?" the organist asked.
"That woul d be a nost prestigious engagenent," Ob said. "After a successful performance
t should be possible to get booki ngs al nbst anywhere else.”
"That's great!"” the organist said. "But all we got is one song! How we gonna do a ful

t here,

show?"

"I think we shall have to work out other pieces,”" Ob said. "Perhaps sone solo renditions,
i nterspersing the group efforts.”

"l guess," the organist said. He | ooked at the drummer for agreenent, but the drunmer was
| ocked in a gaze with Lou-Mae, oblivious.

"I think we have started sonething,” Ob renarked.

"But we got a gig!" the guitarist said gleefully.

"Let's see to it that we are ready for it."

"But you know, we gotta stay somewhere -- | nean, a nonth -- "

"l suspect my cousin will arrange sonething."

Her confidence was justified. Luna found lodging for themall. They practiced diligently,
wor ki ng out new songs and new skits, fashioning a variety programfromparts that had just one
thing in common -- magic. As they worked together, they cane to know each other and to respect one
another's qualities. The drumer and Lou-Mae were definitely a cou -- ple, but Ob made it plain

that however nmuch she might respect the music they were creating, she had no interest in any
romantic attachnment with any of the boys.

VWen the tine of the performance came, the audi ence chanber was only a quarter full. "This
is typical," the di -- rector confided. "There is not any great support for the arts today, alas."
"It's still a damm sight bigger than anything we've seen before," the drumrer said. Then

enbarrassed: "Delete that; | nean we never had a big crowd."
They started their performance. The audi ence seenmed not
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particularly inpressed -- until the first note sounded, and the magic spread out. Then the
people were rapt. Al coughing ceased, all notion; it was as if statues sat in every chair.
After the intermssion, there were substantially nore peo -- ple attending, and nore

filtered in, until at the end the hall was better than half filled. "That has never happened be --
fore," the director confided.

Next morning the reviews appeared. It seenmed that sev -- eral of the city's critics had
hastened to the hall and taken in at |east part of the performance. Orb read, and felt dizzy. "Can
this be us?" she asked.

"It's the wildest praise any |ocal perfornmance has ever had,"” Luna assured her. "They felt
the magic; nere exper -- tise would never have noved themlike this."

In the afternoon the offers started coning in. Cities all over the country were asking for
the Livin' Sludge, and offering fees that |eft the boys' nouths hangi ng open

The group was on its way.

8

JONAH

Luna was in touch with sundry professionals, and set the new group up with a bookkeeper
who woul d stay in touch and handl e their bookings and records. She was Ms. G otch, a
grandnot herly worman of unquestioned conpetence and integrity. She refused to travel, but would be
on constant call, and woul d update them whenever they called in. If an energency arose, she would
search them out; Luna gave Ob a stone that would serve as a beacon, so that Ms. dotch could
al ways | ocate her geographically.
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But how woul d they travel ? The boys had blithely as -- suned that they would rent a bus
and fit it out with beds and a kitchen, so they could Iive on the road. "No way | get in that
bus!" Lou- Mae declared. "I'ma good girl!"

Ob was | ess concerned about her norals or safety, be -- cause of her amulet, but shared
the girl's disinclination for this type of travel. "Wiy not use comercial transport and

hot el s?" she asked.

"You know what they costf" the drunmer demanded. "And | won't trust ny organ to shipping,"”
t he organi st

added, "ft'd arrive broken, in the wong city.'
and he and the

108
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drunmer broke into crude | aughter, while the organist |ooked nettl ed.

O b exchanged a glance with Lou-Mae. Had they m ssed sonething? Then Ob realized that
there was nore than one neaning of the word "organ," and caught the point.

They did seemto have a case. Money should be no prob -- Ilem wth the bookings they could
now get, but the problens of shipping were notorious. They needed their own transportation

They considered renting a railway car, but the ones they were shown were ancient and bug-

"It sure would!'" the guitarist exclained,

ridden, and the tracks did not go to many cities, and schedul es were erratic. They con -- sidered
a private airplane, but the cost was horrendous, and the chambers crowded; in addition, the
guitarist was afraid to fly. They considered a nobile honme, but Lou-Mae de -- clared that to be

little nore than a nobil e bedroom and woul d have no part of it.

Luna hated to admt it, but the boys' original notion of a revanped bus seened to be the
only feasible node. But Lou -- Mae renmi ned adamant; she had a thing agai nst buses, sonme -- how
believing that she woul d be confined to the rear if not actually nolested. "But I'll see that no
one bothers you," the drummer assured her. "You're the one |I'mafraid of, Danny-Boy!" she
retorted. Then she kissed him

The ot hers nodded. Lou-Mae had liked the drumrer ever since that first song together and
had dubbed hi m Danny -- Boy after their success with Londonderry Air. But she re -- garded it a
sinto be intimate with a nan outside of marriage, and a | esser sin to have the opportunity for
such intimcy, even if it was scrupul ously avoi ded. She was, perhaps, afraid of herself. She
represented an ideal standard, and the boys respected that w thout quite understanding it. The bus
was out. But what el se offered?

"There is magic,"” Luna said. "A big carpet --

"Not on your life!" the guitarist exclained. "W'd be blown off!" H's fear of flying
seened worse with the pros -- pect of an open carpet.

"Or a dragon-drawn wagon -- "

"Can't trust a dragon," the organist asserted. "Those rep -- tiles are only waiting their
chance to turn and toast you. Half of "emhid out in Hell when magi c was banned, and the evil
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never did get out of 'em Sure, the drivers use safety spells, but spells can glitch."
"Per haps uni corns, then."

"They can't be controlled,” the drunmer said. " '"Cept by a -- " He paused, his eye turning
on Lou-Mae. "Then

again -- "

"I always adored unicorns," the black girl confessed. "Yeah, but if she -- if sonething
happened to -- where'd we be then?" the organi st demanded, |ooking sternly at the drunmer. "Wy
out nowhere with a pair of enraged

uni corns! ™"

"What do you nean, if sonething happened”®' Lou-Mae exclained angrily. "I tell you, nothing
could -- " But then she | ooked at the drunmmer, who was trying to stifle a blush. "I nean, nothing
would -- well, not likely, anyway." Now she seened to be attenpting her own blush, though her dark
skin protected her. "Maybe we'd better pass on the

uni corns. "

"Maybe I'd better consult with the local Gypsies," Ob said. "They surely know how to
travel wth baggage."
"You're a Gypsy?" the guitarist inquired. "I always thought it would be nice to live in
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wagons and rip off the --

I mean -- "

Ob snmiled. "Gypsies do what they have to, to survive. They aren't bad people, but they
don't like to be tied down."

"l know the feelin'," he said.

"Cone with ne, if you want, and we'll see what they have
to say."

"Well, sure, okay!" he agreed, pleased.

Ob's carpet would hold two in a pinch, but there was no way the guitarist would get on
it, so they took a taxi to the next township, where a band of Gypsies was passing. They decided to
take their instrunents al ong, because Gypsies al ways responded to mnusic.

It was a di sappoi ntnment. These Gypsi es wore ragged but conventional clothes and drove
battered cars. On top of that, they were surly and suspicious of strangers. "Get away from here,
worman, " one snapped. "We've got trouble enough.”

"But | have lived anbng you, in Europe!" she said. "I speak the |anguage!"”

"Yeah? Speak the | anguage."”

"I am |l ooking for good transportation,"” she said in Calo.
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They | ooked bl ankly at her. Then one ol d wonman nodded. "It's the old tongue," she said.
"But we've alnost forgotten it, here, and the young ones never teaned it."

"Ch." Ob tried to mask her disappointnent. "But perhaps you can help me anyway. Al |
want is information on -- "

"You can't use a car or carpet?”

"W have a group of five, with instrunents. One won't ride a bus, and one won't fly. W'd
prefer to travel together, if we can agree on howto do it."

"You know Gypsy ways?"

"As | said, in Europe --

"Can you dance?"

Ch. "I know the tanana," Ob said guardedly. "But -- "

The wonman | aughed. "But you can't dance it! You' d die of shame. Because you're not a
Gypsy, just an observer."

"That's right. But | do respect the Gypsy ways, though they are not nine. Can you help

me?"

' Maybe, giri, maybe. You know of Jonah?" 'Who?" "The fish that swall owed Jonah." ' Ch, you
mean the whale? In the Bible?" 'The fish. He was damed for that, but not in Hell. Dammed to swim
the air and earth, but never the water, until the Llano sets himfree of his guilt."

"The Llano! You know of it?"

"OfF it. Not much nore. You seek it?"

"Yes!"

"Then you're in luck. Jonah may help you. He's sleeping in Cover Muntain. Call himout,
do the dance, and if he likes you he'll swimfor you. Mdst of the tine."

"Afishfldoa't -- "

"He's what you want, if you can win himover. W tried to get him but we're not pure
Gypsi es anynore, and -- "

"Move!" a man called. "They're comn'!'

Instantly the gypsies, men, wonen, and children, piled into their cars, and the cars
cranked up, sputtered, and got noving. As this occurred, three trucks roared in, filled with nmen.
They had shot guns, and | ooked angry.

"Cet outta here, giri!" the old gypsy wonan screaned at Orb as her car squeal ed away.

Two of the trucks careened after the fleeing Gypsies, the
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shotguns firing. The third skewed toward Orb and the guitarist.

"Run!" Orb cried, realizing the danger they were in

They ran. They cut across a ragged field, but the truck pursued, bunping across ruts and
churning up turf. "There's two!" a nman yell ed.

"Kill tem"

"Naw One's a slut! Lay 'er first!"

They crossed a gully, then a ridge, and half-slid down the other side. The truck screaned
to a halt, balked by the ter -- rain. "Catch '"emafoot!" a man yelled. "They can't cross th'
rapi ds!"

The rapi ds? Now Ob heard the sound of spuming water. Already her breath was rasping, and
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her side was developing a stitch. She stunbled, and the guitarist caught her and hel ped her al ong.
"How d we get into this?" he gasped.

"They mnust," she gasped, "have stolen a horse or a girl. Now they're scattering. But we --

"Behind the eight-ball!" he finished. "But we're not Gypsies!"

"I think one of us will get raped and the other killed before they find out," she puffed.
She was not at all certain that her amulet would protect her fromthis; it had never been tested
agai nst nore than one person at a tine.

He heaved out a | augh. "Whnder which'll get which?"

Then they cane up against the rapids. The water charged past |ike an express train,
throwi ng out spray. The bank dropped steeply to it, beset by rocks and boul ders. There was no safe
way acr oss.

"The carpet!" Ob cried, wiggling out of her knapsack and dumping it on the ground. The

little carpet unrolled im-- nediately. "Get on!"
"I can't get on that!" he protested. "I can't fly!"
Now t he pursuing nmen crested the hill. "There they are!"

The guitarist stood frozen, petrified by both alternatives. The nmen charged down the
sl ope.

O b grabbed her conpani on by the shoul ders and shoved himonto the carpet. "Sit down!" she
cried in his ear.

Nunbed, he obeyed, holding his cased guitar in his arms before him She junped on behind
him spreading her legs to circle his body, putting her arnms around him She willed the carpet
al of t.
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It lifted as the first man arrived. "Hey!" the man cried as the carpet with its burden
al rost banged into him Then he grabbed for it.

Ob swng out with her left arm cracking himon the neck. She did it without thinking and
was appall ed at herself even as the shock ran up her arm Then she willed the carpet out toward
the river, gaining effective elevation in a hurry as the | and dropped away.

The guitarist stared down. "Geez!" he exclaimed, and tried to scranble off the carpet.

"Stop it!" Ob hissed into the back of his head. "You'll overbalance it!" Indeed, the
carpet, overloaded, was already tilting scarily.

The guitarist tried to shrink into hinself. "Whrse'n a bad trip!" He shuddered.

"Just shut your eyes and keep still!" Now they were over the turbul ent water, sinking
slow y. The carpet was doing its best, but double weight was too nuch for it.

"Don't let '"emget away!" a nman cried.

Ob didn't dare | ook back. She urged the carpet on across. It obeyed unsteadily.

There was a bang. They were shooting! Ob did what she had to do -- she guided the carpet
slightly down and forward, so that it could gain velocity in the descent.

"Aaaahh!" the guitarist cried as the bottom seened to drop out. "Geez Keerist!"

O b clapped her hands over his eyes, as if shielding a baby froma bright Iight. "Relax,
it's all right, relax," she said. She felt noisture on her fingers: he was crying. Then she hugged
hi m

It worked. He relaxed slightly, feeling somewhat secure in her enbrace.

Anot her shot sounded. Then the carpet cut through the spune at the water's verge, seened
virtually to skip the sur -- face, and plowed into the far bank. They tunbled off, brought up
short by the slope.

A third shot sounded, and there was the thud of something striking the bank nearby. At
| east they weren't good marksnen!

"CGo there!" Ob cried, hauling on the man, shoving himin the right direction. He
scranbl ed as directed, and they dived behind a great spray of water froma boulder in the
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river, finding cover fromthe party on die other side. They were safe for the nonent.

The guitarist stared at the river. "You should have left nme," he husked. "I al nbst got you
killed."

"I couldn't do that!" Ob exclaimed indignantly.

"You know |I' mworthl ess, hooked on H. Wuldn't have been nuch | oss."

"Now stop that!" she snapped. "You -- " But there wasn't nuch encouragenent she coul d
make, because he really did not have nmuch to reconmend him "You're a fine nusician."

“I'ma zilch nusician! Only time | play well is when you're spreading your magic. That's

you, not ne." He pondered a noment. "But |'Il nmake it up to you sonehow, | swear! Wat little |
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am | owe to you, and ny life, too."

"Il be satisfied if you just get off the H"

He rolled over and put his face in the ground. "God! If only | could!"

"You can't just stop?"

"You don't know what it's |ike!"

“"You're right, | don't. If | wanted to stop a thing, | would sinply stop it, | think."

He lifted his face to stare at her. Dirt crusted it; he | ooked alnost |ike a zonbie. Then,
with a convul sive nmovenent, he reached into a pocket and brought out a packet. "Then take it! It's
all 1've got! Don't let me have it!"

Ob took the packet with a certain revulsion. "Your life is ruined for this?"

"You got it, sister."

O b tucked the packet away. "Then | will hold it for you. | will be pleased if you never
ask for it back."

He did not reply. He sinply set his face back in the dirt.

After a tine the pursuers gave up, as they were unable to cross the river. Ob heard their
truck departing. However, she had not spent tine with the gypsies without learning a trick or two.
"I think we had better not cross back," she said. "Sonmeone could be lurking."

"Right," the guitarist said, relieved. He did not want to be airborne again. He recovered
his instrunent and shoul -- dered the strap

Ob considered. "I think | nmight clinmb this bank, but |I would prefer to use ny carpet. If
you prefer to clinb -- "
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"CGotcha," he said, and began to scranble up

Ob settled on the carpet with her harp and his guitar and willed herself aloft. Now the
carpet responded alertly, hav -- ing recovered fromits prior overload. Soon she was at the top
wat ching the guitarist catch up

"Now I am not sure just where we are,” she said. "But it would be foolhardy to try to
return to our taxi, even if it weren't for the river, and | rather suspect that the nearby town
woul d not be safe for us either. | think we would do best to go in an unexpected direction."

"Li ke what ?"

"Li ke Cover Muntain. It nmust be near here. To find the fish."

“I'"'mgane," he said

"Why don't | continue carrying your guitar on the carpet, |leaving you free to wal k?" she
suggest ed.

He was glad to agree; he did not want to get on the carpet again. He dusted hinself off,
and she floated up to about head height. "The nountain, slowy," she said to the carpet, speaking
aloud for the guitarist's benefit.

The carpet quivered, reorienting. Then it set off roughly north. Ob was relieved that
this was not toward the river

"I't knows?" the guitarist asked. "Just |ike that?"

"It can follow sinple directives, yes," she said. "I don't know where the Cl over Muntain
is, but it can zero in on any identified location. It's very handy that way."

"Magic is nice," he agreed.

She floated at a wal ki ng pace, and he wal ked. The terrain was uneven but not rugged, now
that they were away fromthe river. They made decent progress and in an hour reached the foot of
the nountain. It was now |l ate afternoon; there would be tine to verify whether the fish was here
Ob really did not know what to expect.

"I suppose | should just call him" she said. "Then, if he appears, I'll have to, er
dance. "

"What's so bad about dancing?"

"It is a rather special sort of dance.'
mout h and cal | ed "Jonah!"

There was a vibration in the mountain. For a noment Ob was afraid that a trenor or
eart hquake was starting. Then sonething browni sh and nonstrous swam out of the slope and into the
air.

She nerved herself, then put her hands to her
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The two of themstared. It was a giant fish -- swimring through rock and air as if both
were water. The Gypsy wonman had spoken truly!

The fish slowy circled in the air, then cane to hover be -- fore Ob. It waited.

O b was suddenly abashed. "I never really thought -- what can | do now?"

"Dance," the guitarist said, his voice rough
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She | ooked at him-- and was surprised. He | ooked hag -- gard. "What happened to you? If |
had realized the wal k was so hard on you -- "

"'*Snot that. I"'moutta condition, but -- " he shrugged.

She caught on. "The H You're suffering w thdrawal!"

"You got it, sister."

"You | ook awful!'"

"I feel awmfiil. But there's no way to do it but to do it. You better get dancing before
that fish gets nmad."

"Ch. Yes. But -- "

"You need nusic," he said. "And you can't play your harp, 'cause you're dancing. That's
where | cone in." He was taking out his guitar.

He started to play, but his hands were trenbling so badly that the notes were horrors of

di scordance. He concentrated, but still could not do it. His face was ashen
"How can you be so far gone, so quickly?" Ob asked,
appal | ed.

"S-spelled His fast," he said, his teeth chattering.

It sounded like a stutter, and that did sonething to Ob. She had | oved a stutterer! "Take
it!" she cried, flinging the packet at him Her endurance had been | ess than his, and she hadn't
even been the one experiencing it!

He pounced on it. "Geez, | tried, | tried!"™ he nuttered. "But Hjust don't let go!" He
took a pinch of the powder in the packet and brought it to his nose and sniffed.

The effect was remarkable. In a few seconds his counte -- nance cleared, and his breathing
subsi ded. He took up the guitar and strumred, and the chord was perfect. "Wat song?"

"Any song," Ob said. "Wat |'mabout to do is alnost as hard for nme as staying off the H
was for you."

"Yeh." He played, and the sound was good, though not with the magic Orb had.
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Yet she needed mmgi c! She knew that she had to do a dance that woul d convince the big fish
she was a Gypsy, and her natural resistance to the appalling suggestiveness of the dance would

destroy the effect, for true Gypsies were un -- inhibited about sexual matters. Magic could enable
her to doit.

“"Magic!" she said urgently to the guitarist.

He shook his head. "I told you, I'mnothing by nyself. \Wen you' re singing and playing, it
comes, but -- "

"Let it cone!" she hissed, taking hold of his shoul der and shaking it.

Suddenly there was magic in his playing. Her touch had done it. The notes of the guitar
made the very ground res -- onate, and the grass of the slope and the | eaves of the nearby trees
swayed to the beat. The nonstrous body of the fish quivered, responding to it.

She renoved her hand. There seened al nost to be a band of electricity connecting them and
the magi c continued. Only one guitar was playing, physically, but it seened |ike a thousand.
"CGeez," the guitarist nmurrmured under his breath.

The fish still hovered, watching. Orb arranged her cloth -- ing, hitching up her skirt and
ti ghteni ng her bl ouse, naking her body nore sal aci ous than she cared to. But this was the way of
the tanana, and she had to do it.

Then she went into the dance, treating the fish as a partner, imagining it to be a dark
Gypsy man who mat ched her noves with his own. She expected to be stiff, for she was tired and this
was a dance she had never expected to do before any audi ence whatever, but the rhythmof it caught
her up, and she found herself perform ng. She was a Gypsy | ass, dancing to provoke a nman to
passi on!

She thrust out her hip, turned, and shot a sidelong glance at him inhaled, whirled, and

nmoved her hips again. Body and gl ance, |eap and pose, breast and buttock and whirling hair -- the
tanana was taking her where it would, inciting the erotic response. She had never before felt so
conpl etely wanton, not even when in the act of love itself; the sugges -- tion was nore potent

than the reality. She becane shame -- less, inviting, |ascivious, assuning poses that would have

completely alienated her if perforned by another. It was the tanana
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At last, exhausted and exil arated, she finished. She had done her best and her worst; |et
the fish make of it what it might. The guitarist let the last note fade, his eyes |ocked on Ob
his jaw slack; he seened nesnerized.

"And we want to find the Llano," she gasped as she stopped.

The fish considered. Then it descended slowy to the |evel of the ground, and slightly
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belowit, so that its mouth was flush with the earth. Its body overl apped w thout seenmning
resi stance; there seened to be no reality of soil for it, just the psychic water in which it swam

It opened its nouth. Its throat was a vast |ong cave, dry and bright.

"W're supposed -- to go in?" Ob asked, amazed. "To be swall owed by the fish?"

Jonah nerely waited. "Better do it," the guitarist said. "The thing could snap us up
qui ckly enough any time it wanted to." He seemed nmuch | ess affected by this than by the spectacle
of the dance.

They entered the nonstrous nmouth, carrying their instru -- nents and the carpet. They
wal ked down t he cave.

Deep within, it opened into a |ighted chanber. There were projections that resenbled
chairs and tables and even couches.

The guitarist plunped down in one. "Honme, Janes!" he said.

The fish noved. Ob hastily took a seat by the wall. The scales here were translucent; she
coul d see out.

The | andscape outside was noving. Rather, Jonah was noving, sw nmm ng through air, snoothly
traversing the route

"W're flying," Ob said. "Doesn't that bother you?"

"W're swinming," the guitarist said. "That doesn't bother nme. | feel safe, here."
Surprisingly quickly, they arrived at the city. Orb peered out, |ooking at the people, but
the people seened to be un -- aware of the huge fish. As with Mortis the horse, it was in effect

invisible to ordinary folKk.

Jonah nudged up to Luna's estate and stopped. The two griffins flew up, squawking al arm
The fish ignored them to it they were like flies, beneath notice.

Ob wal ked up the hallway that was the throat. The nouth
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opened, and she stood | ooki ng down on the grounds. "It's all right!" she called.

The griffins recogni zed her, doing tw n doubl e-takes, then settled down.

The guitarist approached, took one | ook out the nouth, and backed away. "Maybe you can
have it go down," he said.

"Ch. Yes," Ob agreed. She had been so intrigued by the situation that she hadn't thought
of the obvious. "Down, Jonah, if you please."

The fish slowy sank, coming to rest in alignnent with the awn. They stopped out as Luna

appear ed.
"Well," Luna said. "You seemto have found your transportation.”
"W seemto," Ob agreed. "Jonah, this is Luna; Luna, neet Jonah."
"So pleased to nake your acquai ntance," Luna said for -- nally. The fish nmade the

slightest wiggle of a fin; perhaps that was acknow edgenent.

"The Gypsies told us about him" Ob explained. "He is looking for the Llano, too."

"Yes. | did some spot research when | realized how you were approaching. But you know this
fish is not conpletely reliable.”

"But not danger ous?"

"Not to you or those you accept. It's just that this is not a servant, but rather an ally,

and sometines your interests nmay not coincide. | wasn't able to ascertain nore than that."
"Sometines | wish our futures weren't clouded,"” Orb nuttered.' 'Then we could read them
for ourselves and avoid a |ot of mischief.”
"It is a necessary protection, I'msure,” Luna said. "My father sel domnade errors in
j udgnment about magical mat -- ters." She contenplated the huge fish a monent nore. "Well, let's

get your things noved in."

"Just like that?" Ob inquired, raising an eyebrow.

"Ms. dotch has bookings piling up; | told her to start scheduling them because you have
sol ved the problem of transportation.”

"You have confidence in us, Mth!" Ob said, smling.

"Of course | do, Eyeball!" Luna agreed. Then they ex -- changed a sisterly hug.

220 Being a Green Mother

They nmoved Orb's things in. The big fish turned out to have a number of conpartnents
separated by bony walls that served nicely as private roons, and there was a lavatory region in
the tail that had running water and a facility for the disposal of wastes. It seened that
somewhere al ong the way, soneone had gone to sone trouble to outfit Jonah for human confort.

"But how does he eat?" Ob asked.

"It seens he doesn't need to eat. He is magically sus -- pended, until he obtains his
rel ease and can die."
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"Does that mean we had better not be inside himwhen we find the LIano?"

Luna | aughed. "Perhaps so! But first find your song."

The boys noved in that evening, the fish noored beside their apartnent conplex. No
outsiders seened to notice the oddity of the procedure. They sinply carried their bags and

equi pnment into the nmouth and returned for nore, as if load -- ing a noving van. They left it to
Ms. Gotch to settle then -- accounts with the renter; they were checking out.

O b, fatigued, slept early. Her bed consisted of a section of her chanber floor that was
marvel ously soft and com-- fortable and tended to shape itself sonmewhat to her contours w thout
bei ng obsequi ous about it. There were sonme definite advantages to traveling in a living creature

She woke in the night, hearing voices. Still dazed, she lay still and |listened. The voices

seenmed to be close, yet there was no one in her room Soon she realized that the bony structure of
the fish was transnmitting them so that she could clearly hear what was said el sewhere. Yet that
had not been the case before; the noise of the boys and Lou-Mae setting up their roonms had been
bl essedl y nut ed.

"You flewl'" the organist's voice denanded incredu -- lously. "On her carpet?"

"I was scared stiff," the guitarist responded. "But like |I said, those townsnen were after
us, thinking we were the Gypsies, and the river -- "

"But that carpet only holds one!"

"She sort of put me in front, and she got on behind, and put her arnms around nme, and her
| egs around me -- "

"Man!" the drummer exclaimed. "You were between her |egs?”
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"I guess. | was so scared, | never noticed. That river -- "

"Let's get this straight," the drunmer said. "You were hunched up like this, and she was
behind you Iike this, on that [i'l carpet? Her boobs pressed up agai nst your back, and her thighs -

"Damm it, don't make it |ike that! She saved ny stupid lifel I was so far out of it, all
saw was that damm river, till she put her hands on ny eyes and sort of cal ned ne down.'

"Dam, if it'd been ne --

"Yeah?" the guitarist asked challengingly. "And what of your black chick?"

"Listen, man, don't call her no -- "

"Well, don't nake like there's any dirt between me and Ob!" the guitarist retorted. "She
don't give a shi' for me, she just wanted to save ny worthless |life and maybe get me off the H
And you know, | was off it maybe three hours, 'cause | was just starting to feel the pang when |
gave her the stuff, and it was a good hour after that. But | couldn't do it; | couldn't get the
shakes outta my hands, and | had to play. 'Cause she had to dance, and..."

" She danced?"

"And how! | never saw the |ike! Seens she had to prove she was a Gypsy, for the fish, and
this Gypsy dance -- whew! | never saw a porno tape better'n that! The way she threw that stuff
around, | like to've busted a string!"

"Her?" the drummer said derisively. "She'd spook if she even knew how her skirt hikes up
when she's on the harp, showi ng her gans. She thinks sex appeal's a crine!"

"Just don't forget," the organist said, "we need her. Wth -- out her, we're nothing.
Forget her skirt!"

"You forget her skirt!" the drummer retorted. "I sit right opposite her when we practice
She's got the best damm legs -- "

"She's got the best damm everything," the organist said. "Think I'mblind? I'm half behind
her, and sonmetinmes | see down her blouse, and you think | don't drool? But it's ten tines all the
luck we ever deserved that she joined us, and we don't none of us want to do anything at all to
sour her. Keep your hot eyes on your nusic."

"Yeh," the drummer agreed. "But ny point is, we know
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she'd never do that kind of dance. She's got the body for it, no doubt at all, but not the
nmnd. "

"But she did it," the guitarist insisted. "I tell you, I was on a new sniff, so maybe you
think | saw nore'n there was, but -- "

"On a sniff? Hdon't pack much punch that way!"

"You think I was going to shoot up in front of her? It got the edge off, anyway, so
could feel ny strings and play. | tell you, she nay be dowdy with us, but when she lets go with
it, hang on to the noon! |'ve seen sone real hot dances, but that one she did -- if they could
bottle that stuff, man of a hundred and ten could have the potency of -- "
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"So our beautiful prude ain't so prudish somewhere else," the drumrer said thoughtfully.
"I wonder why she wants the Llano? | nean, we need it to get off the H, but she's already got
everythin' any nman or worman'd want. What's she need it for?"

"Just be glad she does want it," the organist said. "She's one good wonan, and we're
sl udge. Just let her be."

"One good worman," the guitarist echoed. "I'd be dead now if she weren't."

"So are we going to get this room shaped up, or not?" the drummer denanded.

The | ast comment was fading, and thereafter there was nothing. Ob could hear the bustle
of their | abors when she concentrated, but their voices no | onger cone through to her

She | ay awake, wondering about that. What a coincidence that the reception had been so
good, just when they were tal king about her! The sound of their voices had awakened her; perhaps
t hey had been talking for sonme time before she listened. Yet it had faded when their subject
changed.

Coi nci dence? She wi shed she had the little snake ring again, to squeeze yes or no to that
question. She was in another nmgical creature, and nmaybe --

There was a qui et knock at her portal. "You up, Ob?"

"Awake, anyway," Ob said. "Cone in, Lou-Mae."

"I hate to bother you," the girl said. "But sonething fanny happened, and -- "

"You heard voi ces?"

"How d you know? | was lying there, drifting off, and then clear as day | heard the words
"black chick.' | knew
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it was me, and themtal king about ne. But all they said was -- "

“"Not to call you that," Ob finished

"You heard, too? After that | listened, but | couldn't hear anything. But it -- | nean, if
| wasn't dreaming -- "

"I think we have just |earned another property of the big fish,” Ob said. "Wen anybody
tal ks about anybody, the other person hears. They nentioned you in the course of a conversation
about nme. So | heard sonewhat nore than you did."

“"Then |'mnot crazy!" Lou-Me said, relieved.

"And neither amL But it occurs to ne that we had best be quite careful what we say about
others, while we are here."

Lou- Mae smiled know ngly. "Meanwhile, we sure can listen!"

Ob returned the smle. She liked Lou-Mae. "But tell ne -- is it true that ny skirt shows
too much | eg when | play the harp?"

The girl considered. "I never thought about it, but you know, when you set cross-|egged,
guess it could. You nean they were peeking?"

"Just noticing. |I'd better change to sl acks."

"Then they'd know you had caught on."
“Un. But if | don't -- "

Lou- Mae brightened. "I'Il give you a pair of slacks! Then you'll have to wear them so's
not to hurt ny feelings, at |least for practice."

“I would certainly not want to hurt your feelings, Lou -- Mae," Ob said gravely.

"l wonder how long it'll be before they catch on?"

"That may depend on us," Ob said. Then they were si -- lent, |lest even that reference
reach the appropriate ears and give it away.

Lou- Mae returned to her chanber. Ob lay awake for a tine, pondering this and that. She
had m xed feelings about the boys' assessnent of her. Any wonan, she realized, |iked being
consi dered beautiful, but not crudely. They saw "boobs" and "gans" while she would have preferred
sone nore esthetic and | ess specific imge. Still..

Meanwhi | e, she had | earned sonet hi ng new about Jonah.

224 Being a Green. Mt her

She liked the big fish very well and was |iking himbetter as she got to know his
qualities.

In the morning the girls were up first, while the boys slept late. "You know, if we don't
watch it, we're liable to wind up as cooks and housekeepers," Lou-Me renmarked. "Who's going to do
t he cooki ng?"

"Qopsy!" Orb exclained. "That never crossed ny nind. We'd better hire a maid."

"W can do that the same tine we go shopping."

" Shoppi ng?"

"For sl acks."
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O b | aughed, renenbering. That overheard di al ogue did enbarrass her; the notion that her
t hi ghs were being ogled while she played -- she knew she should shrug it off, but she found she
couldn't. She wanted to enbarrass the boys the way they had enbarrassed her, uncharitable as that
attitude mght be. But of course she couldn't.

Actual ly, they had no supplies for breakfast, so had to | eave Jonah for it. The fish
remai ned noored by Luna's es -- tate. He descended at their behest, and they di senbarked. Then
Jonah sl owly ascended to rooftop height again

"But why don't people stare?" Lou-Mae asked.

"They can't see him dear,"” Luna said. "He allows only selected people to see him You are
invisible inside him™"

The girl shook her head. "That's hard to believe."

"Jonah," Luna called. "Wuld you show t hem how it works?"

The fish slowy faded fromview Then there was nothing but sky.

"That's easier to believe," Lou-Mae said.

Luna served them breakfast. Then Lou-Mae went shop -- ping, and Ob went to the enpl oynent
agency. Luna's con -- nections hel ped her here, too; the man had a |list of prospects waiting when
she arrived.

"But you don't even know what | want!" she protested.

"A femal e cook and housekeeper, competent, discreet, and unattractive."

O b paused, taken aback. That was what she had in mind, her pique at the boys maki ng her
want to bring in someone whose | egs they would not ogle. She was abruptly ashaned of herself, but

not enough to change the specifications. "I will talk to them™
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"There is only one present at the noment," he said. "In -- terest fell off when the
applicants were advised that an in -- definite period of travel with young nusicians was
entailed.”

"I can't think of why," Ob nuttered with irony. "Well, let ne see that one.”

The woman was about fifty years old and | ooked worn. Her hair was straggly and her
enthusiasmnmininmal. "Can you cook?" Ob asked.

"Fantastically."
"Keep house?"

"Perfectly."

"What kind of salary are you | ooking for?"

"Nomi nal . "

"You know that we are traveling with three young nusici ans?"

" goo"

“And don't know our precise route, or when we will return here?"
"Yes."

Al the answers were right, but Ob felt somewhat out of sorts. Wiy was this woman so
obli gi ng?

"You know that we will fire you if your representations prove to be untrue?"

"Yes."

"Why do you want this job?"

"I don't."

"What ?"

"l don't."

"Then why did you apply?"

"It's better than nothing."

Such enthusiasm Ob decided to try to jolt the woman into sonme nore reveal i ng statenent.
"We're looking for the Llano."

"Yes."

"You knew t hat ?"

"Jonah woul dn't take you ot herw se."

"How do you know of Jonah?"

The wonman sighed. "If you ask nme, | have to answer. But you won't like it."

"Al'l the same, | think I'd better know. " The conplexion of this interview had changed
entirely.

"I am of demon breed. | seek the Llano. Wen Jonah
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noved, | cane. | can't find it nyself, but maybe soneone else could. | doubt you find it,

but | have to | ook."

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (60 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

"Denon breed!"™ Orb exclained. "You are fromHell?"

"No. Sone denons are earthbound. Cursed. The Llano can abate my curse."

"What is your curse?"

"You will not like ny answer."

"Do you intend to harmme, or any of us?"

"No. | can not harmany nortal person."

"Then | can handl e the answer."

"I must have relations with a man every hour of the night. Every hour adds an hour to ny

age.

"Rel ations?" Ob was anmazed. "You nean -- ?"

"l ama succubus. | have no choice."

A fifty-year-old succubus! "You don't want to do it?"

“I hate it."

"Then why don't you stop?"

"The curse conpels ne."

Ob renenbered the guitarist's attenpt to stop taking H. For those afflicted, there was no
way to stop. "Frankly, |I'mnot certain you would nake a suitabl e enpl oyee."

"I do not sleep. | do exactly what | say. | ama perfect enployee by day. By night ny
curse manifests. In the norn -- ing | amten or twelve hours older. In another century | will be a
hundred years old and still imortal, unless | find the Llano."

Ob experienced a stirring of synpathy. "How | ong have you been at this?"

"One century. By day | seemto age at half the nortal rate, because of the penalty of the
night -- but | can not die. You nortals can not know what a bl essing death is."

Ob found that she believed this. "You are fifty years old, in your body, but still you
nmust seduce a man every hour of the night?"

"I revert to ny original formduring those hours. Al ny aging is then -- but it shows
only by day."

Ob found her feelings mxed. She felt genuine synpathy for this creature, but was
appal | ed by her nature. Wat would the three boys do, if -- "

Delicious malice took over. "You're hired," she said. "What is your name?"

"Jezebel . "
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The boys were up and hungry by the tine Ob returned with Jezebel. For sone reason they
had not disenbarked to go to a fast-food station. "I can take care of that," Jezebel said. She
snapped her fingers and a junk-food container ap -- peared in her crooked arm She handed it to
the drumrer. "CGorge," she said.

The t hree opened the package. |nside were hamburgers and bottles of cola: the idea
breakfast by their definition

The drunmer gl anced at Orb. "How d she know?"

"Jezebel understands nusicians,” Ob said. "She is to be our cook and housekeeper for the
tour."

"She housekeeps, too?"

"l suspect you have not experienced her manner of keep -- ing house," Orb said with a
strai ght face

The boys departed with their breakfast. Ob showed Je -- zebel to her chanber. "O do you
need one?"

"Certainly." Jezebel gestured, and a shelf of books ap -- peared. "My library. | do a |ot
of reading in the off hours. | adnmit it's escapism but it certainly beats the dull routine of ny
curse."

Ob glanced at the titles. They ran the ganut fromthe classics to the latest junk
romance. A succubus read ro -- mance for escape? Well, why not? A succubus was a creature of sex,
not romance. Like any woman, she was apt to find the former nore readily than the latter, and |ess
sati sfying.

Lou- Mae returned with a package -- slacks for Orb, her gift. "Wy thank you, Lou-Mae!" Ob
said, as if surprised. "I shall be sure to wear them"

Ms. dotch showed up with an itinerary; she had set up a tour that circled the entire
nati on with reasonabl e dispatch. Every three to five days they had an engagenment in a new
| ocati on.

Ms. dotch had not before encountered the fish. Only with difficulty was she persuaded to
visit Jonah even briefly. She glanced about the interior with vague di sapproval and hastened back
to her office in the normal world.
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They conmenced their tour. Ob bid farewell to Luna, saddened in nuch the manner she had
been when they parted in Ireland, and entered Jonah. The great fish lifted high, ori -- ented, and
swam vi gorously through the air toward the first city on the |ist.
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O b was about to go to her roomfor a rest when the gui -- tarist intercepted her. "Yes?"
she inquired.

"l just wanted to say, uh, well maybe it's not..

"I's sonmething the matter?"

"You know about the H. "

"Of course. You know how | feel about that."

"Well, I"'mtrying to get off it, but -- you know. "

"I know." \What was he trying to say?

"l haven't taken any since | got on the fish," he blurted.

That brought her up short. "I thought you had to take it every few hours. It has been a
full day. Isn't that unusual ?"

"Yeh. And the others haven't touched it either. We don't take it unless we have to,

He shrugged.

"Jonah!" she exclaimed. "Could it be -- ?"

"That's what | was thinking. Big nagic fish, maybe he don't go for that sh -- that stuff
in him you know?"

"If so, Jonah is an unmitigated blessing!" Ob exclained.

"That's why we didn't go out this norning. 'Cause if it's true, when we go out --

"The craving will return,” Ob finished. "I don't blane you. Fortunately we can renain
within Jonah until -- "

"Until we gotta perform" he said. "That scares ne."

he fal tered.

and. ..

"Still, to be free of your addiction for all the rest of the tinme -- | amvery happy for
you!"

He nodded. "And -- | just wanted to say -- to thank you for saving ny life. | guess | owe
you. | guess that's a bad debt, 'cause there's nothing | have or can do that you need, but -- " He
shrugged.

"l appreciate your thanks," Ob said, touched. "I amsure you will prove worthy. Gve it
time."

"Well, if we find the Llano -- "

"Conpl ete freedom" she agreed.

He I eft. Then she suffered a wave of doubt and regret. She had knowi ngly hired the
succubus. When ni ght cane, what woul d becone of the Sludge? At first they mght take it as a
bl essing, but after a few hours..

But what could she do, now? She had hired; she did not feel free to fire. She should never
have all owed her private pique over a remark about her legs to influence her this way!

Jezebel produced an excellent afternoon neal, whol esone and bal anced. She set it up on the
t abl e-bone of the area they
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had designated as the dining room requiring everyone to clean up and eat together
formally. The boys had to go to the bathroomto conb their hair and clean their fingernails and
change to better clothing.

Ob refrained fromsmling; it seemed that the housekeeper had ol d-fashi oned val ues, and
they were not out of place here.

The boys stared at the food disapprovingly. "Potatoes?" the drunmmer inquired
di stastefully. "MIk?"

"And a fresh salad," Jezebel said. "Rule of the house while |I"mhere -- one neal a day is
going to be done right. The others you can have as you pl ease."

Lou- Mae took the drunmer's arm She was fetching in a bright green knitted dress. "You can
handl e it, Danny."

He brightened. "You want it, baby, you got it. In fact, if you want to housekeep for ne --

"First you get off the H " she said firmy.

"l awof f t heH! "

"OFf the fish, off the H"

"Yeh," he said, looking crestfallen

News spread qui ckly! Already Lou-Mae knew the effect Jonah had on addicti on and was not
deceived by it. The drumrer had in his fashion just proposed to her, and she had responded with
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her condition -- kick the habit first.

The guitarist's willingness to take to the air in Jonah -- that could al so be the magic of
the big fish! No nore phobia.

They proceeded to their repast. Indeed, it was an excellent nmeal. They were beconing a
famly, thanks to what Ob would have deenmed to be the nopst unlikely agency.

But when ni ght cane...

Bef ore ni ght canme evening -- and a storm | ooned ahead. Suddenly Jonah | urched, changing
course. "What's the mat -- ter?" Orb cried, as spent dishes slid to the floor. But then she
remenbered what Luna had told her: the fish was cursed to swi mthrough every el ement but his own.
Jonah coul d not handl e water.

The storm was expandi ng, and new cells were formng to the sides and behind. Jonah woul d
soon be trapped in rain. But the great fish had an answer: he dived. He threshed powerfully down
through the air, entering the ground with -- out pause, and darkness cl osed outsi de.

Dar kness! Luna | ooked at Jezebel, who was washi ng
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gl asses. But the woman was unchanged. Evidently it was night, not darkness, that did it.
Whi ch nade sense; otherw se the sinple expedi ent of keeping the lights on would elimnate the
threat of the succubus.

But ni ght was neverthel ess approaching. Orb was increas -- ingly unconfortable. She knew
she had done wong and felt guilty. Still, she saw no way out.

The boys had a television set. They set it up in the main chanber and tuned in on their
favorite programs, which to Ob seenmed to consist of unremtting violence and eroticismwth a

sm dgeon of hunor thrown in. Well, maybe they were about to get what they deserved, after all
Except that Lou-Mae was with them If she were present when..
Ob | ooked at Jezebel -- and her worst concern was veri -- fied. One nonent the wonman had

been dowdy and fifty; the next, as the sun officially set at this spot of the globe, she was a
sultry creature of twenty, in a provocative gown. The succubus had nanifest ed.

But Jezebel continued washing gl asses. Then she started in on the dishes. Her appearance
had changed, but not her activity.

Ob joined her, drying the dishes and putting them away on the herringbone shel ving that
was part of Jonah's archi -- tecture. "Ah, Jezebel -- " she began

"Yes?"

Ob lost her nerve. She was liable to get her answer all too soon. "Were did all the food
and di shes cone fron? Did you just conjure thenP"

"I conjured the dishes fromny collection," Jezebel said. "You' re welcone to use them The
food has to be new, though, so that conmes from|local establishnments."

"But -- but then are we stealing from-- ?"

"No, Ms. Gotch gets billed for it. |I |eave a receipt in place of the food, and they know
where to get the noney. Mddern electronics is wonderful!l"

They continued tal king while they finished up the job. Then Jezebel paused, gl ancing down

at herself. "Qops -- 1've changed! Night's here. | never noticed."

"You changed about half an hour ago," Ob said.

“"Ch, | couldn't have! The curse -- " She | ooked at her watch. "But it is\ How can that
be?"
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"You nean you don't have to -- ?"

"No conpulsion at all," Jezebel said wonderingly. "That never happened before."

"Jonah!" Orb exclainmed. "He nulls the H addiction! He nust null other curses, too!"

“You nmean | can actually relax at night? No added hours? No griny nmen?"

"So it seens."

"I knew the big fish was a rare one, but | never knew that! Wat a -- " She cut off
abruptly, choking.

"What's the matter?" Ob asked, al arned.

"Just certain words | can't say. | get associating with nor -- tal folk, sonetines
forget. | tried to say, you know, that word you use for sonething good froma certain party."

"A bl essi ng?"

"That's it. | guess the fish can null the involuntary stuff, but not the voluntary. |
mean, | can choose what to say, so | don't have to say that word, so | still can't. Still, that's

alittle thing. The big thing is wonderful!"
Ob felt simlarly relieved, albeit for different reason. She |iked Jonah better yet.
Lou- Mae canme out for a glass of water. She paused as she spied Jezebel. "Wwo are you?"
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"This is Jezebel ," Ob said. "Her appearance changes at night."

The girl's eyes narrowed. Evidently Jezebel rem nded her of sonething other than a cook.

"I am a succubus," Jezebel said. "Recently retired. | have no interest in your nman."

Lou- Mae's gaze flicked back toward the room where the boys were. She didn't trust this.
"What's a creature |ike you want here?"

"I want the Llano. It will free ne forever."

"I thought you said you were retired."

"By courtesy of Jonah. Qutside | fear that is not the case. As with your man's problem"”

The girl assessed that. "Then when we perform you stay here."

"dadly."

Lou- Mae t hawed sonmewhat. "Wy don't you conme and watch the TV?"

"I's it worth watching?"
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"Hardly."

"Good. That's the kind I like."

They went to the other room Ob hesitated, then shrugged and joi ned them

The drunmer turned to | ook at Lou-Mae and spied Je -- zebel. His nouth fell open. The
other two turned and stared.

"This is Jezebel ," Lou-Mue said. "What are you staring at? Never seen a cook before?"

The drunmer put his face back together and returned to the television. The organi st and
guitarist hesitated, then did the sanme. Jezebel paid themno attention at all; she was defi --

nitely not interested.
The night was quiet. In the norning Jezebel was back at age fifty, and breakfast was
cooki ng.

"Say, Ms. Kaftan -- " the succubus began

"Ob."

"Very well. Have you noticed -- "

"About the sounds here?" Ob finished. "I gather the boys were tal ki ng about you when they
were al one. ™"

"For an hour, it seened! | was reading War and Peace since | don't sleep anyway; first
time inny life |l had the night to nyself, and it was strange. Then these voices -- those kids

have sone big ideas!"

"Are you sorry that your situation changed?"

"Never! All kids have big ideas, but none keep themlong with me, and they aren't very
original anyway. It was just that | couldn't understand why they said themin ny hearing."

"Jonah |l ets the subject hear," Ob explained. "The boys didn't know you could hear."

"Nobody told them about this effect?"

"Now who would want to do a thing like that?"

Jezebel smiled. "AIl | wanted was the Llano. But this tour is beginning to be fun."

"Just don't tal k about anybody,” Ob said. "W're |lucky they sleep soundly in the norning,
or they would have heard this dial ogue."

The succubus nodded, touching her finger to her |ips.

The storm had passed, and Jonah was swimring in the sky again. He seenmed to be doi ng about
fifty kiloneters per hour, which would get themto their first booking in plenty of tine.
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In mdnom ng they staged a rehearsal. Jezebel |istened raptly fromthe rear of the room
obviously inpressed. The group really got into it, running through their entire reper -- toire
bef ore pausing to consider new additions. They now had songs of every type, nmaking it a variety
show, with a nunber of themacted out in the manner of "Danny Boy." It seemed to Orb that the
magi ¢ was getting stronger, though she cautioned herself that she might be inagining that.

Then Lou- Mae gl anced out a wi ndow scale. "It's dark!" she excl ai ned.

Ob | ooked. "W're back underground!"”

It took sone time to verify it, but it seened that Jonah had been listening, too, and had
sinmply tuned out the outer world and sank blissfully down until they were horrendously deep under
the earth. Yet there was no harm done; when they stopped their performance, the big fish forged
back to the surface and resunmed his travel toward their destination city.

"l suppose a person or creature has to be able to appre -- ciate nusic in order to have
any interest in the Llano," Ob said. That seermed to sumit up
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LLANO

They arrived at the site of their first regular booking. The hall had a fair audi ence, but
was not filled. It seened that the news of their talent had not filtered all the way down to the
| arger paying public. Still, it was the |argest audi ence they had faced, and O b was sure they had
drawn a better crowd than ordinarily attended.

Many of the people seened bored or cynical, as if refusing to believe that this out-of-
town group could be worthwhile. Perhaps some were critics expecting to give indifferent ratings.

Ob sniled privately. She expected that to change.

The performance started -- and indeed it changed. The nunbers ranged across the nusica
hori zon, but all were im-- bued with the magic, and the nagic held the audience rapt. The truth
was that even poor music would have sufficed with the nmagi c, and good nusic woul d not have without
it. But the nmusic was good and getting better as they refined it.

They gave a second performance the followi ng evening. This one was a sell-out.

So it went, as they settled into the routine of the tour. Half a dozen cities into it, the
Livin' Sludge had becone the hot -- test group on the circuit. Ms. dotch reported that at the
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rate they were going, every nmenber of the group would be wealthy by the tine the tour
concl uded.

Recor di ng conpani es approached them for al buns. They di scussed it and decided not to
record, because they weren't sure the nagic would cone through. |Indeed, that seened to be the
case, because an illicit recording was nade of one of their performances, and later reports were
that it was deened a fake because it |acked the inpact of the Iive act.

They travel ed the eastern part of the nation, then the southern, and then the
sout hwestern. They had little need of maps, because Jonah sinply swamto each city requested.
Nevert hel ess, Jezebel l|iked to know where she was, so she obtai ned a nap.

"Say!" she exclainmed. "Here's Llano!"

Orb al nost dropped her harp. "Wat?"

"Ri ght here," the wonman said, show ng the nap.

Suddenly everyone was there. They found a region, and a river, and even a town by that
name. "Do you think that's where -- ?" Jezebel asked.

"I wonder," Orb said. "It never occurred to nme that it would be on a map! | suppose it
coul d be coincidence."

"Not nuch coincidence in this world,"” Jezebel said. "Not when you fathom how things
operate."

"W've got a gig near there," the drumer said eagerly. "Geez, if we could find that song,
and if it works..." He |ooked at Lou- Mae.

The others nodded. They all knew that that ronance had becone nore serious with every
performance of "Danny Boy," and that only the black girl's adamancy about H pre -- vented it from
going further. She would not conmit herself to a drug addict; that was absolute. This only
increased the drummer's desire to get off it, but he could not.

They had their performance in the nearby city, then di -- rected Jonah to swimto the
Ll ano. He set forth, and they slept.

In the nmorning they found the fish hovering over a broad, flat, treeless plain.

"Did he get lost?" the drumer asked. "Not a town or river in sight!"

"Cursed inmortal creatures don't get lost,"” Jezebel said. "I know "

The drummer shrugged. By this tine everyone knew Je --
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zebel's nature, and that she was as totally uninterested in obliging any of their big
notions as was Orb. The boys re -- garded it as a phenonenal 1oss, though it didn't seemto bother
them by day. By night, however, their frustrated con -- versations were a source of continuing
anusenent to all three wonen. It seened to be the consensus that never in history had three such
attractive and virile young nmen been so intimately housed with three such beautiful wonen with so
little significant action. What a ghastly |oss! Lou-Mae was shocked by sone of their notions, Ob
was di sgusted, and Jezebel bored. But not one of themever hinted to the boys about this aspect of
Jonah's nature; it was too nuch fun to listen. In fact, they discovered that they could talk
freely to each other, fromtheir individual chanmbers, sinply by doing it; it seemed that by
Jonah's definition, talking to a person was the sane as tal king about a person. It was convenient.

They rechecked the map, and found that Jonah had brought themto the LIano Estacado, or
Staked Plain, instead of to the county, town, or river

"But maybe he's right," the guitarist said. "Maybe this is the real place."
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"l don't know," Lou-Me said, teasing him "See how all the [ittle counties are rea
squares, here, straight up and down. But down next to the County of Llano they're all junbled, as
if God just took them and shoved them over to make room for Ll ano."

He contenpl ated the map. "Maybe you're right."

“I"'mnot sure that hunman boundaries have any nmeaning for this," Ob said, though she, too,
was struck by the man -- ner that a large section of the counties had been skewed, as if riding a
tectonic plate that had rotated forty-five degrees. Could that relate?

They decided to accept Jonah's verdict: that the plain was the correct Llano. The fish
descended, and they di senbarked.

O b wal ked out on the plain, seeking the song. She did not know what she was | ooking for
but she hoped that if she made herself receptive it would cone to her. If this truly was the place
for it. She had been disappointed in India; the source of the Gypsies had not been the source of
t he Ll ano.

The Gypsies. It made no obvi ous sense, but maybe --
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She | ooked around. The others were far renoved, |looking in their own fashions. No one
woul d see.

She began to dance the tanana, hoping that it would sone -- how attract the song to it.
She moved her body in the ways that were calculated to inflane nen's nminds, and assuned the poses
that no decent girl should know. She was dancing for neither man nor fish, but for the song. Wuld
it work?

She got into it, the spirit of the dance hauling her body and mind into it, maeking her
wanton. Then it seenmed that a nel ody began to conme, very faint but evocative. Its thene was
lovely, prettier than any nortal tune, but underneath was a richness and power that was to any
ordi nary song what the ocean was to a | ake. The essence of it reached into the very heart of her
reshaping that heart to its own |ikeness, changing her being in an ineffable nmanner. Ah, the song,
the song...!

Then it faded, and she found hersel f exhausted, standing alone. Had she tuned in on the
Ll ano? Had she imagined it? She could not be sure of its source, but there was sonething;

she felt it within her, like the onset of a pregnancy.

A pregnancy. What had happened to her baby, Olene? Wuld she ever know?

Di sheartened, she wal ked back to the floating fish. She was not sure whether she had
acconpl i shed anyt hi ng.

The tour continued. They played to larger and larger halls, always filled to capacity. It
seenmed that the whole world now knew of the Livin' Sludge; news itens nmanufactured from nothing
appeared daily in the nmedia. But they were bound to their quest, telling no one el se about it. The
LI ano -- where was it?

O b's power of music was growi ng; there was no |onger any doubt. She could tell this not
so much by the way the Sludge performances nesnerized ever-|arger audi ences, but by the way the
ot her menbers of the group perforned. She no | onger had to sing or play; she nmerely had to be
there. That had not been the case at the outset of the tour. Now Lou-Mae could sing alone, and the
magi ¢ reached out; the drumer could play a solo, and the magic was there. But the others inforned
her that when they practiced while she was out of the fish, it didn't work. They could play wel
enough, but there was no magic; they all felt the difference.
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"When you're with us, it's in three-dee color,"” the drunmer explained. "Qherw se, two-dee
bl ack/white. Wthout you, we're just another nobody group."

"Well, we are a group,"” she responded, trying not to feel flattered, know ng that her
talent was fromno virtue of hers;

she owed it to heredity. "W will always performtogether."

But she spoke prematurely. They were | ooping north, now, and it was winter; storns and

snow i nterrupted com-- rmnunications and transportation. A few days before Christ -- mas the
weat her was so threatening at the city of their engagenent that they decided to set up at the hal
early. Jonah nudged up to the building, and they unloaded the in -- struments. They no | onger

needed the m kes and anplifiers and speakers, because the magi c reached the nenbers of the
audi ence nore effectively. That was anot her evidence of Orb's increased power. The drumer and Lou-
Mae and the organist remained there to warmup, while Orb and Jezebel elected to fit in sone
Chri stmas shopping. The guitar -- ist hesitated, then decided to return to the fish with them Ob
knew why; away from Jonah, he was subject to the call of the Hand he preferred to avoid that.

They boarded the fish, and Jonah swam up over the city. They went downtown, where Ob and
Jezebel got off. The wind cut cruelly along the streets, driving themquickly into the stores.
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That was all right; shopping was what they had conme for. Ob intended to get token gifts for all
the menbers of the group, and Jezebel was interested in new books for her library.

They forgot the tinme and were late finishing. Dusk was cl osi ng when they stood on the
street with their arnms full of packages, and Orb nentally called Jonah

Normal ly the fish arrived pronptly, but this time he didn't. They waited sonewhat

impatiently, the wind seeming to be -- cone nore cutting. Ob's cloak autonmatically thickened,
keepi ng her warm and Jezebel was imune to tenperature, but they didn't like getting their hair
mussed. Finally they backed into an al cove for shelter -- and found thenselves in the conpany of

several shivering nusicians of another kind. They were of the Salvation Arny, and it was evident
that their effort to raise funds had been practically blotted out by the weat her

O b set down her arnful and reached into her purse -- only
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to di scover that she had spent all her available cash. She | ooked at Jezebel, who shook
her head in negation. "They wouldn't care for denon-offering," she muttered.

"Ch, | don't know," Orb said. "Isn't it the spirit that counts?"

Jezebel shrugged and brought out a golden coin. She tossed it in the kettle -- and the
monent it touched, it burst into flame, taking with it whatever paper noney had al ready been
there. "Dammed noney!" the succubus exclained, neaning it literally. "Now | ook what |'ve done!"

Appal l ed, Ob | ooked at the nusicians. How could she apol ogi ze for this? She knew t hat
Jezebel had not intended evil, but the evil attached to her without her choice.

"I -- 1'Il try to make it up to you,”" Ob said. She borrowed a book fromthe hands of the
nearest musician, and opened it, and began to sing:

"Onward Christian Soldiers, marching as to war, Wth the Cross of Jesus going on before."

She did not have her harp with her, knowing that it was quite safe in Jonah. But the magic
was present, and the nmelody rang out across the street. Jezebel shrank away, but the others joined
in. The magic spread out to touch them too, the effect anplifying.

Peopl e hurrying by paused to listen. Others enmerged fromthe stores. By the time the song
was finished, there was a crowd -- and offerings were pouring into the kettle, far nore than
enough to nake up for what had been |ost.

Then Orb saw Jonah nudging in. She hurried to pick up her packages. "Bl ess you, soldiers!"
she cried. "Cone on, Jez!"

Jonah opened his mouth and they stepped in. No one seened to notice. The crowd was
begi nning to dissipate, but noney was still coming into the kettle. The nusicians seened
bewi | dered, but pl eased.

They had boarded just in tinme, for now the sun was setting, and Jezebel becane her
nocturnal self. "I was afraid |I'd get caught out there too late!" she said. "But you know, Ob, if
you don't have the Llano, you surely have sonmething like it. What you did was what the Llano
does. "
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Ob paused, surprised. "I never saw it that way," she said. "But | suppose -- "

"W got to get noving!" the guitarist said, hurrying up the throat. "It's alnost tinme for
t he show "

"I know " Ob exclained, sweeping on toward her cham-- ber. "W forgot the tinme, then
Jonah del ayed. Where were you going, so far away?"

"Nowhere," he protested. "Jonah was just sitting there waiting; it only took hima mninute,
once he started noving. You nmean you call ed him before?"

"Certainly | called him" Ob snapped as she picked up her harp. "A good ten m nutes
before he cane!"

“"Maybe he didn't hear you."

"He must have, because he did conme -- eventually."

Jonah was swi mm ng down again. Orb and the guitarist stood just inside the piscine lips,
ready to junp out the nmo -- nment the nouth opened. "I'll have cocoa waiting for you," Jezebe
sai d, standing behind them They had di scovered by experinentation that no drug, al cohol included,
had any ef -- fect within the fish, so the boys had gravitated to the nore whol esone snacks that
the girls preferred. Even the caffeine in coffee was nulled. Cean living was the order of the day
and ni ght, in Jonah.

The nout h opened. The tongue flipped, and abruptly they were out.

"Hey!" Jezebel exclained.

O b | ooked at her, startled. "But | thought you were stay -- ing in!"

"That's what | thought!" the succubus replied.

"Jonah spat us all out," the guitarist said.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (67 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

Ob turned to face the fish. "Jonah, she wasn't supposed to -- " But she broke off, for
Jonah was gone.
"Where are we?" the guitarist asked.

"Why, at the auditoriumfor -- " Ob broke off again. For that was not where they were.
I nstead they stood before the city hospital

"Jonah got the wong address!" the guitarist cried. ''He never did that before!"

"Did he?" Jezebel asked. "Then why did he spit ne out? You have to watch these denonic
types; | know. | think he wanted to clear us all out of him"
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"I can't believe that!" Ob said, flustered. "All he had to do was make known his wi sh,
and we woul d have left."

“"Listen, we can't worry 'bout that right now " the gui -- tarist said. "W got a showto
nmake! "

"But the hospital is all the way across the city fromthe engagenent hall!" Ob said,
upset. "The programis set to begin now, we can't possibly get there on tine."

"What about nme?" Jezebel asked. "You know what's going to happen within my hour?"

Ob put her hands to her head. "I don't know what to
dor
"Call the hall, call a taxi," the guitarist said. "I'll doit."

But there was no phone on the street, and no taxis in sight, and the blustering w nd was
buffeting them "lInside, there nust be a phone,"” Ob said.

They piled into the hospital. But they had entered by a side door, and there was no desk
and no phone. They noved down an endlessly long series of halls.

A whi t e-gowned doctor energed froma side hall, alnbst colliding with the guitarist. "Ah,
there you are!" the doctor said. "Not a noment too soon! W ran out an hour ago, and our
repl acenent can't get through till tonorrow. "

"This is a msunderstanding,” Ob said quickly. "W don't belong here; we're just |ooking
for a phone.”

"You don't have the nedication?" the doctor asked, ap -- palled. "The nessage said an
entertai nnent group was bring -- ing it. W have terninal patients in pain; we don't know how
we're going to tide themthrough the night! Listen."”

They listened. Now they heard a | ow groaning that seemed to cone from several roons,
punctuated by a sudden scream "They are beyond ordinary drugs,"” the doctor said. "The pain
reaches through and it doesn't stop."”

The guitarist swallowed. "Could you use spelled H?"

The doctor |ooked at himwi th renewed hope. "You are the courier!"”

The guitarist brought out his packet. "CGuess so."

The doctor took it eagerly, weighing it by heft. "This is potent?"

"Strongest H on the market."

"Excel l ent! This amount should tide us through the night. Wiat's the charge?"
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The guitarist gul ped again. "No charge. It's -- you know,

gray market." The doctor nodded. "W certainly appreciate this! A

dozen patients will bless you, sir!" He hurried off.

"You gave away your H?" Orb asked, still hardly be -- lieving it.

"Well, it's, you know, good for killing pain, when the |ega

stuff don't work."

"But how will you get through?" "It was themor nme, and what am| worth?" "About what |

am" Jezebel said glumy. "Damm, | hate

what |'m going to do!"

Ob made as if to tear her hair. "Wiy did Jonah do this to us? Everything we have had is
going to fall apart tonight!"

Jezebel | ooked at her. "You know, when you sing, your nagic touches everyone near. |
wonder -- if Jonah can do

it -- " "Yeah!" the guitarist agreed as if grasping at a straw.

"You nmake us nore than we are! Maybe if you sing

now - - Suddenly Orb renenbered her experience in the Llano

Est acado. That feeling of whol eness, of power. Was it

possi bl e?

"Take nmy hands," she said.

They took her hands, standing there in the hospital hall. Ob sang the song that canme to
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her, heedl ess whether it was

rel evant.

"You nust wal k that |onesonme valley You have to walk it by yourself..."

The nagi ¢ cane, spreading through her body slowy, as if encountering resistance. She
fixed the image of the plain in her mnd, seeing it as the valley of the fate of those with
desperat e conpul sions. She wal ked that valley, not by her -- self, but with and for those who
coul d not otherw se get

through it.

"Ch, nobody else can walk it for you..."

But sonmebody else could walk it with them and that was what she was doi ng. They wal ked
for themsel ves, but but --
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tressed by her song, that was spreading slowy to their bod -- ies. It was not the LI ano,
but it suggested it, as the magic suggested that of Jonah, stabilizing them She becane a con --
duit for a hint of the enornobus power she sought, the power to put a hold on a curse. The wal k of
life itself, through |onesone territory, but not alone. Sustained by the strength of friendship
and comm t ment.

O b became aware that the song was over when they dis -- engaged their hands. "It's
backing off!" the guitarist said. "I think I can fight it, now"
"Yes," Jezebel agreed. "Not as far off as it is in Jonah, but distanced just enough.”

Ob wasn't sure what she had acconplished, or whether they had nerely convinced thensel ves
that she had hel ped. She decided not to question it. Certainly sonmething had passed through her

They resuned their wal k down the hall. Now they came to a desk. "Ah, you nust be the
entertainers," a nurse said. "That ward's about to burst at the seans! W pronised themtheir kind
of music, but with this weather we were afraid you wouldn't get through. Right this way."

“"Their kind of nusic?" Orb asked. "Wat is that?"

"They call it 'rusty iron'," the nurse said. "It's horrible.
them "Uh, no offense, of course. To each his own peculiar taste."

"You know that kind?" Ob asked the guitarist.

"Sone," he admitted. "But listen, that stuff is bad! W used to try it once in a while,
before we got with you, but, well, that's part of what got our other singer out other head. You
have to be insane to go for it."

"Here we are,"” the nurse said. "The psycho ward. Go right in.

"Suddenly it nakes sense!" Jezebel said.

"WAit!" Ob protested. "W can't do this! W -- "

"You have to," the nurse said, |ooking harried. "They'll riot if we renege now W had to
prom se -- "

"You don't understand," Ob said. "I'mthe only one here with an instrument, and | have no
know edge of -- "

" You don't understand,” the nurse said. "The season and the storm have brought the
inmates to the point where any trifling thing can set themoff. W' re shorthanded for the
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same reason. Once things get out of control, there will be absolute nmayhem " She unl ocked
the door and drew it open

The sound hit themlike the roar of ocean breakers. It was bedlam Patients were running
around, sone in dishabille, some screaming unintelligibly, sonme bangi ng against the fur -- niture.
Harried aides were trying to attend to the needs of individuals, but it was evident that they were
so tired that they were hardly better off than the patients. This mi ght once have been an orderly
ward; now it was at the verge of chaos.

"They're here!" the nurse screamed. "Find your places!"

The effect was nagical. "Rusty iron!" a patient cried ju -- bilantly, and suddenly every
person was scranbling for his chair. This was evidently intended to be a social setting, with
confortable chairs and tel evision and assorted board ganes, cards, and books; the cards and books
were scattered across the floor, and the television screen was filled with an inter -- ference
signal, appropriately. Live entertainnent was what was required.

"We've got to do it, sonmehow, " the guitarist said. "But you know |l can't sing a note, and
wi thout my strings -- "

"I"'mnot part of this at all,’
ever tackled."

"But | couldn't possibly do this -- this rusty iron," Orb said. "The best | can do is
support soneone el se who per -- fornms it. Al | can do alone is ny kind of song."

She paused, gl ancing back at

Jezebel rem nded them "Cooking's the only mundane skill |1
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"Do what you have to do!" an aide cried urgently. "Maybe they' |l buy it!"

"A skit!" the guitarist said. "Like Danny-Boy and Lou -- Mae! W could act the parts, and
you sing."

"Let's get it going!" a patient exclained, banging his fist against the wall beside him
There was a clanor of agreenent.

"Anyt hing!" the nurse hissed.

"I'"'mno actress," Jezebel protested. "At night | only do one thing well and |I'm damed if
I'"l'l do that here."

"Cone on," the guitarist said, taking the succubus by the arm "You can do this much. Just
stand here and look at ne, and I'Il look at you, and Ob will sing, and we'll just follow when we
hear. Wth her magic it can work!"

"Cet it on!" the patient cried. He began to stanp his feet on the floor. This was quickly
echoed by the others.

"Shut up, you freaks!" the guitarist yelled. "How can we
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do anything with all this noise, and no anp systen? Get it

quiet; then we'll perform"

The stanping subsided. Quiet cane to the ward. "Ckay, Ob," the guitarist said. "Mke it
come to life." Orb had her harp in place, her fingers poised. She was

ready -- except that her nind had suddenly gone blank. "I --

can't think of any song!" she whispered, horrified. "Any of the ones we do!" he whispered
back. "Maybe

they' Il buy it!"

But Orb's mnd renmai ned bl ank; she could not renenber any of their regular nunbers. She
seermed to have been struck by a kind of stage fright that depleted her entire store of nusic. Too
much had happened; Jonah had underm ned her security by stranding themlike this, and her effort
of song and will to stabilize her two conpani ons had seened to have used up her magic. She was
power | ess.

"Believe nme, if all these -- the nurse said, her gaze scan -- ning the assenbl ed
patients nervously. Already the feet were preparing to resune their stonping. Fromthere it would
surely lead to worse things, for these were not sane people.

Believe ne, if all these -- Ob thought, as if reading the words on a sheet of nusic.

Then her fingers noved on the strings of the harp, and she began to sing.

"Believe ne if all these endearing young charns Which | gaze on so fondly today, Wre to
fade by tonorrow and fleet in nmy arns Like fairy gifts fading away..."

Ob heard herself with new horror. She was | aunching into one of the ol dest and stai dest
of the nundane favorites, to -- tally alien to the craving of this audience! Yet it was all she
had, suggested by the chance words of the nurse. Al she could do was throw herself into it and
hope that the magi c hel ped.

But the patients weren't stanping; they were listening, perhaps in anmazenent at the
irrelevance of this effort. The guitarist was gazing at the succubus as if she were the nost
i nnocent of |ovely young nmai dens, and she was gazing back at himas if it were true. How | ong
could this hold?

She continued singing, aware of the audience as if apart
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fromherself. Their astoni shnent was turning to sonething el se as the song progressed;
every pair of eyes were fixed on the two standing figures, who continued to | ook only at each
other. They seened inpossibly young, untried, unsure, yet |oving.

"No, the heart that has truly | oved never forgets, But as truly loves on to the close, As
the sunflower turns on her God when he sets, The sane face which she turned when he rose."

It ended, but no one noved. The audi ence seened | ocked in stasis, |ooking at the pair on
stage, who continued to gaze at each other. It was as it had been the first time they acted out

"Danny Boy," but nore general; every face was a sun -- flower. The guitarist |ooked devoted and
handsone, ani -- nmated by his loyalty to his |ove; Jezebel |ooked radiant, as if she had never
before received such a | ook, and was ani -- mated by it.

Jezebel turned. Now Orb saw her eyes. Tears were streani ng down her cheeks. Then
silently, she coll apsed.

Startled, the guitarist grabbed, catching her before she struck the fl oor

Then the nonstrous nose of Jonah came through the wall. The nouth opened. The guitari st
pi cked Jezebel up in his arns and stepped in. Orb scranbled up with her harp and foll owed. The
audi ence renuni ned frozen.
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Jonah closed his nmouth and swam strongly on through the hospital, passing roons and people
as if they were illusions, and energing fromthe upper level. The fish was on his way --
somewher e.

The guitarist carried Jezebel on down the throat and to her chanber, where he set her
carefully on her bed-region. "Is she all right?" he asked worriedly.

O b knelt down and checked the wonan as well as she could. "I think so. She's not nortal,
you know, | don't think she can be killed. She nust have fainted. But |I can't think why."

"Look at her face," he said. "She was crying..."

"I didn't think that denobns could cry,” Ob said.

"She just | ooked at me when you sang, and the tears
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started." He shook his head. "God, she's beautiful! | guess | |ove her."

"But she's a succubus!" Ob protested. "She's a century old!"

"I"'mgoing to kiss her."

Somewhat dazed. Orb backed away. The guitarist knelt down beside the unconsci ous wonan,
| eaned over, and ki ssed her on the lips.

Jezebel stirred. Her arns cane up to enbrace the young man, then stiffened. "No!" she

said. "I have no right!"
“"No right?" the guitarist asked.
"To play such a role. | amnot, was never, never can be -- oh!" She turned her face to the

side, the tears flow ng again.

The guitarist |ooked at Orb, baffled. "Wiat does she nean?”

Now Orb understood. "The song -- took her. But she's a denobness, sullied by a century of
her nature. She believes she has no right to pretend to be what you saw in her."

"I know what she is!" he said. "Look at what / am God, when you sang -- "

"I think demons can weep -- when they experience true empotion," Orb said, working it out.
"She may never have experienced it before, and it overwhel med her."

"Then she -- ?"

"Loves you," Ob finished. "To whatever extent such a creature can. But she feels

unworthy. "

"She'd have to be a hell of a lot lower than that to be unworthy of ne\" he excl ai ned.

Then the fish nudged down. They were at the hall where the engagenent was supposed to be
In fact they were in the hall; Jonah was delivering themright to the stage. Ob could see the
ot hers there, gazing up

"W have to go," Ob said.

"Yeh." The guitarist got up. But he pointed a finger at Jezebel. "This isn't over," he
sai d.

She just | ooked sadly at him

Ob and the guitarist hurried on out, stepping fromthe nmouth directly onto the stage.
They took their normal places, and the show went on

In a few days there was an itemin the | ocal newspaper describing the nysterious nanner in
whi ch a contingent from
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the Livin' Sludge had pacified the psychotic ward with a single song. The patients had
shown much inprovenent, and many had taken to painting pictures of sunflowers.

Simlarly the schedul ed concert had started off uncer -- tainly, but developed into a
rousi ng success when the absent nenbers reappeared. Only two of the early nunbers had the nagic,
but all of the later ones did. The reviewers were un -- certain why, but Orb and the others worked

it out when they conpared notes.
Ob had sung twice in that period: once to stave off the awful hungers of her conpani ons,
and once for the psycho ward. At the times she had done that, the remaining Sludge had cone alive.

The magi ¢ had reached out to them too, enabling themto thrill the audience.

She al so had private conversations with Jezebel and the guitarist. Nothing had been said
to the others about that as -- pect of recent devel opnents.

"This is ridiculous," the succubus said. "Denons can't |ove!"

"And you do?"

"Even if | were nortal, |1'd be four or five tines his age!"

"And it makes no difference?"

"I've always hated nmy nature! | did it because | had to. When | got free of that, here in
Jonah, | knew I'd never do it again, as long as | had any choice!"

"“And now you want to?"
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"Not by day. But by night it's driving me crazy! Not the -- that hasn't changed. But |
just want to be with him to please him and if that pleases him.."

Ob renmenbered how it had been with Mym "Then why don't you go to hinP"

“"And corrupt hinP I'd rather die! Anyway, what future can there be in it? How could I face
himby day, with the others know ng?"

O b shook her head. She didn't know.

But when she talked with the guitarist, the answer cane clearer. "I know she swore off
that stuff the nonent she could, but God, | wish | could be with her, you know, just -- | nean |
woul dn't have to touch her, | don't want to nake her hate it, but if | could just be with her at
night..."

"What about the day?" Ob inquired.

“Yeh. That's rough, too. | wish it could be Iike now I
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mean, nobody knowi ng. She's just the cook. But at night -- you know, secret |ove. Nobody

knowi ng that either."
Ob took a deep breath. She felt responsi ble, because her song had triggered this. "Go to
her at night. She will keep your secret."
"But she doesn't want -- | nean --
"Yes she does. She feels about you as you feel about her, the awkwardness and everyt hi ng.
Secret love -- that seens best.”
"You nean it?" he asked incredul ously.
"You did a very nice thing, when you gave away your H. Perhaps this is your reward.”

"But -- "
"Go to her," Ob said firmy.
He | ooked as if he had just received news of a phenonenal inheritance. "If you're sure --

"Just remenber her nature. W won't be in Jonah forever, and then she will revert to her
normal state. Wiat | did was only tenporary. Even if you stay with her then, you will have to
share her, in her fashion."

He nodded soberly. "Better a little tine than none," he said. "I do know her nature."

Ob was left to her own thoughts. Back in Ireland, she would never have thought she would
send any man to a suc -- cubus, not even a drug addict. But she had | earned sonething of the ways
of life and | ove and had becone | ess judgnmental. Every person was caught in the web of
circunstance, and right and wong becane natters of opinion. If a man who thought hinself
wor t hl ess had found soneone who thought otherwise, and if a creature who had been a slave to sex
now was di scovering the positive side of it, where was the evil?

Evil. That rem nded her of the prophecy -- she might marry Evil. OQhers had taken that to
mean she would be the bride of Satan. Orb doubted that; as far as she knew, Satan had never
married, and certainly she would never do such a thing. So the obvious interpretation had to be
wrong, and some nore devious one woul d eventual |y manifest.

And what woul d that be? That she would marry an evil nan? Wiy woul d she do that? She was

getting over her loss of Mym tine had passed, after all, and she had another |life now. But he set
the standard for her; she could not get in -- terested in a | esser nan
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Ah, but interest had not been specified. Suppose she mar -- ried for some reason other

than | ove? Yet what could that be? She would not do it for noney, certainly!

But perhaps she would do it for good. If she discovered that she could do a great deal of
good in the world by naking a token narriage with an evil man --

She shook off the notion. The prophecy sinply didn't nmake nmuch sense, so the sensible
thing to do was to dismiss it. What would be, would be, and surely the truth would turn out to be
other than the inplication

Al ready there were strange aspects, though. She was a nusician, utilizing her natura
talent of magic projection to anplify her trained talent of nusic. But now her nmamgi c was spreading
to the whol e group she was with, and sonetinmes even when she was not close by. This nbst recent
series of events, where she had seenmingly put a hold on both the suc -- cubus' nature and the drug
addict's craving -- that was nore than mnusic! She knew, in a way, what she had done; she had
borrowed from Jonah, copying the manner he held those urges in abeyance. She didn't understand the
mechani sm but sonehow her nagic had read it and brought it to them Still, that was a power she
ei ther had not had before or had not known she had.

Jonah -- why had the big fish deserted themfor that pe -- riod? He had spit themout at
the wong place, then come for themlater. Could that be coi ncidence?
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Hardly! That session had put Orb on the spot and forced her to extend herself, draw ng on
her magic. The fish's late -- ness in picking themup fromtheir shopping trip had had a sinilar
effect; she had done sone good for those who were trying to collect noney for a good purpose.
Jonah nust have known!

Was the big fish trying to guide her? Wy?

Then, perhaps, she understood -- the Llano. They all wanted to find that nagical song.
There nust be some way to do that, which Ob could use -- if she first nastered the full powers of
her own magic. If she found the LlIano, so would Jonah

"Very well, Jonah,"” she murnured. "I will seek to ex -- plore and devel op nmy ful

potential. You help me when you can."

There was no response by the big fish, but Ob knew she
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had in himan ally and perhaps a friend. She needed that support, for though she was back
in a group, with constant activity, she was lonely. If only Mymhad been able to -- Ob found
hersel f crying, for no apparent reason

Sone nonths later Orb happened to see a picture on a page of a newspaper. She froze. That
was Mym

She read the caption. PRINCE AND PRINCESS OF INDIA VISIT, it said.

Now she | ooked at the woman in the picture. She was indeed a princess, regal and
stunni ngly beauti f ul

This was the marriage they had arranged for her beloved. Ob forced herself to read the
article and learned that the Princess was his betrothed, called a conplex |Indian nane that
translated to "Rapture of Ml achite," and i ndeed she wore nal achite, costly green stones. The
Prince had a speech affectation, so the Princess did nost of the talking, elo -- quently
expressing the sentinments that he unobtrusively sig -- naled to her. They had conme to negotiate a
|l oan for their nations, and their prospects were very good, for the Prince was forceful and clever
despite his affectation, and the Prin -- cess npbst persuasive. Wen she | eaned forward to nmake one
of the Prince's points, even the nost cynical official paid close attention

Ob noted the woman's evi dent cleavage. O course the official paid attention

But this was a showcase liaison, intended to appeal to westerners. Was there any genui ne
feeling invol ved?

Ob stared at the picture and into the picture, feeling her nagic reach through it and to
the reality beyond. The picture was old; she felt that now, it was a dated newspaper. But stil
she felt the reality behind it. There was love there. Mymdid | ove her, and she | oved him

Ob felt sonmething breaking in her. O course she was happy for Mym she told herself. She
want ed hi m happy, whatever his situation. The worman was bl anel ess and good;

no fault in her. But oh, the hurt, even after all this tine!

She had to get away fromhere for a tine, to be by herself. Far away!

Her vision blurred. Her mind seemed to blur, too. Sone -- where in the far distance she
heard a nel ody, and she knew

152 Being a Green Mbther

it was a fragnent of the Llano. She tuned in on it and felt her whol e body blurring.

She seened to expand, diffusing across the chanber, then across the giant body of the
fish. She remmined herself, but larger, and her substance thinned as her dinensions in -- creased.
She seened to be no nore than fog, now as |arge as Jonah, now | arger

She continued to diffuse, becom ng so |large that Jonah was only an object intersecting her
torso. There was no dis -- confort; she seenmed to occupy a different plane, able to overlap
wit hout contact. There was wind, but it did not bother her either. There were clouds, and her
subst ance phased through them w t hout resistance. Sinultaneously it extended down to the ground
and beneath it, conpleting a phenonenal sphere. No, not a sphere -- a shaped represen -- tation of
herself. She grew and grew, and thinned and thinned, yet her identity remained. She was the nost
mon -- strous of invisible giants!

Her center remained within the fish, but the fish was now a m nnow, entirely contained

wi thin her body. Near her geo -- graphic center, which was -- never mnd! Still she expanded, her
I egs plunging down through the gl obe that was the world, her head reaching up beyond the sky. She
was increasing at a greater rate, a geonetric rate, doubling her size every sec -- ond or so, as

fast as she night want.

She becane so vast that the globe itself began to seem confining. Her feet poked out
through the bottomof it, and she stood with it slowy turning around her |legs and getting
smal l er, casting its shadow into space. She was |arger than all the world

But she had been in quest of something -- a sound, a nelody. Were was it? She bent to
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peer down, cocked her ear, and tuned it in, faintly. It was fromthe surface of the great Pacific
Ccean, a spot just within her right thigh. She put her finger on it. "Here," she said.

Her word did not sound, for her head was beyond the effective atnosphere, but it had
meani ng, for it was backed by her will. She began to shrink, but not as she had grown. Her center
of awareness was at her finger now, and she was coal esci ng about that. The world expanded nuch
faster than it had shrunk, and she cl osed precipitously on the spot.

Then, abruptly, she was there. She stood on a tiny isle in
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the sea, beside an inlet, and in the inlet was a single |ovely sponge, grow ng just
beneath the water's surface. It was fromit that the evocative sound cane.

Ob squatted. A nusical sponge?

Then she canme to her senses. What was she doing here, and how had she conme? She was al one
on a Pacific isle, with no other land in sight, no civilization. She nmight have inmag -- ined her
di ffusion and condensation, but this was real

She wal ked around the island, finding only sand and rocks. Wnd bl ew back her hair. The
sun shone down. She picked up a stone and tossed it into the water. It splashed. Reality.

Wel |, she had wanted to be alone. The nel ody had come from an al one-pl ace. She had sought
it and found it. Now what was she to do?
What had caused her to seek isolation? Ch, yes -- the pic -- ture of ym But already that

jolt was passing; he was happy with his newlife, and she was no part of it, and that was the way
it had to be. The little snake-ring had inforned her truly;

she had seen himagain, but not as before. That aspect of her existence was done.

It was amazi ng how qui ckly she found herself accepting that. She nust have been ready for
it, nerely awaiting the signal. She was free of Mym to the extent she needed to be; she could now
seek ot her romance.

Wth Satan? She kicked the sand with sudden anger. No! That prophecy coul d have no
validity! She would seek her own, and to Hell with Satan

Well. So nice to have deci ded. Now how did she get back hone to Jonah?

She cane again to the inlet. She peered into the calmwater. There was the sponge, its
fai nt nmusic continuing.

"That music brought nme here," she said aloud. "It nust be part of the LlIlano. Magic. But
how do | return?"

She tried to renenber what she had done before, but could not. She had just, sonehow,
expanded -- and contracted here. Thus she had in a few seconds travel ed thousands of kil oneters.

Now she was stuck here, no |onger wishing to be alone. The wi nd was picking up, stirring
the waves. O ouds were shaping overhead, possibly considering a storm She had no shelter, no
unmbrella, no mackintosh. No food, no conpany. Except for the sponge.
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She peered down at it. The water was becomi ng turbul ent here as the wi nd whi pped the waves
across. "Wat are you going to do when your water starts frothing?' she asked it. The nusic of the

sponge intensified. It began to grow. "You!" Ob exclained. "I enulated that technique from
you!"
The sponge continued to grow, fading as it did so. It be -- cane an expandi ng shadow of
itself, projecting a gauzy por -- tion above the water. Soon it enlarged itself out of sight;

there was only thinning mst where it had been, and then

nothing. "Wait for nme!™ Ob cried. She concentrated, tuning in on

the nmusic, joining it, becomng part of it.

She expanded. This tine the process was nuch faster than before. In a nmonent she was
towering invisibly over the isle, shooting out in all directions. She grew to enconpass the

worl d. Where was Jonah? She reoriented and found him cruising

al ong over the continent. This time she did not need to put her finger on the target; she
merely coal esced about that portion of her that included the big fish. She could solidify at any
site within her expanded body; all it required was the

nel ody and her attention.

Soon she was back inside Jonah. Her targeting was im-- perfect, and she solidified within
t he wrong chanber

Jezebel and the guitarist were |locked in a npbst passionate

enbrace. Enbarrassed, Orb puffed into whale size, then reco --

al esced about her own chanber. She was glad that things had worked out so well for that
coupl e, but she had never

i ntended to snoop on then
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Then, solid, she marvel ed at what she had done. Just l|ike that, she had enlarged, then

contracted, changing her lo -- cation silently and efficiently.

She had caught a part of the Llano and travel ed across the

wor | d!

But her exploration of the fragnments of the Llano was far from conpl ete. Perhaps her nost
significant progress oc -- curred because of a deceptively irrelevant item

The drunmer and Lou-Mae were, as they put it, an item

the guitarist had his secret love to sustain him and that con --
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tinued to be the way he wanted it. The organist had a girl friend with whom he commned
via a tiny magic mrror he had bought for the purpose. She had been a Livin' Sludge fan and had
sent her picture, nude to the waist. That had been enough for him their correspondence had
intensified. But she declined his frequent invitations to join the tour; her famly needed her on
the farm she said.

The organi st had di scussed the matter freely with his com-- panions, Orb and Jezebe
i ncluded. Was Betsy stringing himalong? Was her picture faked up, so that her assets were not as
represented? Did she just want a distant association with himfor the purpose of notoriety? She
seened like a really nice girl -- and that |ed to another question. What would a nice girl want
with a creep like hin®

"Sometines a nice girl can get to like a creep, if he has redeening qualities," Lou-Me
said, looking at the drumer.

"Cee, thanks," the drumer said, smling. He was poring over fan nail, nethodically
wor ki ng his way through a non -- strous pile of it. "How about getting a nice girl to answer sone
of these for nme?"

“"I've got nmy own pile to answer!" Lou-Mae protested. "They never told nme that success
woul d bring so many letters!”

"W need a dammed secretary,"” the guitarist said.

"Don't look at ne!" Jezebel said. "I've got all | can do to keep up with the housework!"

"An undammed secretary," the guitarist anended hinself, smling.

"I wonder," Orb nused. "Does Betsy do that sort of work?"

The organi st | ooked at her. "You nmean -- ?"

"Why don't you visit her," Jezebel said, "and take Orb along, and sing your girl a song?
Then she'll cone here.”

The organi st nodded. He | ooked at Orb

"I'f she is as represented..."” Ob agreed. "But | have one question: does she know about
the H?"

"What | thought," the organist said, abashed, "was if she cane here to Jonah, there
woul dn't be any probl em about that. | know she wouldn't go for H, but naybe when we find the Llano
that won't matter any nore."
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"But if we don't find the Llano, you may have trouble trying to fit into her world."

"We've got to find the Llano!" he said fervently.

They happened to be within range of Betsy's farm though there was an engagenent schedul ed
for the following day. "W'll do it now," Ob said. "Jonah can drop us off, then take the rest of
you to the city, where you can set up. Then Jonah can cone back for us in plenty of tine."

"Unh, renenber what happened last tine," Jezebel re -- mnded her. "Sonetines Jonah doesn't
cone on call."

"He seens to have reason when he doesn't," Ob replied. "If he strands us this tine, it
will surely be for the best." But she hoped they would not be stranded; that had been an
unconfortabl e adventure, despite its net benefit.

Jonah obligingly deposited the two of themat the farm Ob had her knapsack with her harp
and her carpet, just in case. Wen they were safely on the ground, the big fish swam away, quickly
di sappeari ng.

The farmdid not | ook healthy. Rows and rows of plants were wilting in the baking heat.
There were channels for irrigation, but they were dry.

They approached the house. A young wonan in coveralls was cleaning manure out of stalls.
The horses did not |ook well fed.

"It's /w" the organi st whispered, terrified.

"Then let's introduce ourselves," Orb said, taking the in -- itiative. She strode forward,
and the organist had to follow

The girl paused as she spied them com ng. She was griny and sweaty, and her hair was
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matt ed agai nst her head, but she had an excellent superstructure. It seenmed that her pic -- ture
had been an honest representation. "Wat can | do for you?" she inquired tiredly. "You come to buy
a horse?"

"Not exactly," Ob said. "I amOb, a singer for the tour -- ing group called the Livin'
Sl udge, and this is -- "

"I't's you\" Betsy exclained, recognizing the organist. "Ch, |I'ma sight!"

"You're beautiful!" he said.

She paused as if straight-arnmed. "You think so now?"

"Sure! | nean, | never knew a girl before who really worked."

She flushed, flattered. "I'mnot reaHy working, I'mjust filling in. | need to get out on
nmny own. But -- "
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"But not on some freak show, " he said.

"I didn't say that!" she protested.

"I thought maybe you were sone groupi e, you know, or maybe just stringing nme along. Wy'd
you send your picture |ike that?"

She grimaced. "Well, | guess it was nore or less of a joke. Farmlife -- it's like this. |
wanted to seemdifferent. And | really like your nmusic. And when | got to know you -- " she
shrugged. "1 didn't think you were serious. | nmean you mu -- sicians have a girl in every city,

don't you?"

"No," Orb said. "You're the only one he's kept in contact with. He asked nme to help
convince you to join us on the tour."

"But | can't sing or play!" she protested. "All | knowis farmlife, and not a |ot of
that."

"W need a secretary,” Ob explained. "It really isn't professional work. It's just that
there is a lot of mail coming in, and we'd like to answer it, but with the rehearsals there just
isn't time to do it properly. W need sonmeone who can go through it on a full-tine basis, and sort
it out, and call our attention to the inportant letters, and -- do you type?"

"Ch, sure, | do that. But -- "

"We coul d pay you, of course. W have a housekeeper already. But you would have to trave

with us.

"Now wait!" Betsy said. "I sent that picture, sure, but I'mnot that kind of -- "

"W can see that you aren't," Ob said. "This is a legit -- imate offer. It is true that
this man would Iike to have you with him but there would be no conmitnent apart fromthat of the
job."

Bet sy | ooked at her. "You know, | don't think I'd believe him even though | like hima
lot. But you -- you | believe."

"Then you'll do it?" the organist asked, hardly daring to believe it.

“I don't know. It would be Iike a dream cone true, to travel with the Livin' Sludge and
see the whole country. But with the farmdrying up like this, I'd sure feel guilty about wal ki ng
out."

"I saw that you had irrigation ditches," Ob said. "But why aren't you running water in
t hen®"

"What water? They're taking it all for the poison gas plant,
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drying up our river. If we don't get rain soon, we're finished! Us and every other farmin
this area!"

"For what kind of plant?" Orb asked, appall ed.

"Well, they claimit's a chemical plant. But there was a leak -- | nmean a news |eak, not
the other kind, thank God! -- and we found out it's naking poison gas for the next war. And it
uses an awmful |lot of water -- sonething about the re -- finenent process. W got up a petition to
close it down, but they went to court and they had the noney, and now they've got first call on
the water. In this drought -- " She shrugged. "Nothing anyone can do. If only it would rain!"

"A poison gas plant!" the organist exclainmed, horrified. "I wish we could get rid of

that!"

"Ch, enough rain would do it," Betsy said. "Enough to wash right down that channel of
theirs and flood the thing out! That would do us sonme good, too."

"Rain," Ob said, a farfetched idea com ng to her

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (76 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

"Bring us a deluge, and I'Il go anywhere with you!" Betsy said, |aughing somewhat
bitterly.

The organi st spread his hands. "I wi sh we could! But that's not the kind of magic we're
into."

But Orb was tuning in on what she believed to be another fragment of the LlIano. She
concentrated, seeking it out. It was simlar to the nelody for traveling, but different, too;

it involved expansion, but not of her own body. Contraction, of sonething else. A
sunmmoni ng and intensification --

"Say, Ms. Orb, are you all right?" Betsy inquired.

"Hey, wait!" the organist cautioned her. "I think she's caught a piece of the Llano."

"The what ?"

“"I't's the nagic song we're all looking for, to get us off the -- |I nmean, it's like nothing
you ever heard. It -- she got some of it a few nonths back, and -- " He faltered, not want -- ing

to speak of either H or the succubus.
"I's there something | ought to know about?" Betsy asked alertly. "Just what's going on on
your tour?"

O b was concentrating on the elusive nelody of sunmon -- ing, ferreting it out,
strengthening it in her mnd. But it wasn't enough. "Get -- harp," she gasped, not |ooking at him
The organi st scranbled to obey. In a noment Orb's harp was in her hands. Still she clung

to the tail of the nel ody,
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resonating to its enornous power without quite being able to grasp it. "Set ne up!" she
snapped, unable to spare the attention to do this for herself.

They took her by the arns and gui ded her to the ground. They drew up her legs -- she felt
the organist's hands on her knees, but knew he was not being fanmiliar. The harp came back into her
hands.

"She epileptic?" Betsy asked, worried.

"No. It's the song. It -- "

"Tell her the truth!" Ob said, as her fingers sought the proper strings. She couldn't
start playing until she found the precise place, but she had to be ready.

"W're into H " the organist said reluctantly. "W want the Llano to get us off it.

“You're all drug addicts?" Betsy asked, shocked.

"Not her. Just us, the original Sludge. Once she sang ny friend free of it for a while.
But she can do it only a little;

she needs the Llano to do it all. Meanwhile, Jonah holds it down."

"Who?"

The organi st went into his answer, but Ob tuned out. She had zeroed in on enough of the
mel ody to anplify! Her fin -- gers noved, playing chords on the harp, and its magic am-- plified

the effect. It was strange nusic, unlike anything she had played before, but its power manifested
i ncreasingly as she grasped it, the feedback providing her nore and nore of it. It was the nel ody
of the operating systemof the Ele -- nments! Wth it she was noving the El enent of Air, stirring

it -- but not enough. Al she could generate was a |light breeze; the | everage sinply wasn't there.

She needed sonething el se. And she thought she found it, in a distant variation of the
theme. The Elenent of Air related to what she had done when traveling: diffusion and concen --
tration. This other related to heat. In fact, it was the Element of Fire. She pursued this nel ody,
her fingers dancing over the strings of her harp. Mdre quickly than before, she caught it; she was
| ear ni ng how.

She tuned in on Fire, juxtaposing it with Air, at the site she watched wi th her mundane
eyes. The air was now being heated. But it was already hot; she was doing only what the sun was
doing -- and doing no good for the parched crops. It was water she needed, not fire.

160

Pi ers Ant hony 161

Bei ng a Green Mot her

She quested for the Element of Water, scenting its nelody. Mre quickly yet, she traced it
down, caught hold of it, tuned it in. Using it, she sunmpbned water. She knew the hunmidity was
rising.

But that was not enough for rain. The air would sinply drift onward, retaining its
nmoi sture. She needed to nmeke it yield that water, to precipitate it. To do that, she had to coo
it -- but all she had was heat, not cold. She had the nelody of intensification, but not of
al l eviation. Should she quest for the rest? She risked | osing what she had, for her mnd was
al ready overflowing with these vast and potent new thenes. How | ong coul d she retain thenf

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...tions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (77 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

No -- she could do it with the tools she had acquired! Air -- Fire -- Water. She
concentrated her attention, fixing it on a large region of air. Then she summpbned water into it,
raising the humdity. Then she summoned the heat, heating the noist air. This increased its
capacity to support water. So she sumobned nore water.

The process accel erated as she became conversant with the separate thenes. She was,

i ndeed, tuning in on the Llano: the great processes of nature, the wind and sun and noisture, that
t oget her shaped the weather. She continued the intensification, building up an enornous nass of
hot, noist air above the parched fields. Sonething would soon have to give!

It did. The heated air was | ess dense than the cooler air surrounding it, and began to
rise. Air swept in fromthe great geographic torus, displacing the heated nass, squeezi ng under
it. Ob continued to heat the region, so that the in -- comng air warnmed and followed the prior
air up.

The process accelerated further. The outer air swept in with greater authority, and the
warm mass rose faster. The original mass expanded as it achieved el evation, and cooled as it did
so, bringing itself to the dew point. Precipitation occurred; the air now carried too nmuch water
to support, and the water energed as tiny droplets. The circulation of the air carried positive
and negative charges into the cloud, nostly positive above, nostly negative below, and so the
dropl ets became charged in positive and negative | ayers. These charges built up, until intra-cloud
lightning occurred to nullify the disparity. But the process was constant, so nore |ightning was
needed, and nore. The |ightning, instead

of causing the precipitation to ease off, increased it a thousandfold.

Now Orb could relax. The storm had becone self-suffi -- cient, drawing in its own air and
wat er and ionized particles. It would continue until it dropped sonme of its water on the parched
ground.

Betsy and the organist were staring at the thickening storm Wat Ob had done at the
start had been invisible to ordinary senses, but now there was no doubting the effect. A
phenonenal del uge was in the naking.

Soon the rain came. Quickly Orb put away her harp. The three of them stood there, getting
soaked.

Bet sy, her clothing plastered to her body, was neverthe -- less radiant. "I think our farm
is saved," she said and turned to enbrace the organist.

So it was that the last of the Sludge got his woman. But Ob realized that she had stepped
into a new di nensi on of potential. She had used her nusic and the power of a frag -- nent of the
Llano to influence the course of nature itself. She realized that this was just the beginning. If
a poorly grasped fragnent could do this, what could the fall nel ody do? Suddenly her reasons for
pursuing this song seenmed triv -- ial; she mght as well have gone naked into the jungle to pursue
a tiger.

NATASHA

The Sludge continued to tour, and Orb continued to explore the powers of the nel odi es that
had come to her. They re -- hearsed while traveling in Jonah and di scussed her discov -- eries,
for they were all interested. They knew that, if she nmastered the Llano, she could do for them
per manent |y what she had done tenporarily -- abate their addictions to H, abate the curse on
Jezebel so that she could be faithful to the one nman she cared for, and bring regular rain to
Betsy's farm

In fact, if she mastered the Llano, she could abolish all addiction and conpul si on and
vagaries of weather, im-- nensely inproving the world wherever she went. They could continue
their tour, but in addition to bringing nusic to the nmasses, they could bring all manner of other
good things. They were dedicated, now, to this aspiration. They realized that only Ob had the
capacity to find the Llano, but that her success would benefit themall in both selfish and un --
sel fish ways. They had sought personal gains, but had found a hi gher mi ssion

Ob tried to perfect the powers of the music, but all she had were fragments. She could
keep the boys free of Hwhile she was with them but not when apart fromthem unless they were in
Jonah. She could keep the intol erable |ust of
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ni ght from Jezebel on a sinmilar basis. There had been a nmix -- up once, and the succubus
had gotten separated fromOrb's vicinity for an hour. Jezebel had barely nade it to the gui --
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tarist in time, abating that hour with such dispatch that there could be no doubt of her denonic
drive. He never com-- plained about the episode, but agreed enphatically that they shoul d never
al l ow such an accident to happen again.

There was better success on the matter of traveling. Ob practiced and in due course was
abl e to nake her way to any spot of the gl obe in seconds, by expanding to world size and
contracting swiftly at the new site. The travel was silent, alnost unnoticeable to others; she
sinply faded gradually from view and reappeared when she returned. She visited Luna, who seened
only noderately surprised, and even her old honme in Ireland, but her nother had di sappeared. That
brought her quickly back to Luna; what had happened?

"She has found another occupation," Luna said. "Don't worry; she's satisfied."

"And didn't tell me?" Ob demanded. "Didn't even bid farewel | ?"

"She felt it better to |l eave you out of it," Luna said.

Ob's temper frayed. "She told you and not her daughter?"

"She nmeant to tell you herself, at the proper tinme." But Luna saw the way Orb was reacting

and relented. "I suppose it won't hurt if | tell you. Do you renenber how she used to be an aspect
of Fate, before she fell in |love with Pace?"

"Well, that was a bit before ny tine -- " Ob stiffened. "You nean -- ?"

"She went back. She's Fate again."

"But she couldn't -- | mean, dotho is young and -- "

"As Lachesis."

"The middl e Aspect!"™ Ob exclainmed. "But why?"

Luna shrugged. "If you had a chance to be an Incarnation, wouldn't you take it? Especially
if you'd had a few decades' experience in a simlar role? Her Earthly life was over."

Ob cooled as abruptly as she heated. "Yes, | suppose it was. I'mglad for her. | will be
seei ng her agai n?"

"Yes. At the proper tinme. | gather that a certain party has been as active as ever, so

she's been really hopping to keep down the mischief. She doesn't want his attention to focus
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on you -- you know why -- so she's been staying clear for now "

Now Orb understood. That prophecy! That she might marry Evil! Naturally her nother wanted
to avoid that if at all possible. So she was staying away from Orb, hoping that Satan woul d never
think of her. It nade sense.

They agreed not to discuss the matter further, because even the nention of Satan's name
could attract his attention and bring himvisiting. Orb departed, expanding and con -- tracting
back to Jonah. She had nuch to think about!

She also visited Tinka, the blind Gypsy girl in the Basque country. Tinka could not see
Ob's form but was aware of her in a nmoment. "Orb!" she exclained gladly

They hugged. "I thought of you and thought 1'd drop in," Orb explained in Calo, and that
seened sufficient. "How are you doi ng?"

"I did as you asked,"” Tinka said quickly. "I gave Oriene and the ring to a nice Anerican
tourist couple. | know they are taking good care of her."

“I"'msure they are," Ob agreed, feeling a pang for her |ost baby girl

“If only | could have nmy own..."

O b pondered. She had abated addiction and passion in others; could she -- ? "One nonent,"
she sai d.

She expanded back to Jonah, picked up her harp, and ex -- panded back to France. "Let ne
sing for you," she said, setting up the harp. "I can't pronmise, but there is a chance -- perhaps a
smal |, foolish one -- that -- "

"That | could have my own?" Tinka asked, catching on inmediately.

"I'f this works," Ob agreed.

Then she pl ayed and sang, seeking another fragment of the Llano. Need seened to enhance
her chances, and she saw this as legitimte need. Tinka deserved her own.

She sensed an aspect of the nelody, tuned it in, overtook it, caught it, and nmade it her
own. She sang it, serenading her blind friend, and the nusic perneated Tinka's body, working its
subt |l e nagic.

"Ch! | feel it!" the Gypsy exclai ned.

O b concluded her song. "Of course it can't be certain," she warned. "Your husband has his
part to do -- "
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"He'll do it! He'll do it!" Tinka exclained. "If | have to dance the tanana on his belly,
he'll do it!"
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Ob snmled. Tinka was an attractive wonman, and the Gyp -- sies were |lusty fol k. She would
probably come on like a succubus, with equal success.
They tal ked, enbraced, and parted. "But | will visit you again, often

Ob pronmised. "I

have ready nmeans of trans -- port, now "
But the nost chall engi ng aspect of her approach to the Llano was the storm She had
generated a spot thunder -- storm periodically she duplicated that, expanding to Betsy's farm and

causing nore rain there. But the power she drew on was far nore massive and conpl ex, and she knew
that she grasped only a tiny part of it. The nelody of the fragment of the Llano gave her the
ability to mani pulate the funda -- nental processes of the Elenents, but it was like riding a
dragon -- could she really control it?

She learned. Bit by bit, with many errors, she increased her command of the weather, unti
she was able to generate a broad, gentle rain or a tight, small storm But those errors could be
critical; once she let one get away fromher, and a tornado formed and ravaged a farnstead. She
was | ucky no one was seriously hurt. Wen she travel ed, she affected only herself, harm essly;
when she focused on a person, she af -- fected only that person. Her ability to protect the boys
fromtheir hunger for Hwas growing; simlarly, Jezebel was able to range farther fromOb's
i Mmediate vicinity, and Tinka did indeed get pregnant after enticing her husband to ap --
propriate | abors. But the weather could kill, and that risk haunted her. She had to understand it
better -- and to do that, she had to continue experinenting, though this entailed in -- creasing
risk.

In due course, the tour brought themagain to the Ll ano region of the country. Here was
where she had had her first true encounter with the magi ¢ song, she believed in retro -- spect.
Thereafter she had been able to do things through her nusic that had been inpossible before, to
becone a sorcer -- ess of sorts. She had dreaned of finding the Llano, as if it were a sinple tune
she coul d hear and understand at one sitting; now she knew that it was phenonenally nore com --
plex than that. Even if the whole of it were spread out before her at once, she would not be able
to assimlate nore than
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atiny bit of it. She had to nmaster it bit by bit; there was no easy way.

Jonah settled to the plain, and Ob stepped out on it, as she had the year before. She
wal ked al one, seeking a greater understanding. Her quest for the Llano had not eased as she
approached it; it had intensified, until now the tour and the shows they gave were of periphera
interest to her. She craved the Llano in nuch the manner she might have craved a | over; indeed her
interest in nmen had not been great after she lost Mym while the nmagi ¢ song prom sed things she
could hardly imagine.

She wal ked, carrying her harp and openi ng her awareness to whatever offered. In this
manner she had found that first vital suggestion of the magic; could she find nore?

A spider appeared, dangling froman invisible thread. Ob paused, adniring it. The spider
expanded, becoming fist -- sized, then soccer-ball-sized, and finally nedicine-ball -- sized. It
changed its form two | egs extending and thickening to reach the ground, two nore becom ng human
arns, and the rest shrinking until they disappeared. In a nonent the spider had becone a hunman
bei ng, a mi ddl e-aged wonan.

"Mother!" Ob cried, abruptly recognizing her

The two hugged. "I thought it tine to visit you," Ni obe said.

"Luna said you had become Lachesis!"™ Orb said. "That you would cone to ne when the tine
was appropriate.”

"True. Matters have been conpl ex, but now we nust talk."

"I never expected to see you here now," Orb said. "I was -- did Luna tell you of ny quest
for the LIano?"

"She did, dear," N obe said. "And your quest is good. But there are pitfalls along the way

"So | have found!™ Orb agreed. "An inperfect nmastery is dangerous! This song -- it enables
me to change the weather, to travel -- "

"Yes, of course. The Llano is the nost potent thenme of this realm But | was thinking of
one particular danger that you may not have anticipated. Do you renenber the prophecy?"

"How could I forget it! That Luna might marry Death, and | might marry Evil. VWen | saw
Luna associating with Thanatos -- "
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"Exactly, dear. | had a concern about that, but | discov -- ered that Thanatos is a good
man, firmy on the side of good and, | think, worthy of my granddaughter. But the sane can not be
said for Satan -- and it seenms it is Satan whom you are destined to encounter.”
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"I would never associate with Satan, let alone marry him" Ob excl ai nmed.
"But he is the master of deception and treachery,” N obe said worriedly. "Renenber when |
took you and Luna to the Hall of the Mountain King, and a denon al nbst got us w ped out?"

"I remenber," Ob agreed. "If you had not been with us -- "

"I can't always be with you now," Niobe said. "In fact, the requirenents of ny present
office are such that | can seldombe with you at all. Inportant matters nust soon claimny
attention again; | have only a few nminutes now to give you warning."

"War ni ng of what ?"

"Satan has set a trap for you. He nmeans to conplete the prophecy and marry you, regardless
of your will."

"But he can hardly marry nme against my will!" Ob protested.

"My dear, you underestimate the power of the Llano. You have enployed it to change the
nature of others, nullifying conmpul sions they can not overcone thenselves. The Llano has sinilar

power over you, if used against you -- and he neans to use it. He will stun your will, so that you
must acqui esce to the marriage and be his | ove-slave. This is the trap.”
"I don't believe it!" Ob exclaimed. "I would never -- "

Ni obe cut her off with a sad headshake. "You al ways were headstrong, Ob! Don't let it
| ead you into this disastrous nischief! Accept ny warning, so that you may escape the trap."

Ob stifled her outrage. "How can | escape it?"

"I wish | knew But |I know who does know. | must go now, but | will send Gaea to you.
Listen to her, Ob!"

Then N obe net anor phosed back to the huge spider, shrank, clinbed up her thread, and
di sappear ed.

O b wal ked on, troubled. Could Satan really enslave her by using an aspect of the Llano
agai nst her? She had i ndeed

168
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seen its power over others; why should she be i mune? Her nother would not m slead her;
she had to play it safe and leamhow to nullify this trap before she fell into it.

A mist forned before her. It coalesced into human form beconing a stately woman. "I am
Gaea," the woman said.

So Ni obe had sent the Incarnation of Nature, as prom sed! Ob had never net a fenale

I ncarnation before and now sud -- denly was neeting two, one of them her own nother!

"Mt her said -- "

"That | would tell you howto deal with Satan's ploy," Gaea finished. "I shall indeed!
None of us can afford to have Satan conplete the prophecy. If he neans to use the LIlano on you --
and if Lachesis believes that is so, it nmust be so! -- your only recourse is to nullify it with

anot her aspect of the Llano. Every function of the Llano has its counter, if you

can but find it."

"You don't know the counter?" Ob asked, worried.

"Child, I knowit, but I amuncertain how nuch it will help you. I will do what | can, but
there is risk."

"Risk in avoiding the trap?"

"The Llano is no children's plaything, girl! Wen you in -- voke it, you are starting a
fire that can do nuch danmage, if m smanaged. Satan can not be harmed by it; he is al ready dammed.
But you -- " She shook her head.

"But if | do not invoke it, | becane a slave to Satan!" Ob protested. "Wat could be

wor se than that?"
"Madness, " Gaea said succinctly. "Satan would use you and forget you in due course; you
m ght not even be damed, if you never subnitted in your heart. Once the prophecy was fulfilled,

he woul d have little further concern for you. But if you try the counter and fail, there would be
no end to the
madness." "Are you suggesting that | should -- should submt?" Ob

asked, appall ed.

"Of course not! But you nmust be aware of the risk entailed in the tool you use. Only then
can you make the proper

deci sion."

Ob thought of being nade subject to Satan's will, a love -- slave. "I'Il take the risk!
How can | escape?"

"He will sing the will-null aspect of the Llano. It is the only aspect of it he has
mast ered; such magi ¢ does not cone easily to him for he is the Prince of Lies, with no true
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You nust counter it with the will-null-null aspect. | can teach you part of this."

"Part of it?"

"It is a duet. Satan, being supernatural, can sing both parts together; you, being
natural, can not. | can teach you one part; the other nust cone from another."

"Sonmeone el se knows the Llano?" Orb asked, interested on another |evel. "Wo?"

"His nane is Natasha. He -- "

"He? Isn't that a fenmal e nane?"

"Evidently not. Natasha may be the finest nortal singer, if it is not yourself. If he
joins you and sings the conple -- nentary thene, then you can escape Satan's trap. But if he does
not -- the single thene, unsupported, will destroy your mnd."

Ob did not Iike the sound of that. "How do | know he will sing the duet? O that he is
even near ?"

"He need not be near; he can use the Llano to travel, as you do. He will hear you sing.
But as to whether he will join you -- that no one can say. He may, if he chooses. But he may not."
"I's there no other to fill that role?" Ob asked despairingly.

"Few can sing any part of the Llano," Gaea said gravely. "Fewer can sing it well. Only
Nat asha can sing it well enough to counter Satan's rendition."

"This Natasha -- what kind of man is he?"

"The best of nen," Gaea said. "But he has been questing for the Llano so | ong and findi ng
aspects of it, that he may not take your recitation seriously. He might take it to be a trap of
Satan's -- a trap for him Satan has tried that sort of thing before.”

“I think I'Il just avoid the whole issue,” Orb said, turning abruptly about.

“You can not, child. Satan was not truly aware of you before, but now he is. He will seek
you wherever you go and spring his trap there. It is better to tackle it at a time of your
choosing than at a tinme of his."

"I can choose the tinme?"

"You can, now -- by noving it up. Satan seens to be not quite ready. But soon, in days or
per haps hours, he will be."

"How can | choose it?"
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"By starting to sing and play the Llano. He will fear that you are mastering the
counterthene and be pronpted to act immediately."

Ob sighed. "Teach nme that theme, then."

"l can not sing it," Gaea said. "But | can wite the nusic." She raised her |left hand, and
a parchnent appeared in it; her right hand now held a quill pen. She wote the nusic, swiftly,
wi th sureness and el egance, and handed the parchnent to Ob

Ob took it. Then Gaea faded. Orb was al one.

She | ooked at the nusic. It was clear enough, an unusual nelody, but singable. There were
pauses witten into it to acconmpdate the conpanion voice. She was sure it would be beautiful when
properly done, but she saw no particular magic in it.

She brought out her harp, settled down on the ground, and propped the nusic against a tree
before her. It would take her only a short time to nenorize this; the parts of the mel ody seened
to follow naturally fromeach other, so that there was no probl em here. She began to play it, but
did not sing, heeding Gaea's warning.

The song took her, its nmagic manifesting. There was in -- deed power here; the theme shook
her to the core. If she were to sing it --

The scene changed. |Instead of the bare plain, there was now a kind of church, except that,
i nstead of religious sym-- bols, there were denoni c ones; and instead of conforting or esthetic

st ai ned- gl ass scenes, there were depictions of tor -- ture and nisery.
Sat an appeared. He was red, with small flanmes playing about his |inbs, and gl owi ng horns
and tail. He turned to gaze at Orb, and his eyes were windows to Hell, flickering with passion and

viol ence. "Now you will rmarry Me!" he proclai ned.

"Never!" Ob retorted as bravely as she could nanage, though fear washed through her. Her
nmot her' s warni ng had been all too true!l

Satan sang. It was indeed the Llano; Ob felt its devas -- tating power inmediately. Her
will left her; she sat and lis -- tened, overcone by its conpul sion

Sat an gestured, wi thout breaking his song. The second part sounded, conplenenting the
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first, as if two nmen were

singing, but there was only one. It added a dinmension; now Ob could hardly even think of
resi sting. The harnony, dreadful and beautiful, governed her wll.

Sat an beckoned. She got up and wal ked toward him Her clothing shifted, becom ng a brida
gown, with a train and veil. Hi s aspect changed; a tuxedo now clothed him He was uncannily
handsonme despite his color and his horns. Still he sang, and she was aware of al nbst nothing
besi des that sound.

She joined himat the altar in the front. He put out his hand, taking her el bow, turning
her with himas he turned. Now a denoni ¢ shape surnounted the altar: the infernal priest that
would marry them Its armnoved, and sonething glinted -- a sacrificial knife. Ob did not need to
ask what was about to happen; she knew. The thing would cut her arm and cut Satan's arm to
m ngl e their bl ood, and they would then be nmarried by the | aw of this framework.

Sat an took her arm stripping back the white sleeve. He stripped his own sleeve. He
grasped her hand and carried her armforward. The denon brought the bl ade cl ose.

Ob, horrified, finally broke out of her trance enough to make a sound. She sang the
counterthenme she had just learned. At first it was faint and unsteady, but in a nonent the power
of its thenme energed.

Sat an was singing, casting about her a web of subnission. Orb was singing, fending off
that web. She succeeded in freeing her head and arns, so that the denon could not cut her, but she
could not free the rest of her body. It was as if she were in a cocoon, able to nove within it
just a little, but not to escape it. She needed nore than she had.

But her song was proceeding, staving off the marriage. Until the first pause. Here she
required a response -- and there was no one to nmake that response.

Abruptly all was silent. Satan had ceased his song, but her confinenent did not abate. The
spell had been set in place. If she did not escape it now, she would never be able to.

There was no answer. She tried to sing again, but her throat |ocked; she could not resune
until appropriately an -- swered. Satan waited, slowy smling, knowi ng that the vic -- tory was
about to be his; her one hope was fading. She felt the surge of madness rising in her as the
i nconpl ete thene turned agai nst the one who had invoked it.
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Ob focused her will, trying to project whatever nagic she had out to the corners of the
gl obe, the curvature of the plain. She felt it going out, carrying the fading nelody. Wuld there
be an answer?

Sat an nodded. He signal ed the denon; the prey had not escaped. The denon brought the knife
forward as Satan took Orb's bare armagain. She tried to fight it, but could not; the scant
protecti on made by her song had seeped away. Only her eyes remmined free -- free to weep

The knife touched Satan's red arm and a thin streak of bl ood appeared. It crossed to
Ob's arm

Then, faintly, she heard it. Was it, could it be -- ?

Yes! It was the conpanion thene! Natasha was answer -- ing! The barely audi bl e nel ody
caused the walls and floor to resonate, animating with the suggestion of its potency.

That answering passage freed her to resune. She sang her own part, and the infernal church
began to waver. Infused by the counterthene, it was losing its power over her

Satan resumed his song, but now its conmpul sion was di -- nminished. Ob felt its horrible
tug at her being, making her weak and despairing, but she was able to resist it.

She stepped unsteadily away fromthe altar, out of reach of the denon's knife. She
retreated to the spot where her harp was lying and picked it up, never pausing in her singing. She
knew she was on the way to her escape, but she felt the | oomng of the nadness, too; if Natasha
did not respond again, she would still be |ost.

Her passage ended -- but the distant voice of Natasha was | ouder now, and it brought her
renewed strength. She marched resolutely to the wall and through it, out to the | andscape beyond,
whil e Satan's song faded behi nd.

From beyond the crest of the low hill ahead came Na -- tasha's voice, singing the
alternate theme. She walked to -- ward it, singing in her turn. At the crest she encountered him
as he came up fromthe other side

He was a well-knit man, sturdy rather than tall, wearing a bright plaid shirt and green
denins. H's hair was fair, |ong and wavy, in the fashion of the ancient knights, and his fea --
tures were ruggedly even. He woul d not have seened out -- standing in a crowd, except for one
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thing -- his voice.

Not since her father had died had Ob heard the magic by a man. The Gypsy girl Tinka had
the magi c, but not as

Pi ers Ant hony 173

strongly, and it wasn't the sane. Her father's voice had been passabl e, but when he
touched her, the nusic of the mighty orchestra had mani fested and transfornmed his voice and her
worl d to spl endor

Nat asha had the magic -- and his voice alone was as fine as any O b had heard. Satan had
sung at her with a rough bass, both parts; Natasha was a honeyed tenor, of perfect tinbre and
vol unme, surely a joy even without the magic. But the nagic that he had was potent; it reached out
to nove her froma greater distance than her own nagic could. The conbination thrilled her; she
felt alnmost as if she were tread -- ing on clouds as she approached him

They stopped singing and stood for a nonent facing each other. There was no sound from

behi nd.

Ob turned and | ooked back. The obscene church was gone; there was only open field.

"You play a dangerous gane," Natasha renarked.

"I didn't choose it," Ob said. "Satan tried to -- to narry ne."

Nat asha pursed his lips. "Then you nust be the dansel of the prophecy."”

"What has ny reputation becone!" Ob exclained with nock di snay.

He | aughed. "When | set out in quest of the Llano, | learned that there was a wonan who
would sing it as well as |, but that Satan had his eye on her and would try to take her before
met her. Wen | heard your nelody | had for -- gotten that; | answered only because it had to be
answer ed, |est nadness cone. | did not know it was you, or that you would be beautiful, or that
your voice and magic be so won -- derful. | think I had no call for ny jeal ousy."

"Jeal ousy?" Orb was still adjusting to this abruptly changed situation

"I was always the nost respected singer of ny group,” he said. "In ny pride, | thought
that none could be ny equal. Wen | |earned that a nmere woman..." He shrugged, sml -- ing. "How
can | resent one as stunning in every respect as you? | think | never truly understood why it was
that others listened so raptly to ne, until | approached you just now and was stirred by your
voi ce and your magic. Truly, singing with you has been the high nmonent of ny life -- and | do not

even know you!"
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"I am Ob Kaftan, of Ireland,” Orb said, discovering that the thrill he described applied
as readily to her. Never before had she encountered her equal in this type of nmusic, and it was
i ndeed a transcendent experience.

"Nat asha, of this country," he said.

“If I may inquire -- "

He | aughed, as he seemed to do readily. "My father wanted a girl. My nother wanted a boy.
My nother was victorious, but ny father had his revenge. He named ne after the girl he had desired
-- in fact, after a womman he had de -- sired, before he married ny nother." He grimaced. "You may
call me Nat, if you prefer.”

Ob found herself |iking himand suspected that she would have, even if he had not just
rescued her froma fate or two worse than death. "I am nost grateful to you for saving ne from
Satan," she said.

"I amnost grateful to nyself for doing it,"'
earning the gratitude of a wonan such as you."

he said. "There are few better things than

It seened best to skirt that subject. "What if Satan ap -- proaches ne again, when you are
gone?"

"Have no fear of that!" Nat exclaimed. "It is the easiest thing to thwart him when you
know the key. | learned it by accident, serendipitously, in a bypath of my quest for the

Ll ano. "

"Easy? | was unable to resist! Wat is this key?"

"Sinply sing his alternate part," Nat said. "That nullifies the effect, instead of
completing it. Wen you preenpt half of the thene he requires to bind you, you render the whole
harm ess. | can quickly teach you that part; you need never fear Satan again. He nmade his play and
lost, and for that | amthankful."

He was hardly the only one! "Teach ne!" Ob said.

"What, now?"

"I shall not feel safe until | know Satan can not touch nme! | knew the prophecy, but
thought | could resist it; now !l know that | could not. Not by nyself."

He held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. "How can | refuse? | will sing it for you
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now. "

He sang it, his voice rising so fine and clear and full that Ob felt a wash of joy fl ow
through her. She recogni zed the
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second theme that Satan had sung, but this tine it was beau -- tiful instead of grim She
could have picked it up before, if she had realized how she could use it. As it was, she had been
terrified, too desperate to escape to nmake proper note of such a thing.

Nat finished, and Orb settled down with her harp, inmpro -- vising an acconpani nent, and
sang it. She could feel the partial power of it as she did so; this was definitely an aspect of
t he LI ano!

When she was done, he sat beside her. "I had thought your nagic was a bit |ess than nine
but with that instrument it (s nmore. How cane you by that harp?"
"It was given nme by the Muntain King," she said. "It enhances ny magic, so that | can

enchant an audi ence. "

"You have enchanted ne," he agreed. "How is it possible that you, hearing a thene once,
can sing such a conpelling rendition? | required many rehearsals to master it."

O b shrugged, flattered. "It is ny nature.”

“I think | amglad | rescued you," he said. "Tell ne, if this is not too forward --

"I amunmarried," Ob said, flushing. "Otherwise | think Satan woul d not have -- "

"OfF course," he agreed inmediately. "I should have re -- alized. You need never marry
until you wish to, now Let nme say candidly that all | know about you now is your ap -- pearance
and your voice, but that these are sufficient to pro -- voke ny interest. May | court you?"

Ob was startled, but held her conposure. After all, she had been approached by nen before
as abruptly. Her re -- action was | ess because of the expressed interest, or the courtly manner of
its expression, than because of her real -- ization that she was nore than casually receptive. It
was true that Nat had just saved her froma horrible fate and per -- haps nullified a long-tinme
prophecy: "One may marry Evil." How inportant that word "nay" was! The issue had been in doubt,
and the doubt had been resolved. Yet it would be safer to be married, so that Satan had no ready

route to that objec -- tive. Even if that were not the case, Nat was an extrenely interesting and
talented nan. "You may," she breat hed.
"I thank you for that permission. Orb," he said. "Con -- sidering that, let ne sing you

the Song of Awakening."
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“I don't think I know that one," she said.

"It is another aspect of the Llano that | have discovered in nmy questing. | nust warn you
that, like all the aspects of that song, it is potent."

"I want to leamall of the Llano," Ob said.

"I don't know whether any single person has learned all the parts of it, let alone
mastered them" he said seriously. "I understand that its entirety is as conplex and varied as
life itself. Few are even capable of singing the |east of it, though sone in nonents of special
inspiration or need do rise to the occasion."

"So | understand,” Ob agreed. "Yet what a challenge!"

"What a challenge!" he echoed, his voice suffused with longing. "If the parts can do what
they do, what m ght the whole acconplish? | have dedicated ny life to that pursuit."”

"So have |I," Ob said.

"Then | will sing you the Song of Awakening, and may the consequence be on our heads," he
said with a smle. "I did warn you."

"You did," she agreed.

He stood, took two steps forward, and turned to face down the hill. He breathed deeply,
setting hinmself. Then he sang.

Fromthe first note, the magi ¢ nmani fested, holding her al -- npbst breathl ess, stunned by

its beauty and anticipation. She had never heard a finer voice or finer theme! She seened to
becone one with the environnment, breathing its nel ody.

The sound spread out like a living blanket, and the world went dark. Ob was surprised,
but not alarmed; the feeling was good and nore than good. She felt the magic surround -- ing her
suffusing her, filling all the world about her, building up for what she knew would be a thrilling
cul minati on. She knew already that every story ever told about the Llano was true; its power now
seened infinite.
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There was a gleamof light to the side. It broadened and brightened, turning red. It
illum ned the nether sides of dark clouds, and rays passed between themto touch other clouds,
causing themto glow li ke stately hanging enbers. The red becane orange, and anber, and the
surroundi ng light spread out to animate the ground. It was the sunrise.

Now Orb recogni zed the nelody; it was the Song of the Mdrning! The nusic she had first
heard as a child, that had brought her out to the field and the forest and the river for
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her adventure with the water sprites. She had heard it often thereafter, but in recent
years she had been caught up in other matters and didn't go out to the natural country at dawn.
What a delight this was, to discover her old friend in this new guisel O course it was an aspect
of the Llano; she had al ways known that, but had never thought it could be evoked by hunman voice
Nat had brought her a treasurel!

The sunrise broadened to |ight the | andscape, the rays of the slowmy lifting sun spearing
out past the bank of clouds they heated to touch the ground. At each touch, a secondary gl ow
mani fested, the turf and rock devel oping preternatural clarity and colors, seening nore real than
before. Dew glis -- tened, striking delicate fire, form ng afield of sparkling genms, seem ngly
nmore precious in its transience than any stone could be. Tiny spider webs becane chai ns of
ni ni ature beads.

The great, brilliant ball of the sun appeared, that tran -- scendent orb after whose pale
sister Ob herself had been named. It was too bright to look at; yet in this vision, she could do
so without pain, appreciating its mght while shielded fromits harm

A ray cane down and touched her directly, illum nating a circle about her. She was bat hed
inits warmbrightness, beconing nore colorful herself, feeling nore beautiful. It was as if she
had come into existence at this nonent, or had been renewed in better form She was -- awakeni ng.

The song continued, harnonizing in its fashion with the natural things within its
anbi ance. The ground stirred before Orb; she watched closely and saw new shoots coni ng up
breaki ng through the turf. The stens spread, branching, thickening, reaching, taking in the
strengt heni ng beam of the sun, putting out |eaves that broadened and angled them-- selves to
catch the slanting light.

Buds forned, expanded, and opened into flowers of all colors. Sonme suggested roses, sone

tulips, and sone or -- chids, but they were not; they were sinply the nagic flowers of the
nmorni ng, their loveliness for her eyes al one.
O b | ooked around. The entire | andscape had turned ver -- dant, thickly growm wth

flowers. She was in a garden, the nassed fragrance of the flowers adding to her joy.
Then at last the song ended. It had not been | ong, objec --
178 Being a Geen Mt her
lively; her experience of it had dilated her awareness and deli ght.

She gazed at Natasha, the source of this wondrous ex -- perience. She had not realized how
handsome he was! "I never knew it could be sung," she murnured.

"I will teach it to you," he said.

"I think -- not now" she said. "I -- have had enough ex -- perience for one day. | think

| had better return hone."

"OfF course," he said, coning to her and extending his hand to hel p her stand.

As she stood, the flowers faded. The relatively barren | andscape returned. Even the hil
was gone; they were stand -- ing in the featureless plain of the Llano. Far away, near the
hori zon, she spied Jonah swinmm ng toward her

"But | will see you again," she told Nat.

"Certainly," he agreed.

She wal ked toward the big fish. Wen she paused to | ook back, Natasha was gone.

11 --

SONGOFDAY

She told the others, of course, for the pursuit of the Llano was their comon i ssion
Even Betsy, who had known nothing of it at first, had become interested as she realized what it
could do for the organist and her folks' farm

They were also interested in Natasha. "You're the only | oose cog aboard, you know, " the
drunmer remarked. "Everyone el se has paired off, one way or another. But nmaybe we should neet this
guy, just to be sure he's right for you."

"You have no authority over ny social life!" Orb ex -- clainmed indignantly.
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"Yes we do," Lou-Mae said. "Because we care."

That undermi ned her righteous ire. "I really don't know nuch about him except that he's
the finest singer I ever nmet and he knows aspects of the Llano."

"And he saved you from Satan," Jezebel added. "That's enough to recomend himby itself.

Oly -- "
"Only what?" Ob asked, aware that the succubus m ght have an inportant qualification
"Well, you know I'ma denon. | didn't ask to be, any nore than the rest of you asked to be
human. |I'mnot of Satan's canp; denons cone in many varieties, just as norta
279
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creatures do. But sone things -- are nore denonic than

ot hers." "What cha sayi ng, worman?" the guitarist asked. "You

think Nat's a denon?" "It is possible,” she said. "If |I could neet him | could

tell." "I hadn't thought of that," Ob said, dismyed. "A

denon?" "Denpns can do things that nortals can't. Like singing --

you know how we can change our forns. Wll, sonme of us can change our voices, too. CQur

substance is nore nall eabl e;
and, of course, eternity allows us to perfect sonething, if
we work at it." "But not all denons are bad,"” the guitarist said, evidently
sensitive about this matter.
Jezebel snmiled. It was night now, and she was in her sultry stage. "That depends on how

you see it. To sone, | amthe nost evil of creatures, because -- "

"Well, they don't know anything!" he said. "You just never had a chance, before you got
aboard Jonah."

"True. But still, it is not wise to trust a denon before you know himwell. W don't know
what notivates this Natasha,

and i f anything happened to Ob -- " "But it's only speculation that he's a denon!" Ob

protested. "Still, naybe it would be better to be sure," the drumrer

said. "We don't want to interfere, but if we could just get to know him maybe..." He

trailed off.

"I wWill ask himto cone and neet you, next tine | see him" Ob prom sed, knowi ng there
was justice in their

doubt. Meanwhil e, she practiced the Song of Awakeni ng, which

she knew as the Song of the Mrning. The others were awed as the miracul ous sound filled
the fish and caused the cham-- ber to darken, then brought the beautiful dawn and the sprouting
of plants and blooning of flowers. It was illusion, of course, that faded slowy after the song
was done, but a marvel ous one. As Ob perfected it, the effect intensified, so that it was hard
not to believe inits reality.

"You know," Betsy said, "the time may cone when you do it so well that it will becone
real, and dawn will come a second time in one norning." She was a farmgirl and really appreciated
nat ure.
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O b | aughed, but privately she wondered. The Song of Awakeni ng was the hunman version
while the Song of Morn -- ing was nature's version. There were surely ramfications that she did
not know, but if she perfected them so that her version nore closely approached the natural one,
it might indeed have that effect. After all, the Song of Travel enabled her to junp across the
gl obe. The magic nmusic did relate to real things, when properly executed.

She thought al so about Natasha. It had not been coinci -- dence that he had rescued her
from Satan, for she had sung a portion of a fragment of the Llano, and he was attuned to the
Ll ano. But it had been a nost inportant event in her life, for Satan had indeed trapped her and
al nost conpl eted the prophecy. She had a conmon interest with Natasha in the Llano, as she did
with the menbers of the Livin' Sludge and with Jezebel and Betsy -- and with Jonah. That interest
bound them all together, however diverse their origins and natures. But it was nore than that, for
Nat was a handsone and tal ented man, and she was wi thout a man. She had not felt deprived, but now
her interest was quickening. H s Song of Awakeni ng, presented as courtship, had i ndeed noved her.

Now she renenbered her chil dhood vision. A wedding! She had never thought of it in the
excitement and horror of Satan's attenpted forced cerenony; and indeed, that had not been the
weddi ng of the dream Mm had not been there to conduct her down the aisle. But if she -- with
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Nat asha -- could it be? Then what of the other part of the dream the devastated worl d?
And i f Natasha were nonhuman -- what then? She could not dismss Jezebel's warning. The
succubus was in a po -- sition to know. A denon was a creature of a different order fromthe

human. The sprites were of the denon kind, and the dryads, different phyla of the Denon Ki ngdom
They varied as widely as did the creatures of the Aninmal Kingdom or the plants of the Vegetable
Ki ngdom or the stones of the Mneral Kingdom Just as she could love a pretty flower or a
sparkling gem she could |love a denon |like the hamadryad of the water oak. No, denbns were not by
definition evil! But to develop a romantic relationship with one -- that was another matter.

Was she prejudiced, she asked herself. The guitarist had a romantic relation with the
succubus, and Orb coul d not
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fault it; Jezebel was a good wonan in every human sense of the word, as |long as her
passi ons were under control. Wiy should Orb feel that the kind of relationship that was good for a
fell ow human bei ng shoul d be bad for her? She couldn't answer that, except to acknow edge that she
could not ac -- cept it for herself with equaninmty. Perhaps a relationship was possible, but she
woul d first have to know for certain exactly what Nat was. |If human, fine; if denmon, she would
have to consider |onger before deciding how or whether to

proceed. Yet when he had sung the Song of Awakening -- ah, what

a stirring there had been in her breast! There had been a seemi ng dawn within her
awareness, as well as in the world. Wio could say where this day night |ead?

"Ms. dotch has schedul ed us for Hawaii," Betsy an -- nounced brightly, |ooking up from
the pile of correspondence she was handling. "I've always wanted to see their pineapple

farns." Orb pursed her lips. "I'"'mnot sure that's w se. Jonah

doesn't like to pass over |arge bodies of water."

"Ch? Way not ?"

"He is cursed. He can not swmin water, and if anything shoul d happen over the ocean, he
woul d be in terrible

trouble.” Betsy's brow winkled. "Wy? Wiat coul d happen to

hi "

"Well -- " But Orb found herself stunped. "Wat could happen to a creature cursed to be
imortal until his punish -- nent was terni nated?"

"Probably a lot of pain," Lou-Mue said.

O b nodded. That would be enough. "I suppose we'll just have to see whether Jonah will
take us," she said. "If not, it's understandable, and we'll sinply have to cancel the

engagenent . "

When the tine canme, they asked the big fish to go. Jonah hesitated at the verge of the
ocean, then lifted high and braved it. They were on their way.

At first it was intriguing, sw nnming above the great ocean, for they had never done this
before. But it was a long swm and soon the novelty dulled. They settled down to the routine of
rehearsing, eating, tal king, and sl eeping.
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Lou- Mae cane to wake Orb. "Something's wong," she whispered urgently.

O b rubbed her eyes. "You quarreled with -- ?"

“"No, | nean with Jonah!"

Now Orb was alert. "Jonah! How do you nean?"

"He's swinmng crazy. | think he's sick."

What would it nean to be inside a sick fish? "Ch, | hope not!" Orb said sincerely. She
flung on a housecoat and dug her toes into her slippers.

Now it was evident: the big fish's course was erratic. He seened uncertain where to go and
kept changi ng cour se.

"I wish we could talk to him" Lou-Mae said nervously. "Ask himwhat's wong..."

But Orb had discovered it. "There's a stormout there; | can see the lightning flashes
t hrough his scales," she said.

"He don't nuch like storms!" Lou-Me said.

"He's trying to avoid the rain," Ob said. "But it has closed in all around. He's
cornered, as it were."

"But he can dive down underground and -- oops, we're over the ocean!"

"Now we know why he doesn't like to swimover the ocean," Ob said.

"What happens if he gets rained on?"

"I don't know. He is cursed to avoid water. | suppose it would be a violation of the terns
of his curse. But what that neans in a practical sense..." She shrugged.
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Jezebel appeared, in her ravishing nocturnal aspect. "I have a notion. It strikes me that
Jonah is nuch like a denon, during his curse. Denpbns don't die, but they can hurt. Prob -- ably
every drop burns like fire. A noral would die pretty soon and be out of his pain, but for a denobn
it goes on and on."

"How woul d that affect us?" Ob asked.

“"Well, he's sure to thrash around. You would, too, if soneone kept poking you with a red-
hot poker. It won't be too confortable in here."

The guitarist showed up, looking green. "Can't we get this tub out of the rollers?" he
asked plaintively. "I get seasick."

"Cheer up, lover, the worst is yet to cone," Jezebel in -- fornmed himmaliciously. The
news of their liaison had of course circul ated quickly enough; the secret was only main -- tained
agai nst out si ders.
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"You're a dermon!" he said.

"I had noticed. Can | help you?"

"Just pull out your blouse so | have sonewhere to vomt,"

"Mortals have odd tastes,"

he said niserably.
the succubus remarked as she pulled out her blouse, show ng her

full breasts. OQhers |aughed appreciatively, but the guitarist for once had no in -- terest. "Cone
on, sailor." She herded himoff toward a bathroom
O b gazed out through the scales. "W've got to do sonme -- thing," she said. "It's our

fault Jonah got caught here.”
The organi st appeared, with Betsy. "You conjured rain, Ob; can you nake it go away?"
“I could try. But I don't know the proper theme. | mght just nmake things worse."”
"Better not risk it," he agreed. Then he had another no -- tion. "You can keep us off the
H when you have to; can you get Jonah off his problemwith water? So he can swmin it again?"
"Again, | could try, if | knew the thene. But if | got it wong -- "

"Well, it's the Llano he's looking for, sane's us. Maybe if you -- | mean we could all try
the Song of Mrning, and maybe -- "
"I don't know," Orb said. Then the fish lurched, throwi ng her against the wall. "But then

again --

They tried it. The guitarist was too sick to participate, but the drumrer and Lou- Mae and
the organist joined. Ob sang the Song of Awakeni ng, and Lou- Mae made a harnony, and the others
acconpani ed. The magi c spread out strongly, animating themall, and it devel oped into the best
rendition yet, with the darkness closing in so absolutely that stars ap -- peared above.

Jonah's lurching stopped. He rel axed, slowy sinking down through the turbul ent
at nospher e.

But what woul d happen when he touched the restless sur -- face of the ocean?

O b peered through the scales as the magic sunrise formed. She could see that it was
raining now, outside, and the rain was washi ng across Jonah's surface. That neant that their song
was enabling the fish to tolerate water. Perhaps the sea would be tol erable, too.
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They conpleted the rendition. Flowers bl ooned across the floor, and the chanber was
fragrant.

"Sheez, we should do this number on the tour!" the drum-- ner exclained.

Lou- Mae considered. "Why not? So it's a piece of the Llano; it's the greatest music we
know. Everybody should hear it."

O b nodded. "I suppose we could try it." She walked to the wall, to get a better view of
the exterior.

Jonah made a shudder. "Maybe we better sing it again," Lou-Mae said.

"Try it without ne," Ob said. "I'Il try to help you with the magic. If we can do it in
rel ays, maybe we can keep him quiet w thout wearing ourselves out."

Lou- Mae and the drumer and the organist tried it by

thenselves. It wasn't as good as before, but it did quiet the fish

O b watched as Jonah sank slowy toward the heaving ocean. The key point woul d be when he
touched. If he could do that w thout damage, they would be all right.

The fish shivered. They felt it as if it were an earth trenor:

m nor notion, but significant alarm

Jezebel reappeared. "Jonah's afraid,” she said.

O b pointed dowmn. "O that?"

"I don't think so. The song's calmng him It doesn't seem

that he can't touch water, just that he's afraid to. The Llano
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hel ps quell his fear, but not all the way." "Wat could a creature like himbe afraid of ?"
"I don't know, but | think we'd better not dismiss it till

we know what it is."

Jonah settled onto the water. Hi s nervousness increased despite their nusic. Yet the water
did not seemto be hurting him He floated Iike a ship, rocking gently to the swells.

Then the big fish jerked into notion. His side fins raked through the water |ike oars, and
the bottom portion of his tail threshed the liquid into foam He was not sw nming, so nmuch as
stroki ng across the water.

"Sonet hing's out there!" Jezebel said. "I'd better take a | ook." She strode to the wal
and through it, startling Ob. But of course she was a denpbness, able to dematerialize and wal k
through walls so she could reach her prey. She just hadn't done it openly before.
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Al nost i nmedi ately the succubus reappeared. "There's sonmething ugly out there," she
reported. "There's a glow, and what | ook |ike ghosts, and Jonah's trying to get away fromthem
You'd better |ook."

“I can't go out there," Ob protested. "I'd drown!"
"I can take you to the top of the fish," Jezebel said. "It's pretty flat there, and you
can hold on to a fin. | really think you should go."

Ob trusted the succubus' judgnment. She took Jezebel's hand, and they wal ked t hrough the
wal I and up, coming out on the fish's broad back. The rain was pelting down, but the skin was

rough, offering good traction, and Orb had no trou -- ble keeping her feet.

"There," Jezebel said, pointing.

O b | ooked. She saw the glow, and it was not a healthy illumnation. G otesque shapes
moved within it. She squinted, brushing the spray fromher face. "Wat is it?"

"I think it's denmonic," Jezebel said. "But there are dif -- ferent kinds of denons, as you
know, and sone in-between forns |ike zonbies that -- "

" Zonbi es?"

"Well, I'"'mnot sure. What do they look like to you?"

O b continued peering. The fish was slow ng, and the shapes were gaining, spreading their
unhealthy light. "Skeletons."

"Same thing, maybe. Do you think that's what Jonah's afraid of ? Looks to me he can handl e
wat er, maybe not to swmin, but to float on, but those things are wal king on it, which neans
they're supernatural, and |1'd guess they're after him If he knewit, he'd stay well clear if he
could."

"We've got to stop them" Ob exclained.

"The supematural's hard to stop, when it's in its element. | don't want to scare you but --
"Wth the Llano!™ Orb cried. "lI've got to try!"
The succubus shrugged. "1'd help you if | could, but you know ny talent isn't singing."

Ob started singing herself, trying the Song of the Morning, the only significant fragnent
of the Llano she knew.

The skel etons marched right on, their bone | egs wal king across the water, their skulls
faci ng Jonah. The song had no effect.

"Wrse," Jezebel nurmured. "Now | see why he slowed. There're nore on the other side.”

“"Maybe if | had ny harp,"” Ob said doubtfully.

"I can fetch it for you."

"Thank you." Orb was too distracted to say nore.
The danci ng skel etons closed in inexorably. Jonah's shud -- dering becanme nore violent.
Orb had no reasonabl e doubt, now, this was the nenace the big fish feared. "Jonah, | wll try to

protect you," she said al oud.

The shuddering eased. Jonah had heard and under st ood.

But could she do it? The Song of the Morning hadn't worked; what woul d? Sonetines the
magi ¢ had worked with other songs -- but what applied to skel etons?

Their forns were conming clearer as they approached. They were not sinply dancing; they
were doing a crazy sort of jig. She would have thought it random if they were not all doing it
toget her, perfectly synchroni zed. Their bone | egs noved this way and that, and their bone bodies
seened to |l ose bal -- ance and al nost fall over before abruptly snapping back to the vertical. The
ef fect woul d have been eerie, even if per -- forned by fully fleshed fol k

Jezebel reappeared, |eading the drumrer by the hand. Orb realized that she had done an
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absent - m nded doubl et ake when the succubus chuckled. "No, I'mnot two-tinming ny man," Jezebe
said. "W figured you could use help, and there's no way to plug in the organ up here, so
brought the drumrer instead."” She handed Orb her harp

"But the rain will ruin the druns!" Ob protested.

"No nore than it will your harp," the drummer said. "Wiat use will either be, if Jonah
gets w ped out ?"

O b acknow edged the validity of that. "I tried the Song of the Mdrning, but it didn't
wor k. "

The drunmer stared at the advanci ng horde. "Know any songs about skel etons?" he asked with
a certain bravado

"Just one ny father used to sing ne," Ob said. "A joke, a Halloween kind of round."

"Try it," he said, setting up his druns.

"This is ridiculous!" Ob nuttered as she took up her harp. But then, so were the dancing
skel et ons.

"Say, isn't that the Drunken Sailor's Hornpi pe?" Jezebel asked, gazing at the dancers.

"The what ?" the drumer asked.
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"It's a dance. | learned it about fifty years ago, when | worked a dancing group."

"You were a dancer?"

“I didn't say that."

"Ch." He was disgruntled.

Ob started to sing and play, and the drunmer picked up the beat and anplified it
powerfully. "Have you seen the ghost of Tonf? Round white bones with no skin on!"™ It was a
hunorously grisly song, but it held nostalgia for her, taking her back to the years of her
chi | dhood when Pacian held her and tickled her and sang to her, and the orchestra of his magic
presence filled her limted universe. Ch, she |loved her father! Now he was gone, and if there were
skel etons where he was, surely he was singing to them too, and nmaking them | augh

Ob was uncertain how much of the wetness on her face was rain and how nuch was tears.

But the song wasn't stopping the skeletons. They were coming quite close, in seening
phal anxes, and the first phal -- anx was now quite near Jonah's huge tail

Ob tried another song, one fromtheir repertoire, with no better effect. Misic sinply
wasn't doing it.

One skel eton separated fromthe | ead phal anx. It danced crazily forward, toward the tail
its bone feet treading the water as if it were conpletely solid.

"That is the Drunken Sailor's Hornpipe!" Jezebel said. "See, it's one of the few dances
can do." She went into the jig, and it was the sanme notion, lean and lurch as the skel etons were
doing. "You step here and here, around and back, and that off-balances you, so you switch feet,
so," she explained as she did it, her flesh heaving dynam cally.

The cl osest skel eton paused, its skull facing the succubus.

"Hey!" the drummer said. "They're dancers! So they tune into dancing!"

The skeleton resuned its forward notion. It came to the tail and reached out to enbrace
it. But at the touch, Jonah junped as if receiving an electric shock, and indeed there was a flash
at the point of contact.

Then the skel eton was gone -- and one section of Jonah's tail had becone skel et al

"CGeez," the drummer said.

"I told you he'd have reason to fear denons,'

--and I'"Il bet

said. "They want to make himone of them-- there are enough of themto do it."

Anot her skel eton detached itself fromthe phal anx and danced forward.

“I've got to stop this!" Ob said, handing the succubus her harp and striding along the
back of the fish. Part of her nmind remarked on the confidence with which she gave her inval uable

Jezebel

harp to a denoness -- but she knew the harp would not tolerate the touch of a deceitful or evi
creature, and Jezebel was neither, despite being of denonic stock

"Hey, don't!" Jezebel cried, following. "It'd only take

one skel eton to convert you! | think they take out their own nass!”

O b paused. Cbviously there was justice in this notion. Wat could she acconplish, if she
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becane an instant skel -- eton? Yet how could she let this horror proceed w thout even chall enging
it? She was afraid and angry.

"They' re dancers,” the drumer called, coning up be -- hind them "Ob, you know a dance
that'd stop anything in its tracks."

Ob stiffened. But now a realization cane: the huge fish had accepted her after she had
danced the tanana for him Ws this the reason? |nsurance agai nst these awful dancers?

The second skel eton was approaching the tail. "Beat the cadence for the Song of the

" Ob said tersely to the drunmmer. "lI'mgoing to dance to it."

"Got it," he said, scranbling to set up his druns again.

“"I"lIl tell the others," Jezebel said, stepping down through the fish's flesh

He started the beat, and it was good, but not good enough. "Wth the nagic," Ob said,
touchi ng his shoul der.

As she did so, the magic cane, her power transferring to him "Got it," he repeated.

The beat took hold, and there was indeed nmagic to it, cre -- ating the senbl ance of the
song. Orb began to dance. She was consci ous now of her housecoat plastered to her body, and
dragging at her legs. Inpatiently she struggled out of it and threw it aside, wearing only her
nightie. She was aware that this was clinging to her torso like a winkled second skin, worse in
its fashion than nakedness, but she had no choice; she had to have freedom of notion

She danced the tanana to the beat, addressing the skel --

Mor ni ng,
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eton. The thing paused, then matched her, switching fromits hornpipe to the tanana. It
coordi nated with her notions, conpleting the dance. It |eaped and spun and gazed si del ong at her
with its bony sockets. There was no doubt that she had found the key to naking the skel etons
react. But where could this |ead?

Well, if the others did not advance until this one was through, and she distracted it |ong
enough, the stormm ght clear, and Jonah would be free to swimback into the sky, escaping the
skel et ons.

The beat of the druns intensified, seem ng to pound agai nst the entire universe. Boom
boom BOOM BOOM The skel eton danced nore wildly, matching the increasing enphasis -- and then
began to fall apart. The violence of this dance was becoming too nuch for it, and it was self --
destructing!

The bones flew off randomy, |eaving the skeleton without part of one arm then part of
the other, then its skull. Finally the rest of it collapsed and fell into the water, sinking out
of sight.

Ob breathed a panting sigh of relief. They had done it! They had stopped the skel eton
from touchi ng Jonah

A new skel eton detached itself fromthe phalanx and danced toward the tail

Qops! The job wasn't finished! Ob set herself, the drum-- beat resuned, and she began to
dance agai n. She addressed the second skeleton, and it reacted as had the first. They danced
together, and the skel eton was a marvel ously fine dancer; she found herself picturing it as a
handsome Gypsy man, strutting and posturing and turning on in the tineless manner.

Then the beat intensified; the man flew apart, and his pieces sank into the rain-wet
waves, his magi c gone.

But the storm had not abated, and the skel etons had nassed until they were closing in on
every side. Another energed fromthe phal anx near the tail, but now others were stepping out from
ot her phal anxes, to approach the large fins on either side and the head. Jonah's nervousness
i ncreased.

"We're in trouble,” the drunmer said. "You can't dance forever, and you can't go one-to-
one with three or four at once.”

Jezebel energed with Lou-Mae on one hand and the or --
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gani st on the other. "Maybe each of us can address one skel eton, and hold them off each
section," she suggested.

They tried it, but the others did not know the tanana and the skel etons responded to
not hi ng el se well enough to make a difference. There was not tinme to teach them it had taken Ob
hours of practice, many days in succession, to perfect it. Even had there been tine, she doubted
that Lou-Mae could leamit; the dance appeared i ndecent to outsiders. Meanwhile, the skeletons
were marching in on every side.
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"We have to have stronger medicine," Lou-Mie said. "You said your friend Nat knew strong
songs -- "

"Natasha!" Orb called, hoping he could hear. The skel -- etons were about to touch on
every side; if the man did not cone --

There was the distant sound of a sustained note, as of soneone singing an extraordinarily
power ful nmnel ody. The very surface of the ocean seened to quiet as the nusic stroked it. The

skel et ons paused in their dancing, exactly as they were, canted to one side. Natasha had heard!

The note became a nel ody, growing |ouder. The song spread out to fill the region
beauti ful and resonant and pro -- foundly noving. "That man can singV Jezebel mnurnured. There was
no response; the others were nesnerized by the song, human bei ngs and skel etons alike, |istening.
Nat asha approached, still singing, his voice holding the horde in stasis. He appeared on

the surface of the water, walking on it in the manner the skel etons did. He passed by them and
stepped onto the skin of the fish, clinbing the steep side until he reached the relatively flat
back where Orb and die others stood.

He paused in his singing, standing before them The skel -- etons resuned their dancing
and advanci ng.

"They're trying to make a skel eton of Jonah!" Orb ex -- clained. "Can you stop then®?"

"Wth the Song of Power," Nat replied. "You may know it as the Song of Day."

"Quick, before they touch!" Ob urged.

"Gve nme a beat," he said, spotting the drunmer.

The drummer settled down to his drums and started the beat. It was a standard pattern, as
he did not know what was want ed.

Nat asha resuned his singing. It was the sane song as be --
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fore, but nore forceful; the sound seemed to make the very atnosphere reverberate. The
ni ght |ightened, then becanme day, the sun riding high and striking through the nass of the storm
cloud, vaporizing it and turning the black waves green. The |ight becane intense, causing the
white bones of the skeletons to shine.

Nat gestured to the drummer, and the beat picked up. The song becane | ouder, the feeling
init sointense that Ob felt as if she were riding a nuscular stallion through an endless fire.
Her nightie dried and becane di aphanous.

The skeletons felt it, too. They started to nove, but not in their dance. They were trying
to escape, but could not;

the sun's beans bore pitilessly on them Theywere rocking to the drum beats, as if shaken
by some invisible hand. Then they were falling apart, their bones disassociating and drop -- ping
into the water with little splashes. In a nonent, all the

skel et ons were gone.

Nat brought his song to a close. As he did so, the day faded, and the night of reality
returned. But the stormwas gone, and so were the skel etons; those abolitions had not

been i1l usions.

Ob flung her arns around himand ki ssed himon the cheek. "You rescued ne again!" she
excl ai med.

“I't was ny pleasure," he said gallantly.

Then Orb remenbered her situation. She was in her scant nightie, on the back of a
monstrous fish, and her friends were watching. She |let go and drew back a little.

Sonewhat awkwardly, she performed introductions. "Nat, this is Lou-Me..." She went
t hrough t he nanes;

Nat asha acknow edged them gracefully, and the others were

polite.

"Maybe we should go inside and |l et Jonah swi m back into

the sky where he likes it," Jezebel suggested. Nat |ooked about. "Just how did you get up
here?" he

i nquired.
"Jezebel brought us," Ob said. "She -- " "No secret," Jezebel cut in. "I'ma denpness.
Take ny hand; I'Il lead you in."

O b, knowi ng the succubus' suspicion about Natasha, kept quiet. Nat took her hand, and Ob
took the other, and they wal ked down through the flesh and into the fish's com-- fortable
interior.

Jezebel turned them | oose and went back for the others. "Not to appear unduly critical,"
Nat said, "but are you sure you can trust a denmon?"
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"This one, yes. Denpbns vary as widely as do living crea -- tures; they fit no single
nmol d. "
He shrugged. "I wouldn't know. "
Abruptly, the scene froze. Al sound and notion ceased, |eaving Ob al one untouched.
Nat asha stood |ike a statue, three-quarters of the way through his shrug.
Then two new figures appeared. They did not enter; they sinply becane present. One was
cl oaked in black, the other in white.

"Let me guess," Ob said. She glanced at the black figure, then at the white. "Thanatos --

and Chronos." O course it was no guess for Thanatos; she had interacted with himbe -- fore, when
he put her together with the Livin' Sl udge.

"Even so0," the Incarnation of Death agreed, with a hid -- eous snile on his skull-face.
This time he did not |lay back his hood, so the effect continued, but Orb now had no con -- cern

about it. Any person Luna trusted was worthwhile. "Chronos has stopped tine so that we may
converse. W fear you are being deceived."

"I hate being deceived,” Ob said. "My nother warned ne of a trap before, and even with
that warning | barely escaped it. Is there nore trouble coining?"

"There may be," Thanatos said. "It is our concern that this individual nay be denonic,
per haps an agent of Satan.

It is not safe for you to be involved with himif this is the case."

"I nvolved!" Orb exclainmed. But of course she was, in the general sense; for the second
time, Natasha had saved her froma very bad situation. "Wat gives you the notion that Nat could
be denoni c? He was just saying that -- "

"W believe that your objectivity is vital to certain future events," Thanatos said.
"Satan is aware of this and may be trying to influence you by sending a minion. The realns of tine
on Earth and of the Afterlife may be subject to com-- promise. W would not want your future to
be distorted by any agent of Satan.”

"My future? If one of you is the Incarnation of Time, surely you can readily check ny
future and satisfy your -- selves as to its adequacy!™
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"Not readily," Chronos said, speaking for the first tine. He | ooked Iike a normal |iving
man, once all owance was nmade for his office. "The future is not fixed; it is nultiple, and it is
constantly changing. There are variants covering a spectrumof alternatives, sone of which are
positive, sonme negative. It is our interest to encourage the positive."

"But surely you can see whether Satan has any influence on nmany of those variants, and
whet her Nat asha has any involvenent," Ob protested. "Intact, you can follow Nat's life forward
and back, and discover whether he is human or

deron, can't you?"

"Not readily," Chronos said. "Satan is adept in his ma -- nipulations and can cl ot he
reality with illusion so cleverly that it becones al nbst inpossible to separate the two. The real
Nat asha coul d have been replaced by a denon who em-- ulates himperfectly, and I would have to
devote far nore of nmy attention to tracing this down than | can spare from

nmy duties.” "Needle in the haystack,"” Ob said, seeing the problem

It had not occurred to her that a real nman could be replaced by a denon, but of course it
was possible. "In that case, you, Thanatos, should be able to test this nan and verify his nature
directly. After all, you can read souls, and denons don't have souls, do they?"

“I't is true that they don't," Thanatos agreed. "But for a deception of this nature, it
woul d be relatively sinple for Satan to provide a demon with the sinulation of a soul. My tools
for measuring souls are relatively crude; | am not

CGod." He smiled griny.

"You are saying that with all the powers the two of you possess, you can not tell whether
a given entity is human or denon?' Ob asked incredul ously.

"Ordinarily it would be no problem" Thanatos said. "In

this case, it may be."

Ob whistled internally. Obviously she had overrated the powers of the Incarnations! "How
then should I tell whether

Nat asha i s human or denon?”

"I suspect you will have to fall back on the ol d-fashi oned devices," Thanatos said.
"Denmons are not subject to certain limtations of human beings, such as their fixed forns, but do
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have limtations of their actions that Iiving people |ack, such as what they may touch or say."
Pi ers Ant hony 195
"You nmean the Christian Cross? A denobn can't touch it?"
"And holy water, or any sanctified relic. Neither can a denon say the nane of God or sing

a hymm. He may un -- dertake enornous convolutions to avoid exposure by such neans, to divert the
subj ect, perhaps to ridicule the neces -- sity, but when directly challenged, he can not do these
t hi ngs. "

"But not all denobns are creatures of Satan!" Orb pro -- tested. "Some can be quite decent
fol k."

"The limts do not reflect decency," Thanatos said. "They reflect origin. W concede that
a good denon may be a better friend than a bad human being -- but the bad hunan can touch the
Cross, while the good denmon can not. The barrier is absolute. That is why such tests have been
established; it is not possible to cheat such identification.”

"So you want ne to test Natasha? To see whether he is of human or denonic stock?"

"Correct," Thanatos said.

"And if | do, and he turns out to be a denon -- what does that prove? As you said, a good
denon may be better than a bad human being -- and a bad nman could be an agent of Satan, too."

“Unlikely, in this case," Thanatos said. "The original Na -- tasha is a good man; Chronos
has al ready checked his time -- line and verified this. He would never align with Satan

i ndeed, he woul d oppose Satan with all his power. Only Satan could arrange to replace such
a man with a denon sinmulacrum Therefore, if this is a denon, it has to be Satan's mnion. W hope
this is not the case, but we believe it nust be tested."

O b sighed. Their logic seenmed tight. "Very well; | will test him-- in my own tine. If he
should turn out to be a denon, | certainly shall have nothing to do with him But |I'msure this is
not the case; after all, he has twi ce rescued ne fromsevere distress and he has taught nme part of
the Llano."

"What he clains is the Llano," Chronos said, gesturing with his left hand.

Ob saw that there was a ring on one of his fingers. It |ooked just like the one Mym had
given her: a tiny coil ed snake.
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"That ring!" she said. "How did you cone by it, Chronos?"

He glanced at it, as if startled. "Ch, this charn? It is of denonic nature, but aligned
with the forces of good. There are many of them all very simlar."

"Luna has some," Thanatos said. "I'msure she would give you one, if you asked."

Di sgruntled by this revel ation of the commonness of a charm she had thought unique, Ob
retreated. "No, of course not; | was just curious." For an instant she had al nbst had a bad vision
of soneone stealing the ring from her baby;

but of course, that was inpossible; the ring could not be stolen or taken by force; it had
to be honestly given. Her daughter would keep her ring until reaching the age of dis -- cretion
then she could do with it as she chose.

Unl ess Tinka had not put it on Olene's finger, but instead had sold it...

No! Orb knew her friend would never have done such a thing. She adjusted her enotion and
addressed the present situation. They had been tal king about the Llano -- and there was anot her
body blow to her certainty. "You nean that was not part of the Llano Natasha taught nme? The Song
of the Morning?"

The two I ncarnations exchanged gl ances. Both shook their heads in perplexity. "I'"mafraid
neither of us knows that song," Thanatos said after a nonment. "The Llano is a dif -- ferent kind
of magic fromthat we utilize. Perhaps what he has taught you is valid. That would not necessarily
exonerate him if it is not a religious piece..."

"It's a -- a natural piece," she said, lacking a proper de -- scription. "It makes the
dawn cone, and the day brighten, and it destroyed the danci ng skel etons that threatened us. Wuld
an em ssary from Satan sing such a song?"

"That does seem doubtful ," Thanatos admtted. "You say it actually bani shed denonic
creatures?”

"It actually did."

"I don't see how a creature of Satan's would do that." Thanatos shrugged. "But of course
that is not ny specialty. Mars would know the answer; he is the expert in conbat, especially
agai nst dernonic forces."

"Well, at such time as | encounter Mars, | will ask him"
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Ob said. "Meanwhile, | can certainly nmake the other tests;
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that should nmake the nmatter academic.'

"W appreciate your cooperation," Thanatos said. Then Chronos lifted his other hand, which
now held a large, glow -- ing hourglass, started to tilt it -- and abruptly the two were gone, and
Nat asha resumed ani mation

O b scranmbl ed feverishly am dst her thoughts. Wat had they been tal ki ng about, before the
stasis? She hated de -- ceiving the man, but until she was sure of his nature --

Ah -- about denons. They had agreed that not all demons were evil. That seened ironic, in
view of the timng of the arrival of the visitors.

"I can show you how nice Jezebel is," Ob said.

Then Jezebel reappeared, with Lou-Mae and the drummer at her hands.

"Jez, would you nmind very nuch if | perforned a test on you?" Orb asked, feeling
enmbar r assed.

"Wel come, " the succubus said. "Just let nme fetch in the last pair.'

She di sappear ed

through the wall and soon re -- turned with Betsy and the organist.
They assenbled in the main chanber. "Wiat was this test?" Jezebel inquired
"Well, | have been warned that -- " Ob hesitated, but saw no diplomatic way to say it. " -

- that Natasha nmight be of denonic origin. So -- "

Nat straightened. "How s that?"

"So | need to run a test,” Ob continued doggedly. "But | need a -- a control person, to
verify that the indications are valid. That the test works."

"Who made such a suggestion?" Nat asked, becoming nettl ed.

Ob forced herself to face him "Chronos and Thanat os.

They told me that -- well, never mind that. | hope you're willing to -- "

"I hardly expected a reception of this nature,” Nat said. "It would seemto nme that -- "
But now he broke off, for the others were gazing at him

"“You know, " Jezebel said, "if there is one thing that denon skel etons would respect, it
woul d be an agent of

Satan's."

Nat stared at her angrily. "You ought to know, denobness."
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"They told ne that ny -- ny destiny was inportant,” Ob said. "That Satan might try to
influence ne. So | really have

no choice."

Nat grimaced. "You insist on this -- this trial?"

“I'mafraid | do," Ob said nmiserably. "Then let's have the test,"

he snapped. "What do
you

have in m nd?"

Ob addressed Jezebel. "Please repeat after me the words | say.'
others were silent; they were enbarrassed by this scene.

"Denon," Orb said.

Jezebel snmiled. "Denon."

'"Person." 'Person."

ezebel shook her head. "You know | won't say that."

"But could you if you wanted to?" 'Want to? | wish | could! But it's inpossible.”

The succubus nodded. The

"Hell ," Ob said. Betsy junped. Jezebel smled. "She's not swearing," she
explained. "Hell." "Earth." "Earth."
"Heaven." Jezebel balked. "If only..." she said sadly.

"Satan." "Satan." "God."
Jezebel spread her hands, defeated. "Thank you," Ob said. She turned to Natasha, "Angel

Heaven. God," he said, disgusted. Ob felt guilty. "Does sonmeone have a cross?" "l do," Lou-Me
said quickly. She drew on a thin gold chain at her neck and brought up a fine silver cross. "G ve
it to Jezebel," Ob said. "Please, no," Jezebel said. "lIts approach woul d danmage

me. "

“I"1l take it," Nat said. He extended his hand and took

the cross. He glanced at Orb. "Satisfied?" "Alnost,” Ob said, wshing she had never
gotten into

this. "I would like to sing a hycmm." "Let's spare the denpness the pain of attenpting
that,"
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Nat said grimy. He handed back the cross, then inhal ed, and sang;

"I"'mjust a poor wayfaring stranger, A-traveling through this world of woe;

But there's no sickness, toil nor danger, In that bright world to which I go."

As he sang, the walls of the chanber faded, and the gl oom of the exterior night devel oped.
The dar kness was not total

rather, it was the nmurk of a dismal twlight, through which the nan seened to be trudging.
The worl d of woe.

He proceeded through it, concluding:

"I"'mgoing there to neet nmy Savior, To sing his praise for evernore, |I'mjust a going over
Jordan, |'mjust a going over hone."

As he did, the light increased, as fromthe overflowing brilliance of a transcendent real m
ahead. Then, at the seem-- ing point of realization, the effect faded, and the walls of the

chanber reappeared

Nat asha gl anced once nmore at Orb, then faced about, and stal ked toward the wall.

"Wait!" Ob cried. "I had no choice -- "

But al ready he was fading out. She picked up the har -- nonies of the traveling thenme and
knew he was going to some other point on the globe. She tried to match it, but could not. He was
gone, and she had no way of telling where.

"I guess |I'd be mad, too, if someone accused nme of being a denon, and | wasn't,'

Jezebel
sai d.

"Especially after he hel ped sonmeone out of a jam" the drumer added.

“You' re not hel pi ng much, you know," Lou-Mae sai d.

Ob fled to her bedroom where she flung herself down sobbing. She was hardly aware as the
big fish resuned swim-- mng, nmoving up through the air, reorienting on the original destination.

VWat el se could she have done?
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12

SONG OF EVEN NG

Ti me passed, but Natasha did not return. The Livin' Sludge conpleted its engagenent in
Hawaii and made it safely back across the ocean. Now that O'b knew the Song of Day, she had no
fear of the dancing skel etons; indeed, she was not certain they existed any nore. She was gratefu
to Nat for teaching it to her, wanted to thank him and could not. Ch, if only she had not
affronted himby testing him Yet still she did not see what el se she could have done, given the
war ni ng of Thanat os and Chronos.

Lou- Mae shook her head. "You had better go to him Ob," she said. "W've got a few days
of f now, why don't we stop at the Llano plain, and you can | ook for hinP"

"l think he would have appeared by this tine, if he wanted

to," Orb said sadly.

"He's a man. He has his foolish pride. He wants you to make the first nmove. Go out and
sing for him and he'l

hear. "

Ob felt hope. "You think so?"

“I don't know a | ot about nen, but Jezebel does, and she nakes a | ot of sense. She says
they think they're superior. They really believe that their animal lust is nature's highest
calling. Pretend you can't live without him"

200

"I don't think I have to pretend,” Ob said forlornly.

Lou-Mae snmiled ruefully. "I know how it is. Pretend you' re pretending. There's not a nan
alive and not too nany dead who would turn away fromyou if you sang and danced and pl eaded."

"But | don't want to plead! | have nmy own pride!"

"What's your pride worth, without hinf Sanme as mine wthout Danny-Boy?"
"Very little,” Ob adnitted. "He asked to court me, and | thought it was just opportunism
but every time | hear himsing -- "She shook her head. "I just want to be with him"
"That nman certainly can sing," Lou-Mae agreed. "I thought no one could natch you, but he --
She shrugged.
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"He can sing," Orb repeated. "I think I live, now, to sing with him"

Jezebel entered the chanber. "Sonmeone sings as well as Orb? That | don't believe."

"You don't?" Lou-Mae asked. "You were there. You didn't like it?"

"l was where?"

"Down on the ocean, when Ob danced with the skel etons."

"Orb did what?"

Both Lou-Mae and Ob | ooked at her askance. "You don't renenber?" Ob asked.

"I certainly don't! Wat are you tal king about ?"

Ob glanced at Lou-Mae. Did the denpness have a short nenory? How coul d an episode |ike
that have escaped her so soon?

"Maybe it was a dream " Lou-Mae said diplonatically.

Jezebel shrugged. "Denmpons don't dream"

The guitarist wandered in, fuzzy-eyed, for it was still be -- fore noon. "Hey, big nmomm,"
he munbl ed, enbraci ng Jezebel

"' Sokay, kid," the denpness said, stroking his head.

O b al nost choked. By day? Wen the succubus was md -- dl e-aged?
Then she realized that their relationship had becone nore than a nocturnal thing. The
guitarist, deeply insecure, had enotional need for a luscious, adoring woman by night -- and for a

mat ure, supportive nother figure by day. Jezebel was serving both needs. Orb realized that she had
no call to
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feel disgusted; it was better that she understand, just as it was better that she
conpr ehend her own nature.

So it was that Jonah swamto the region of the Llano, and Ob got out and took another
wal k by herself. It was sumrer

now, and the air was nice.

She sang the Song of the Morning, and the dawn cane magically, and the fl owers bl ooned,
but Natasha did not appear. She sang the Song of Day, but it wasn't the sane

wi t hout him

Then she experinented with a conbination -- sonme of the travel theme nmerged with sonme of
the stormgeneration thene and sonme of the Song of the Mdrning. The result was

strange. The night closed, as it did at the onset of the Song of the

Mor ni ng, but when the dawn cane it was inverted. The | and was red-orange, the sky green
and the sunrise blue. The illumi nated clouds were bright, while the sun was a dark ball. The
bright region seened to be the col dest, while the shad -- ows were warm

Wen the flowers bl oonmed, they started as bl ossonms and budded stens and roots. Startl ed,
Ob focused nore closely on them and they canme apart into separating circles and ovals and |ines,
as if reduced to their conposites, which were mathematical. A larger pattern forned as the parts
of the flowers intersected each other, extending their network into the sky and the ground. The
ground becane transl ucent,

then lost its remaining cohesion

O b found herself standing on a pattern whose reality was shifting. The ground had becone
the lines of the pattern, and her feet were sliding down between the lines. Her orientation
changed, so that she was no |longer vertical, but it didn't seemto nmatter. She was as she was, and
reality was around

her. Reality? This was no variant of the reality she had known

all her life!l The pattern fragnents of strange flowers were everywhere, filling her world,
di spl aci ng what she had known. It was pretty in its fashion, but she preferred the

normal val ues. She had stopped singing, but the pattern renmained. It

seened she could not sinply revert to nornmality.

She sang again, the straight Song of the Morning, with no adm xture of other aspects of
the Llano. The fabric of the
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inverted flowers tore, and curled to either side as if it were paper, and di sappered.

She stood in a kind of channel that contained a single ridge whose cross section was
triangular. It seened to be nmade of firmplastic, bright yellow It was high enough for her to sit
on. Beyond the channel there seened to be nothing, no wall, no | andscape, just enptiness.

She sighted along the ridge. To one side it narrowed in the distance until it di sappeared.
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To the other, it broadened until it filled everything.

Perspective? No, it was literal; the size of the ridge really did change with its
| ocation; only the convention of her prior experience had nmade it seemto be even

Then she saw sonething noving. It seened to be a spindle or double cone, rolling along the
ridge. But as it noved to -- ward her, it expanded in dianeter and evidently in mass, for the
ridge was vibrating increasingly. It cane toward her, gathering velocity.

She remenbered her geonetry classes, where nuch effort had been expended in the analysis
of conic sections. One fornula defined a slice of the cone, with the size and shape of the slice
deternmi ned by the paranmeters of the equation. Sone sections were perfect circles, others were
oval s, and others | ooped through on the inside but never closed on the outside. If a knife were
taken to a physical cone, so that it sliced through the cone at different angles, these were the
shapes it coul d nmake.

Now, it seened, she had encountered the original cone. Size was one of its variables; as
it changed its location, it expanded to fill the universe as it existed at that site. That neant
that there was no roomleft for Orb; she was an in -- truder on its space. Wat woul d happen when
it reached the spot where she stood?

The thing was coning at her with logarithm c accel eration. She was about to find out!

G owing rapidly enornous, it rolled upon her. She would be crushed!

She sang again, the start of the Song of the Mdrning. The fabric of the ridge and double
cone tore and curled, exposing the reality beyond.

It was green. A thought gave her nonentary hope: the Green Mdther, Nature -- could she be
here? But it faded.

This was a forest, with huge, quiet trees. Mdss and ferns
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grew up their dusky trunks. Vines descended fromtheir branches. Thick foliage grew at
their bases.

But it was poison foliage. The surfaces of the leaves glis -- tened with exudation. Ob
knew it would be disaster for her to allow that to touch any part of her

Yet the foliage grew all around. She could not take a step without encountering it. As she
wat ched, it extended visibly,

the branches closing in.

This was not the reality she desired! She sang again, and it tore across as the others
had, peeling back to reveal what

| ay beyond.

It was a city, with nany tall buildings. H ghways cut through it, separating the sections,
and wal ks crisscrossed, reuniting the sections. She was standing in the center of a

broad street. A truck canme down that street, its tires squealing. It bore

down on her. She ran to the side, but the truck corrected its course to intercept her. Now
she knew that she was no de -- tached spectator; these settings were trying to eradicate her

She sang again, and the street curied up, nore paper, tak -- ing the truck with it. The
new reality was reveal ed bel ow.

This was a plush chanber, evidently an ornate boudoir, with a huge round bed piled with
pillows.

In fact, she was in the bed, clad in a sheer nightrobe, the type calculated to drive any
man who saw any women in it

to a madness of |ust.

A door burst open, and a man entered. No, not a man -- he had goat's horns and goat's feet
and a caprine beard. His body was furry, his ears were pointed, and his nose projected into a
snout. He had one other attribute that was both ob -- vious and shocking. He was a satyr -- the

original creature

of lust. The satyr's blazing eye fell on her. He gave a bl eat of

anticipation and | eaped toward her, his salient characteristic |eading. There could be
absol utely no question of his intent;

it was manifest in his nature and his action

O b whammed himin the snoot with a pillow She rolled off the bed and fled across the
floor toward the door. But as she reached it, it closed, nerging seam essly with the wall. She
scraped her fingernails across it, trying to gain purchase,

but there was nothing. The satyr made a grunt of urgency and | eaped again. He
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was incredibly agile. Ob dodged to the side, but one hooflike hand caught her robe. The
material stretched |like hot cheese but did not tear; in a nonent he was hauling her in, hand over
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hand, the material nolding itself to her backside while it stretched out in a tent before her
bringing her forward in a state worse than nakedness.

She raised a foot to push himaway, but he caught her leg and hauled on it, his hoof-
fingers hot on her flesh. Drool spilled fromhis nouth as he brought that salient character --
istic into position.

Ob finally renmenbered her only weapon here, her voice. She sang, and the fabric of the
setting tore and curled, the satyr's expression of lust converting to rage as he saw her escaping
hi m

How had she gotten into this? Could she really have found herself raped by a vision
conjured by a nodification in the LlIano?

Now she stood near the peak of a snowy nmountain, the wind cutting cruelly. She still wore
the sheer material of the robe; it bagged in front, clung behind, and offered no pro -- tection at
all fromthe wind. Already her bare feet were slip -- ping on the icy slope, causing her to lurch

toward a clifflike descent.

She sang, and the scene tore away. Now she was in deep night, with stars in their nyriads
surroundi ng her. In fact she seened to be in space, for the stars were in every di -- rection. One
was | arger than the others, closer, hotter; it drew on her body, hauling her into itself. Its
sphere seened to expand enormously, its fires reaching out |ike tentacles. Her gown burst into
flane.

She sang -- and the scene tore. She stood naked at a shell -- covered beach, the waves of
a restless ocean surging against it. One wave devel oped far out, hunching itself into greater
mass, | oom ng high and savage as it crashed toward her. She turned and ran fromit -- but the
beach was a narrow island, with no high ground at all, no protection. The wave | ooned over her, a
white crest broadening at its fringe as its dev -- astating descent conmenced.

She sang, and the white crest became a tear. The wave was paper, disintegrating as the
tear spread.

She was in a great, dimy illum nated cave, with stalactites extending fromthe ceiling in
toothlike points. Al the hues
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of precious onyx shone fromthem lovely swirls and patterns manifested in the dripping
st one.

This setting, at least, seened to offer no imediate threat. Orb cast about for sone
natural exit, knowing that if she sang again, the scene would tear and thrust her into a new one
that m ght be worse. She had to find sonme better way

out!

She remnai ned naked. It seened that whatever she |ost on one setting remained in that
setting; she could not recover it in the next. But perhaps she could find new clothing here and
keep it with her

She wal ked between the stalactites, finding a path through the cave. The |ight was
brighter downsl ope; maybe that was the exit to the surface.

It turned out to be the light of a fire. Creatures squatted beside it. She wal ked toward
them glad for this sign of civ -- ilization. "Do you have -- ?" she began

The creatures | ooked up, then | eaped up. They were de -- npons, huge and shaggy!

Ob opened her nouth to sing, but paused. The denons seenmed afraid rather than aggressive.
One of their nunber renmi ned down, evidently wounded or ill.

"I will -- trade you," Orb said, poised to sing herself into another setting if attacked.
"Some clothing -- for some heal -- ing. Do you understand?"

The denons wat ched noncommittally.

"I -- 1 know a denon," Orb continued. "A succubus. Once | hel ped her overcone her curse. |
think if I sang a regular song -- it mght help your friend."

Still they stood. They did not seemto conprehend her words. But as long as they did not
attack. .

She noved slowy toward the sick one. What could she sing that was not the Llano and that
nm ght help? Did the song natter, as long as her intent was to hel p? Wiy not use one of her old
favorites, then?

"By yon bonni e banks and by yon bonni e braes, Where the sun shines bright on Loch
Lonond. .. "

She did not have her harp with her, but the nmagic came, and it touched the sick denon. The
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denon stirred, and a
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light seemed to play about it. It Iifted one arm its paw hes -- itating in the air.

Ob reached out and caught the paw. Wth direct physical contact, the channel of magic
intensified. She felt the illness in the creature, but already the nmal aise was retreating before
di e healing she was naking. By the tine the song was done, the creature was nuch inproved.

She let go its paw. "I think the tide has turned," she said. "It may take a few days yet."

One of the standing dempns noved. It tranped to a pile offers in an alcove. It lifted one
and held it out.
They had understood! G atefully, Ob took the fur. She draped it about her shoulders. It

was heavy but warm reach -- ing down to her knees. It would do.

"Thank you," she said. "Do you know a way out? A way to reach ny kind?"

They shrugged. Then there was a runble. The floor shook, and a stalactite fell. It was a
cave-in!

Ob started to sing the Ll ano, but paused again. She could escape -- but what woul d happen
to these denons if she did? Wuld they be crushed in the rail of rock? Some threat al -- ways

mani f est ed when she canme into a scene; if she had brought this destruction with her, she was
responsi bl e.
She could not risk it. "Touch nme!" she cried. "Make a chain!" She grabbed at the paw of

the ill one and reached for one of the standing ones. "Everyone nust touch!"

Confused, they linked paws, as the shaking of the cave increased. Ob sang the Song of the
Morni ng again, and the setting tore apart. A new setting was revealed behind it -- and she and the
denons were in it, standing on a cloud.

Their cloud was floating above a tranquil |andscape of crosshatched fields and trees. But
the tend was far below, and there seenmed to be no safe way down. Meanwhile, then -- feet were

sinking into the stuff of the cloud: it would not support them ong.

"Must try again,"” Ob said, unking hands. She sang, and once again the fabric tore.

They were in what seened to be giant intestines. Fluids pulsed through the flexing walls,
and substances oozed. Thick fluid coursed along the base. Some of it touched the foot of one
denon, and the creature jerked its foot away. Digestive add, evidently!

208 Being a Green Mbther

O b linked and sang again. The intestines tore. They

emerged into a | andscape of garbage.

Cans, banana peels, coffee grounds, autonobile bunpers, and soiled sheets forned a
mount ai n of refuse. The snmell was terrible. Even the denons shied away fromit.

O b grabbed their paws and sang agai n. The garbage tore, and a new scene started to form--
but this time she did not stop singing. She knew she had to break the endl ess cycle of settings
sonehow, perhaps this would do it.

The new setting tore even as it formed, and the one after that. Now they were in a mxture
of settings, as parts of partly fornmed scenes overl apped other parts. It was |ike the pages of a
pi cture book being flipped; by the tine one scene

could be glinpsed, it was gone. Then Orb saw a castle. She stopped singing, trying to

catch

that scene, and succeeded. They stood in a lush garden re -- plete with statuary, and
ahead was a | arge stone castle. "Maybe we can get help here," she said. The denobns, be -- nused,
shrugged and shuffled after her as she narched to -- ward the castle.

They cane across three peopl e near the back entrance.

Two wonen and a nman had evidently been relaxing on a stone patio. Both wonen were
suprenely beautiful, and the

man -- Orb nmade a little scream of astonishnent. "Mym" she

cried. "Ob!" he replied. He rose gracefully to his feet and, in

a nonment, was enbracing her. "How did you conme here?" "That's a conplicated story," she
said. "Just where are

we?" "In Purgatory. Didn't you know?" Then he stiffened.

“"Don't tell me you're dead!"

"Dead? Why should | be dead?"

"Very few living fol k cone here."

Then she absorbed what he had said. "This is Purgatory? Wiere the dead get sorted? What
are you doi ng here?"

He gestured to the denons to nmake thensel ves confort -- able, then led her to a chair. "I
live here, now. | am Mars."
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"Mars?" she repeated bl ankly. "The Incarnation of War. | assunmed the office, after --
oh, we have much to catch up on!"
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"I should think so," she agreed. "Perhaps you should introduce ne to your friends."
"Ch, yes, of course," he said. "But first | must explain that -- " He spread his hands,
| ooki ng enbarrassed.
"That our romance is over," Ob said. "O course." Then she did a doubl e-take. "You aren't

stuttering or singing!"

"The Green Mother took ny stutter,” he said. "W -- Incarnations do things for each
other." He turned to the beautiful fair young wonman. "This is Ligeia, ny beloved. She is a dead
princess; | nmet her in Hell." He smiled, re -- alizing how that sounded. "Li, this is Ob, ny

first love."

Li gei a extended her hand. "He has told nme much about you," she said graciously.

"And this is Lila, my mistress," Mymsaid, turning to the dusky woman. "She is a denoness,
who can assune any form"

Lil a extended her hand. "I can see why he | oved you," she said huskily.

Ob's mouth worked twi ce before she connected it to her voice. "A denon mistress? Do
ni sunder st and?"

Li gei a | aughed. "A prince can not be satisfied by a single wonan," she explained. "He is
best off with a harem Since Lila can assume any form she serves in lieu of a harem But only
when | am i ndi sposed.”

"You have been indisposed rather often, Li," the de -- noness remarked. "Do you think
don't realize that you are releasing himto ne when you don't have to?"
“I't becomes a princess to be generous, Li," the dead woman replied. "It is also known that

no decent worman can match the performance of a dammed creature." Both sniled;

evidently no insult was intended.

"In ny day, it seened that one was enough,”" Ob said, deciding to take this lightly.

"After you, no single woman sufficed,"” Ligeia said.

"You know | didn't |eave you voluntarily,” Mymsaid. "I was kept under palace arrest unti
| agreed to spend a nmonth with the princess selected for a political narriage. She was Rapture of
Mal achite, and she was no better pleased with the notion than | was."

"I saw a picture," Ob said. "Evidently you worked it out."

"I did not want to |l ove her, but | did," Mymadmtted.

210 Being a Green Mot her

"Then | becane Mars and brought her with me, but this existence wasn't right for her, and

she left nme. Now | love Ligeia. It is no affront to you, Ob. Had things been other -- wise -- "
"I understand," Ob said, beginning to. As a prince, Mym

had been subject to the peculiar discipline of his office. Now he was filling the role of
a prince in the formof an Incar -- nation, and wonen were indeed part of it.

"But now you nust tell us how you came here in the com-- pany of denons,” Mym said.

"I was | ooking for soneone, and | sang the Llano incor -- rectly and got |locked into a
nmel ange of settings," Ob said. "Each had some threat for me, but | could escape it by sing -- ing

for the next. The denmons were in one; their cave was collapsing, so | brought them al ong. Now
need to find them

a place to be." Lilarose. "I will see to that," she said. "I know their

kind." "Another denmon is ny friend,” Orb said. "I know you

aren't necessarily bad folk."

"Not when we cone under the influence of good human beings," Lila said. She approached the
ot her demons and

spoke to themin gutterals.

They cl ustered about her. At |ast someone spoke then -- | anguage!

"Who were you looking for?" Myminquired. Ob feared she was starting a blush. "Like you,
| have found ot her conpany. But we had a -- a difference, and he

left. So | was |ooking for him"

"l have no jeal ousy of your friend," Mymsaid. "I can have no further relationship with
you. Ligeia knows that no denoness could ever replace her in ny life, but you -- | think I never

stopped | oving you, but now it must be the love of friendship. So it is best that you have your
own conpanion. Tell me his nane, and | will try to find himfor you."
"Nat asha, " she sai d.
He cocked his head. "It is a man? | never thought --
It was Orb's turn to laugh. "He is a man. He sings -- as

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...ions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (102 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

well as | do, with the sane nagic." "Now | amjealous," M/msaid, sniling. "O course you
must love him™" Lila returned. "They will take up residence in our gar --
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den," she said. "There is a cave that resenbles the one they knew. They say Orb heal ed one
"He was ill," Ob said.

"l heard you mention Natasha," Lila said.

"Yes. He is the one | -- "

"I knew one by that name once,"” the denoness said. "Before | departed Hell."

"A denon of Hell?" Ob asked. "Surely a coincidence of nanes."

"I hope so. This was no denon. He was a pseudonym of Satan hinsel f."

O b's breath caught. Speechl ess, she stared at the denoness.

"Orb would not have any interest in Satan!" Mym said.

"I realize that. But | have known Satan for millennia. It is hard for any living person to
appreciate the levels of his deviousness. |If he wished to make an inpression on Ob -- "

"He does," Orb said. "He tried to marry ne. Natasha saved ne."

"I would not trust that," Lila said. "Such a scene could readily have been staged."

"But | tested him" Ob protested. "I nmade himtouch the cross, sing a hymtmm -- that's why
he was angry."

Li gei a nodded. "Those are good tests. Surely, then, this is a legitimte man."

"Not necessarily,” Lila said. "While it is true that no creature of Hell, including Satan,
can do these things, Satan can seemto do them when he chooses to. He could devise a cross from
infernal material -- "

"I't was a silver cross, worn by a pure-ninded friend," Ob said.

of them

"That woul d be very hard for himto get around," Lila adnitted. "Still, he nmight wear a
gl ove, or even generate an illusory hand, so that he only appeared to touch it. There are ways and
ways, and Satan knows themall."

Ob was becoming increasingly upset. "I -- | think | amclose to loving this man. | can

not bear to think that he could be --
"Surely he is not," Ligeia said.
But Mym remai ned doubtful. "It would be better to be absolutely sure,” he said. "Is there
any way we can set Ob's

212 Being a Green Mother

m nd at ease? The notion of her being with Satan is appalling."

"He can generate an illusion for any purpose,” Lila said. "Only through his actions can
you know hi m absolutely, for he is the Incarnation of Evil."

"What action could Satan never take?" Mym asked.

"He coul d never do genuine good or side with right against wong. Evil nust do evil,
though he may try to clothe it in a senblance of good."

"Then can we arrange one nore test?" Mymasked. "It has becone doubly inportant to nme to
set Ob's mind at ease. | would not have her hurt in any way, for she was nmy first |ove and ny
salvation. Also, | would not give Satan any satisfaction of any nature whatsoever; he is ny
absol ute eneny."

"I don't want any nore tests!™ Orb said. "I can't even find Nat now, and if -- "

"This is for ne nore than for you," Mymsaid. "I nust be assured that you are in good

conpany, on a personal and professional |evel."

"Prof essi onal |evel ?"

"I amthe Incarnation of War," he remi nded her. "If Satan is trying to subvert you, we nay
be sure it is for nefarious purpose, and it behooves nme to prevent it."

Ob was swayed. She knew that Mym woul d not play her false, even if their romance was

over. Lila's words had in -- stilled in her a new doubt, and it was indeed best to have it laid to
rest. She did feel guilty, yet still could not see a better course.

She tenporized. "I don't even know where he is, now," she said. "Or exactly how | got
here. If | sing again, this reality may tear across, and |'ll be lost again."

"The Llano is a dangerous tool,"
get conprom sed. "

"You know of it?" Mym asked her. "I have heard of it, but never had experience with it."

"The Llano can nove a person in and out of Hell itself," the denpness said. "It is one of

Lila said. "You have to use it properly, or reality does

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...ions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (103 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:03 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

the fundanmental tools of magic. The tiniest portion of it can work what some call mniracles. Wen
she misapplied it, naturally she was in trou -- ble. But all she has to do is neutralize the
i nperfection, and the problemw Il end.”
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"You know how to do that?" Ob asked, excited.

"That nmuch, yes," Lila said. "Of course it won't work for me, because of ny origin, and
don't know the rest of it, but that much |I picked up froma forner |over, sone centuries back
It's just an elenentary countertheme that resets things at their nom nal val ues.”

"WIIl you teach it to nme?"

"Certainly. It goes like this." She paused. "Justanonent while | assume ny singing form™"
She shi mered, and was abruptly in the formof a stout opera singer, conplete with nmedi eval robe.

She sang a rather sinple nelody that neverthel ess had an eerie quality. It lasted only a
few bars.

"That's it?" Ob asked.

"That's it," the denbness said, shifting back to her sultry, sexy format. "As | said, it
can have no effect when | sing it, but you should be able to make it work. It's the sane thene the
Pur gat ory Conputer now uses to cancel its own glitches, but it long predates the conputer."”

Ob sang it, exactly as she heard it. She felt the nagic operating, subtly adjusting what
was around her, as if some -- thing that had been unseated was now settling into its proper place.

"I felt it!" Lila said. "Now you can travel under control." "You nean | can use the same
mechani smto change vol -- untarily?" Ob asked. "I can go to any of those settings?" "OF course
Wasn't that what you intended to do before?" "No. | just got caught up init."”

"That nust have been a harrow ng experience," Ligeia said synpathetically.

"It was. If | hadn't happened to |and here, there's no tell -- ing where | would have
finished."

"Ch, you would have been all right,"'
about the gl obe. You

woul d have come to somewhere you recogni zed, eventually."

"But there was danger everywhere | went!" Ob said. "Bad waves, cave-ins, or satyrs
chasing ne in a bed -- room-- " Now, belatedly, she becanme aware of her attire:

the denons' fur draped sonewhat haphazardly across her bare body. She nust be a sight!

"Probably because of the error in the Llano," Lila said.

the denobness said. "You were just skipping randomy

214 Being a Green Mther

"I't tended to put you at the dangerous fringe of reality. This site is no exception
Purgatory is the brink of Hell for many

souls.” "Do you -- I'mnot properly dressed -- " Orb said,

enbarrassed. "OfF course, ny dear," Ligeia said imediately. "I have

many suitable gowns. Except -- "

"They won't hold up beyond Purgatory,” Lila finished. "Because they are of supernatura
stuff. Let ne make her present material into an outfit." She approached

"But | can't take it off!" Ob protested, glancing at Mym "No need," Lila said. "He's
gotten quite enough ogling for this hour." She touched the fur, and it withed, changi ng shape on
Orb, becoming a snugly fitting sl eevel ess dress.

"You are a well-forned wonan.” "Mymis taste runs to that,” Ob said, glancing at each of

the other females significantly. "But only your flesh is nortal," Ligeia said. "Therein

lies

its special appeal."

"Yours is nortal!" Mymtold her.

Li geia put her hand to her nouth. "Ch, so it is, now | forgot! | animated a nortal body
for you." She turned to him "So why were you ogling her, dear?"

"She didn't realize what she was show ng," he said,

shamef acedl y.

"And there we have the voyeuristic truth of the male na -- ture," Ligeia said. "A ways
seeking the illicit thrill. I'"msure he never stared |like that when you offered it to himopenly,
Ob." She frowned. "Do you realize what this neans?" "I'm banished to the harem" Mm said,

chastened. Ligeia turned to Lila. "Can you assune the formof a
zonbi e?" "OF course," the denoness agreed, "Exactly how rotten
did you have in nind?"
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Then, seeing Mymis | ook of horror, all three wonmen burst out |aughing. "Actually, | can
play the role perfectly well nyself," Ligeia said. "I was dead a long time before he

rescued ne fromHell."

Qoviously Ligeia was very sure of her man. Ob envied her the relationship, and not just
because it was with Mym

“I'f I may change the subject,’
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"we do have a test to run. Let nme look up this man Na -- tasha.'
the castle.

"I tease him but he is a good nan

"I know," Orb agreed.

“"I's it true you had his baby?"

"It is true," Ob said, surprised. "How did you know?"

"I 1 ooked you up in the record, of course. |I thought it best to learn his past history. It
was terrible, what happened to you."

"I suppose | can't object, since ny nother is Fate." "Dp you know why Satan shoul d be
interested in you?" "There was an ol d prophecy, dating frombefore my birth, that indicated
mght marry Evil," Ob said. "I suppose that attracted his attention."

"It could sinply be the challenge of it," Lila said. "Satan has no shortage of wonen
demon, dead, and nortal alike. But |ike our Incarnation here, he prefers what is forbidden. A

Mym sai d deterni nedly,

He turned and wal ked into

Li gei a said.

| ovely nortal wonan, daughter of an Incarnation, fore -- warned against him-- there, perhaps, is
the ultimate challenge.”

"And so it can renmain," Ob said hotly. "I have absolutely no interest in the Prince of
Evil!"

"Of course you don't," Ligeia agreed.

Mym energed fromthe castle. "I found a listing for a male singer named Natasha," he said.
"That must be him | noted his sumoning theme, so Ob can reach him"

"Sunmmoni ng theme?" Ob asked.

"Every person has one," Mym explained. "That's how we Incarnations |ocate individuals

accurately and quickly. |I'msure Thanatos and Fate couldn't operate without that tool."

"And what of the test, dear?" Ligeia inquired.

"There is an action comng up now," he said. "An en -- croachment on a reservation that
could escalate into blood -- shed. | was going to squelch it outright, but it should do for this
purpose. The sides of good and evil are solidly estab -- lished. Satan is unable to associate with
good, so if he's involved, it will be clear enough."

"A possible escalation into war -- and you wish to sup -- press it?" Ob asked, surprised.

“"An irony," he responded. "As Mars, | try to control war,

226 Being a Green Mbther

not incite it. Otherw se nuch evil would accrue, as Satan

wel | knows." "And you say | can sumon Nat?" Ob asked, not at ease

about this. "Yes. | suggest you bring himto the site and ask himfor

help in righting wong. Atrue nortal will be able to do that;

Satan will not."

"But if | test himagain --

"I will intercede,”" Mymsaid. "He will listen to ne." She sighed. "I hope so. | don't want
anot her man taken

fromme in the manner of the first."

"I think your nmother would not do that to you again,"'
the office when it happened.

Now t ake nmy hand."” She took his hand. A great red sword appeared in his free

hand, gl owi ng. Then the scene was noving around them with blurred rapidity. Suddenly they
were standing at the fringe of an Anmerican Indian village. Wnen and chil dren were packing dried
herbs, evidently preparing themfor sale.

"They are magi ¢ herbs," Mym expl ai ned. "The native Indian magi c renains the nost potent;
they have had many generations to perfect it. Those herbs are extraordinarily val -- uable and
represent the mgjor source of income for the

tribe." "Why aren't they reacting to us?" Ob asked.

"We are invisible and inaudible. You will becone evident to them when you | ose physi cal

he said. "Actually, she was not in
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contact with nme; nmy sword does it. But first I rust give you the sunmoni ng thene. The

action is just about to break." "But isn't there danger, then?" He brought out a col ored
stone. "Hold this; it will protect

you from physical harm" She took it. "It looks |ike one of the Mgician's charns

that Luna inherited." "It relates," he agreed. "Now here is the thene." He

hummred a brief nel ody.

"That will sunmon Natasha?" she asked doubtfully. "It will," he assured her. "Be ready;

the raiders are on

their way." He turned | oose her hand. Ob wal ked toward the Indians. "Hello," she called

"May | see your wares?"
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The Indians turned to her, surprised, for they had not seen her arrive.

Then a carpet sailed in, one of the large utility nodels, supporting four rough-Iooking
men. They carried rifles and pistols. One of themfired into the air. "That stuff is ours!" he
cried.

The I ndians were stunned. Their braves were not present;

t he packi ng was wonen's work. They had no weapons.

The carpet |anded beside the table. The nen began grab -- bing at the bags of herbs.

A young wonan approached them "Please," she said. "Those herbs -- we have | abored al
season to grow and har -- vest and prepare them so their magic would be strong. Qur tribe wll
starve if -- "

One of the nen whirled on her. "Shut up, squaw " he said, tossing a bag into a bin on the
carpet. Then he took a second | ook. The woman was |ovely, the very picture of the Indian naiden,
her black hair braided with bright beads. "Second thought, I'Il take you, too."

The nmai den screaned, but the nman produced a rope and trussed her up and tossed her onto
the carpet. "You're going to be a lot of fun, breaking in, before | put you on the slave narket,"
he grunted.

Anot her nman spotted Orb. "Hey, there's one for nme!" he excl ai med, stepping toward her

But Orb had seen nore than enough. She sang the sum -- noning nel ody.

Suddenly Natasha was there, |ooking startled. "Wo -- why -- ?"

"I didit," Orb said. "These nen are stealing these In -- dians' livelihood, and their
worren, too. We nust stop them "

"But -- "

"It's a plain case of good against evil," Ob said. "Don't you agree?”

"Hey, who's this character?" the first woman-steali ng nman denanded.

"I's she right?" Nat demanded in return. "Are you stealing what belongs to these Indians?"

"Yeah," the man said, drawing his pistol. "You object?"

Nat | ooked at Ob, then at the bound Indian woman. "Wat do you plan to do with the
captive?"
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The man | aughed. "Hey, you a pansy? Whatcha think I'mgoing to do with the squaw?" He
brought the gun to bear. "Then | must ask you to desist," Nat said. "Wat you

are doing is wong."

"Bye-bye, pansy," the man said, and pulled the trigger. But as he did so, Natasha started
to sing. It sounded |ike

anot her aspect of the Song of Day, but it had nore of an

edge to it.

The effect was electric. The man froze in place, his finger not quite conpleting its pull
on the trigger. The others al so stood where they were, not noving. The sound nesnerized them as
it did Ob; it was inpossible to act while it

dom nat ed
Then it intensified. Nat's voice seenmed to fill the universe with its power, naking the
trees shiver and the ground re -- verberate. He faced the nen, and the nen crunpled and fell,

their eyes staring unblinkingly into the sky. The effect was directed, for Ob did not fall, and
neither did the Indian

wonen and chil dren

Then Nat eased off and finally let the song expire. The four raiders were unconscious,
sprawl ed around the carpet.

"Let's get this trash out,
onto the carpet.

Ob went to the bound wonan, quickly untying her. Then the two of them unl oaded the bags

Nat said. He grabbed a man by sl eeve and foot and heaved him
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of herbs, while Nat at -- tended to the other men. Soon all the bags were back on the table, and
all the men were piled ignom niously on the carpet.

Then Nat stood on the carpet and sang again. This tinme it was a variant of the trave
thene. The outlines of all of themand the carpet fuzzed and then were gone.

The I ndians stared. "I think he's taking themsone -- where," Ob said.

Mym appeared. "l apol ogi ze for my suspicion," he said. "That nman acted for good." He shook
his head. "I thought you were bei ng generous when you said he could sing as well as you could, but
though his voice is different, it is hardly inferior. He is surely a proper match for you."

Nat asha reappeared, coal escing at the spot he had Ieft. He was now alone. "I deposited
themin Siberia, the Russian steppe," he said with satisfaction. "They will have a very difficult
time getting free of that! Over there, they don't cod -- dle crininals -- " He broke off, spotting
Mym
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"This is Mars," Ob said quickly.

"The Incarnation of WAr?" Nat asked, seeming not en -- tirely pleased. "Aren't you a
trifle |ate?"

"He -- | knew him before," Ob said.

“You were involved in war?"

"W were lovers," Mym said.

Nat's mouth hardened. "l never inquired into her past history," he said. "It wasn't ny
busi ness. "

Orb saw any possible reconciliation going up in snoke. "Nat, please, let ne explain! It
was years ago, before | knew you, and it's over! He -- he has a princess consort and a ms --
tress now. "

Nat's gri mess did not abate. "You, an Incarnation, daz -- zled an innocent nortal wonan,

then threw her over for a princess?"

"He wasn't an Incarnation then," Ob said desperately. "He didn't throw me over! He was a
prince in hiding, and he stuttered, and | had his baby -- "

Nat turned to her. "That seens nore than a passing flirtation."

Mym nodded. "It was love. | would have died for her. But ny father would have had her
killed; I had to | eave, though | wonged her grievously. Now, as she said, it is over."

"It doesn't |ook over," Nat said.

"Nat, please!"™ Ob repeated.

Mym s giant red sword reappeared in his hand. "Do you call nme liar, sir?" The Sword
bri ghtened om nously, and a trace of blood appeared at his lip.

"No, Mym no!" Ob cried, knowi ng what the bl ood por -- tended. He was a berserker

Nat considered for an awful nmonent. "I would not call an Incarnation a liar," he said at
| ast.

Mymrel axed. "Allow me to clarify. I will never stop lov -- ing Ob; she is the finest
nortal woman | have known. But what was an affair has beconme a deep friendship, and | have no
romanti c designs on her, nor she on me. W each have devel oped other interests. | want only what

is best for her."
"l appreciate the clarification," Nat said.
"Can't you see she | oves you?" Mym fl ared.
"No!" Orb cried, appall ed.
"No?" Nat asked, turning again to her.
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she

A gulf of sorts opened around her. "Please

whi spered. "I shouldn't have spoken," Mymsaid. "I shall depart."

He di sappeared.

"I thought you thought | was a denon," Nat said.

"I wonged you," Ob said. "I was |ooking for you, and got |ost, and found Mym and -- oh
pl ease, don't go again!"

"l suppose a person has to be nore careful about |ove than about mere acquai ntance,
especially when a prior re -- lationship has been destroyed."

Ob stood there, feeling naked, feeling the tears on her

face. "Nat, you once asked to court ne..."

Abruptly he smiled. "And shall again!" he said. "I shall sing you the Song of Evening."
Wt hout further preanble
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he broke into song. It was a theme |ike the Song of the Mdrning, and like the

Song of Day, but warmer than either and nore tender. The nelody of it spread out, bringing
a kind of twilight that in -- tensified the scene. The Indian wonen stood rapt, becom ng
beautiful, the beads in their hair glowing. The trees of the nearby grove were preternaturally
green and clear. The sand was gol den. The hues of early sunset spread across the sky.

O b had never experienced a song like this. It lifted her up, warned her, suffused her
with its tender enotion, and made her an utterly feeling creature. Her gaze fixed on Nat as he
sang, and he seenmed to glow like the sun, so handsone that the pleasure of his visage coursed
through and through her. He had called it the Song of Evening, but she recognized

its other identification: the Song of Love.

She noved toward himas if floating on a cloud, her arns spread. The doubt in her faded,
bani shed by the delightful fire that was spreading fromher heart to her bosomand to her whole
being. As the song finished, the seem ng night closed in, and she cane into his arns.

She did | ove him

13 --
GREEN MOTHER
"You found him" Jezebel said as Orb coal esced into the kitchen
"How di d you know?" Orb asked, facetiously, |ooking at the m ddl e-aged wonan.
"The whole fish brightened by two magni tudes when you arrived,"” the succubus said.
“I'min love."
"What el se is new? Can you eat?"
"Of course not!"
"Try, anyway." And the woman set about the poaching of two eggs in the air, not bothering

with stove or pot. Orb found that she could, after all, eat.

The others canme in. "Wen's the weddi ng?" Lou-Mae inquired.

O b choked on her egg.

Bet sy | aughed. "Not this afternoon, then."

"Am | wearing a sign?" Ob demanded. "I just discovered ny own feelings, and here all of

you -- "
"W're teasing," Lou-Mae explained. "You were the only one of the party hunting, and we're

so glad it's over."
"Tell us everything," Betsy said eagerly.
Ob raised her hands in surrender. She told themevery --
221
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thing. "And now | nust tell ny nother," she said as she concl uded.

A spi der appeared, growing as it slid down its thread, transformng into N obe. "She
al ready knows," she said.

"Qops! | forgot your office! You were watching ny

thread!"

"Only passingly, dear; it is only one of mllions.

"Nat's not a denmon," Ob said.

Ni obe paused, as if sonething odd had happened. Then she regrouped. "I really cane on
ot her business. You see, your thread is now taking a significant direction, and | think it is time
for you to be aware of this."

"I's this sonmething that is not our business?" Lou-Mae asked. "W can | eave."

Ni obe smiled. "But a special one."

"No, ny dear," N obe said. "It may be your business." She shi mered, and her grandnotherly
form appeared: a | arge black wonman. "You bet, honey," this figure agreed. Then she changed into a
young and very pretty oriental girl. "Yes, true," she said. "W know of youth and |ove, too."

Lou- Mae took this in stride, having encountered Fate be -- fore, as did the three nal es,

but Betsy's eyes grew round.
O b touched her hand. "My nother is an Aspect of Fate," she explained. "There are three
Aspects: Cotho, Lachesis, and Atropos. They spin the threads of |ife, nmeasure them and cut them
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they also partake of the different ages of life. It seems that this is a business visit."
Ni obe reappeared. "You see, Ob, you are destined to assune the office of the nost

powerful of the Earthly In -- carnations -- Nature. You may have noticed your powers
i ncreasing."
Now it was Orb's turn to be astonished. "An Incarna -- tion -- nme?"

"Some come to their office alnost randomy, as with Death, who kills his predecessor, or
Time, who sinply takes the Hourglass. But sone are destined for their office because of what they
are. Gaea is ready to retire, and you are the one with the capacity to take her place. Your magic
operates through nusic; as you approach the office, your power in -- creases. Al ready you are able
to do nuch of what the G een Mdther does; and soon you will do nore."

"But it's the Llano!" Orb protested. "The song is the nechanism without it |I have no
special abilities."

“True only to a degree," N obe said. "The Llano is one of the world's nost versatile and
potent tools, but only a few possess the ability to use it. You have shown that ability. You can
use it, but you can also go beyond it, as you perfect your skill, and apply the principles of
natural magic nore directly. The song is nerely a useful guideline during your |earning stage. You
are the candidate."

"But | never sought -- never inagined -- "

"Neither did |, dear. But now it has beconme plain. You are very near the point of
decision; if you choose not to assunme die office, you will have to guide your course accordingly."”

"But I'min love with a nortal man!"

Ni obe nodded. "Nor do | for a nonent disparage that. | was an Incarnation and | cane to
love a nortal man; | left ny office in order to marry him and you were the result. | .have never
regretted that decision. But | nmade it when | was well inforned. Now it is necessary for you to be
simlarly inforned, as you make your decision."

"You nean | can't -- can't marry and be an Incarnation?"

"Ch, it is possible for an Incarnation to marry," N obe said. "But there are
considerations. An Incarnation is frozen at her present |evel; she never ages, never dies -- and

can't have children."

"No children,” Ob repeated nunbly.

"While her nortal spouse does age and die and could sire offspring -- with a nortal woman.
That is why | stepped down, dear. | could have married your father and kept my office, but I could
never have given himthe attention he deserved, and you woul d not have cone into being. O course
| had already borne a child; still --"

And O b had borne a child. But to be denied the ability to bear another, one she could

keep and raise as part of a family -- that horrified her. "Are you saying that | nust turn down
the of fice?"

"By no neans, dear. | amnerely trying to inpress on you the gravity of your decision. You
can nmarry, you can becone Nature, you can do both, or do neither -- but the distinctions between
the four situations are significant. | believe you should discuss these matters with your friends

and take all
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the tine you need to cone to your best understandi ng of the

alternatives."

"W don't know anything about this!" Lou-Mae pro -- tested. "W would not presune to -- "

The grandnotherly Aspect, Atropos, reappeared. "You going to marry your man while he's on
H, child?"

"No!" Lou-Mae said, her lip trenbling. "But -- "

Atropos pointed at Orb. "As Nature, she can take himoff H permanently. That's why this
is your business.”

Lou- Mae | ooked at the drumrer. "Ch, Danny-Boy!" she exclainmed. "If she could do that -- "

The pretty oriental girl, Cotho, appeared. "And you," she said, |ooking at Jezebel. "As
Nat ure, she could abate your curse pernmanently and give you control over your form

by day and night." The succubus reeled as if struck. "I would sell ny soul

if I had one, for that!"

Ni obe, the Lachesis Aspect, returned. "And you, dear," she said to Betsy, "could have
i deal weather at your farm permanently, if she chose it -- as well as a man free of

addiction." "But | have not been able to do these things!" Ob said.
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"Anything | do is only tenporary."

"The fact that you can do them even on a tenporary basis is indicative," N obe said. "As
Nat ure, your powers would be enormously increased. You could restore sight to the blind, nortality
to those cursed with imortality, and youth to an old tree. Anything within the scope of your
office -- and that is a great deal indeed. It is no mnor position you

contenpl ate. "

O b sat back, her thoughts whirling. Such power! '~Consider well, ny child," Niobe said.
Then she becane

the spider, and the spider clinbed up the thread and

di sappear ed.

"I guess it is our business!" Lou-Mae said. "All those dreans, for all of us! W thought
the Llano, but it's you who

can do it."
"I'"ve got to think!" Orb exclainmed, tormented. "It's so easy to m suse power, and | know
so little about it! | never realized when | sought the Llano -- !" She sang the travel thene, and

in a nonent was on the far, deserted island where she had encountered the traveling sponge.
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But in another nonment Natasha was there. She flung her -- self into his enbrace. "Ch, Nat,
suddenly it's so conpli -- cated!" she exclained. "I thought the world was mne, when | |oved you
but now -- "

"I sensed your disquiet,"” he said. "That's why | cane."

"I amto be an Incarnation, like ny nother -- if |I choose. But then | could not have a
famly and woul d not age."

"Woul d not age?" he asked, hardly displeased. "You would al ways be as you are now?"

Ob had to flush. He was of course a man, nmuch concerned with a woman's form "But | could
not have anot her baby," she reni nded him

He frowned. "Could you perhaps have the baby, then as -- sume the office?"
"No!" Orb cried in sudden angui sh, renenbering how she had to give anay Orlene. "I want a
real famly! | want to devote nyself to ny baby, to raise it to maturity, as ny nother raised ne!"

"Of course," he said, chastened.

"But oh, there is so nuch good | might do, if | assume the office!"

“I will lIove you as a nortal or as an Incarnation,” Nat said. "I can not make this choice
for you. But I won -- der -- "

"Yes? You have a notion?"

"It seens to ne that you already can do a great deal. Perhaps you can acconplish nuch of
the good you wi sh, without giving up your nortality."

O b thought about that. "I suppose | could try. But you know, the Llano gives you simlar
powers. | wonder -- "

"I amnot destined for the office of Nature!" he exclained, l|aughing. "I have quested for
the Ll ano since childhood and rehearsed every fragnent of it | have found, over and over. | have
done all | can with it; progress is always slower than before. | amat nmy limt. But you -- you
hear a thene once, and it works for you as well as it ever has for me! Your potential is nuch
greater than mine. | wuld be jealous, if you weren't so beautiful." Then he sobered. "O are you

sayi ng that you have outgrown nme already? | would not try to hold you, if --
"Ch, no, Nat, no!" she cried, kissing him
"Then you mght try the things you wish to, and that wll
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give you a clearer notion of your choices. |I will abide your decision, whatever it may
be. "

"You are nost kind, Nat," she said. "I will try."

She returned to Jonah. "My powers have been increas -- ing," she announced. "Now | know
what they are | eading toward. | was not able to do sone things before, but naybe now | can. Are
you willing to experinment?"

The drunmer stepped forward. "You know what | want," he said. "If you want to try, | sure
do."

Lou- Mae gl anced sidelong at him "You are tal king about H?" she inquired archly, and the
ot hers | aughed.
Jonah swamto ground, and they debarked. The experi -- nment had to be conducted outside of
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Jonah, to ensure that it was not the big fish's nagic operating.

Ob tried the Song of Evening, that she had just |earned. The sound of it had confirmed
her burgeoning love for Na -- tasha; could it abate the dread addiction, for the sake of |ove? She
willed the craving for Hto be banished fromher subject, the drunmer.

The twilight cane, and the beauty of the nocturnal vision. O ouds becane orange. She
renenmbered Nat's conment about the facility with which she picked up the new t hemes. She had not
considered this before, but it was true that she had always | earned nmusic at a rate others could
not match. Certainly the parts of the Llano worked for her as they had for him and she had not
rehearsed them

The drunmer screaned.

Startled, Orb cut short her song.

"No, go on!" he gasped. "It's working!"

She resuned the song. Now she saw that the drummer was gyrating in an unnatural way, as if
opposi ng forces were drawing at him He screaned again, but this tinme she did not pause. It seened
that a temporary nullification of the craving was painless, but that a conplete cure was anot her
mat ter.

From hi m sonething cane. It | ooked |ike a ghostly snake, its head rocking back and forth
as if seeking sonething to strike at. But the nelody hauled it forth, drawing it on out of the
body. It was the H addiction, struggling all the way, inflicting the punishment of its withdrawal
It glared bal efully around, remaining hooked in by its tail, like a noray eel

Pi ers Ant hony 227

Then the thenme becanme too nmuch for it, and it let go and puffed into snoke. The drummer
fell to the ground.

Lou-Mae ran to him cradling his head in her arns, as Orb's song ended. "Is it -- ?"

“I't's gone!" he panted. "It was hell letting go, but it's gone!"

"W can't be sure of that,”" Ob warned him "Only tine will tell -- time away from Jonah."

"I tell you, | know :' he said. "H has let go!"

"I hope so," Lou-Mae said. "Wiy don't you and | stay out here, and if you can go the day
and night without H. .."

He brightened. "Yen! No nore unicorns!"”

"Shut your nouth!"™ But she was smling.

Ob and the others retreated to the big fish. "If it really is so -- " she began

"You can do me next!" the guitarist and the organist said together

"And ne," Jezebel said.

"Meanwhile, | believe I'lIl rest,"” Orb said. She went to her roomand | ay down. But she
found she could not truly relax; she was too excited.

"Nat, where are you?" she whispered.

He coal esced beside her bed. "D d you speak nmy name?"

She sat up and w apped her arns around his waist. "How did you hear ne?"

"Once | knew that | |oved you, | invoked that aspect of the Llano that attunes to your
speaking ny nane. It is akin to Jonah's relaying of talking to the object of the discussion. Thus
| heard you i mediately."

"You know about Jonah? How is that?"

"He is one of the special creatures of this world. |I dis -- covered his nature on one of
the bypaths of my search for the Llano. But he would not help me on ny quest; he knew that | was
not destined to conplete it."

"But he's helping ne!" Orb said.

"Because you have the potential | lack."

"Or because | danced the tanana for him"

Nat pursed his lips. "Yes, | had forgotten you know t hat

dance! Some time you nust dance it with ne! But beware;

it -- "

"Drives men mad with desire," she concluded, laughing. "I will save it for sone suitable
occasion." One of the things
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she |i ked about Nat was his conduct; he never tried to take advantage of her, either by
the straying of his hands or by suggestion. She knew he desired her, but he was too dis --
ciplined to allow it to show aggressively. He reninded her of Mymin that respect; that seemed to
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make Mymis en -- dorsement nore significant.

"I should not remain here," he said, confirmng her

assessnment. "I thought | was tired, but | can't rest,"” she said. "Is

there sonewhere we can go?" "There is all the world. Perhaps you should visit your

friends." "I'd like that," she agreed. "But it gets so conplicated,

expanding to the size of the globe, then orienting on the tiny note that is ny
destination. | don't know where all ny friends are and wouldn't want to intrude uninvited."

"But you don't need to expand, or to intrude," he said. "The Llano provides many ways to
| ocate folk and to

travel ." "It does? Al | know is the expansion and the tear-sheet
settings that occurred when | nmisused it."
“I"'msorry, | thought you knew, and traveled as you did frompreference. I will show you

t he ot her mechani sns."

"Ch, will you?" Ob clapped her hands in little-girl style,

thrilled. "For exanple, the theme |I just used to hear you speak

ny nane. You nust think of the person to whomyou wish to attune, then sing this nel ody."
He sang a brief, strange, evocative tune. "Thereafter you will hear if that person speaks your
nane or even thinks of you with nore than

passing interest. Then -- "

"Wait, let ne master that first!" Ob exclainmed. "Let ne see -- on whomshall | orient?
know -- ny Gypsy friend Tinka!" She focused on the lovely blind girl and sang the nel ody. She felt
the peculiar action of it reaching out, at -- tuning, linking the two of themin a passive bond.

Nat shook his head. "You never cease to amaze ne! It took ne a year to perfect that
application!"

"Does it work for nonhuman folk, too?"

"I't works for anyone who cares for you. The bond is al -- ready there; the Llano nerely
activates it."

229

Pi ers Ant hony

"Then | could attune to Jonah, so that | could always return to himw thout having to
search. "

"Indeed -- if he cares for you. |I'msure he does, or he would not be serving you now. "

O b sang the theme again, focusing on the big fish. She felt the reaching, and the body of
Jonah shuddered. He was aware!

"Ch, this is fun!" Ob exclained. "I'd better attune to Lou-Mae, so | will know if they
need nme." She did so.

Nat shook his head. "Three attunations in hardly as nany mnutes. One at a tine is all
can manage!"

"Ch, | didn't mean to enbarrass you! | didn't real -- ize -- "

"You did not enbarrass ne, you please nme nore than ever. | see how nuch greater your
potential is than mne; | never before encountered such a wonan. But perhaps you will tire of nme."

She turned and kissed him "I doubt it, Nat. | do not sing better than you; it is merely

the magic that is in ny nature, no virtue in ne. You have done what you have done the hard way,
and | respect that."

She continued attuning, reveling in this wonderful new power he had shown her. Then she
paused, startled.

"Soneone' s thinking of nme!"

"Focus on it; you should be able to recognize the person."

Ob concentrated. "It -- it's Tinka! She wants to see ne!"

"Then | nust show you the quick-travel thene," Nat said. "Mintain your focus on her and
sing this nelody." He sang another, simlarly evocative.

Ob held her focus, and sang -- and it was as if a page were turning, not tearing, but
sinmply noving aside to reveal the new |l ocation. This was the true application of the nechani sm she
had m sused before! She had used the Song of Morning, which was nmarvel ous for its purpose, but ill-
suited for travel. Now she had the correct application

The new page was Tinka's hone. The blind girl stood there, gazing out the w ndow though
she could not see the view. Here it was dawn, the rays of the sun struggling to crest the high
outline of the nountain range.

"Hello," Ob said in Calo, the Gypsy | anguage.

Tinka turned as if unsurprised. She was fuller in the body
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than she had been, quite buxom "I wanted to show you ny

baby." Her baby! Ob had forgotten. She had perhaps enabl ed the

giri to becone fertile; of course she should neet the baby!

Ti nka showed her to the crib. There was a healthy baby boy, sleeping. Ob realized that
the wonman's increase in

bosom was because she was nursing. "If you could tell me what he looks like -- " Tinka
sai d

wistfully. "He's beautiful!" Ob exclained. But she felt a siege of

her heart, abruptly rem nded of her own baby, Ol ene. To have been able to keep her, to
raise her..."l never really mssed ny sight, until..." Ob banished her own disconfort. "You nust

have it!" she exclainmed. She took Tinka's hands and sang the Song of Morning, willing the Gypsy to
see what she was seeing.

The room grew dark. Then the dawn came, with its lovely colors and effects. Tinka shivered
as the magic coursed through her. The norning clouds brightened, becom ng gray and white and red

and orange, their edges blazing. The beans of the sun spread out in a semicircular splay, illu --
m nating the sky, then dropping down to touch the |and,

warmng it.

Ti nka made an excl amation of wonder. She was seeing it! Ob held on to her and kept on
singing. The plants sprouted, and grew, and budded, and flowered. Beauty sur -- rounded them Then
the song ended. Tinka was breathing hard. "l saw

the dawn!" she whi spered.

"What do you see now?"

"It is dark again. But for a while -- "

"You have the magic," Ob said. "Sing with me." She held on to Tinka's hands and began the
Song of Mbrning

agai n. Tinka joined her, for she did have the nagic and could

pi ck up any nel ody inmmediately. The strength of the pul se going through them doubl ed, the
magi ¢ reaching out and in, perneating their bodies. The sunrise nanifested with greater

intensity, and the flowers seened real

As the song ended. Orb let go of her friend and reached down to pluck one flower. She
brought it up before Tinka's face. "Wat do you see?"
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Ti nka blinked. Her eyes focused. "All pretty, with pet -- als -- " she said, reaching for
it. "Fuzzy -- "

"Sing again!" Ob said. She took hold of the girl's wist belowthe flower and sang the
Song of Morning a third tinme. Tinka joined her, and the magic intensified even nore than before.

When it was done, the flower in Tinka's hand had grown into a bouquet, and her eyes were
fixed on it. "Now it is clear," she said.

"Look at your son," Ob said.

They turned to the crib and | ooked down. "He is beau -- tiful!" Tinka said. Then she began
to cry.

Ob held her, knowi ng that she had found anot her aspect of her devel opi ng power. Nature
controlled vision; nature could renmove it or restore it. The Llano was only a tool

Ob's will and Tinka's readi ness had shaped it.

Then the baby awoke and began to fuss. Tinka picked himup

"I wWill return often, until | amsure you can see always,” Ob said. "Call ne when you
want me." Then she thought the new travel thene and turned the page to her roomin Jonah

Nat was gone, but she thought his name, and he appeared. "Ch, Nat, | went to her and | saw
her baby and | cured her blindness!"™ Ob exclained. "I used a power of Naturel!"™ 'I amglad for
you." 'l really should rest now " 'Yes, you should."” 'Let's go somewhere." 'Anywhere you wi sh."

Ob considered. "I -- 1 wish | could see ny baby. Oiene. Not to interfere. Just -- " She

shrugged. "But | don't know how to tune in on sonmeone who doesn't think of ne."

"It can be done," he said. "This variant of the thene." He sang again, and it was simlar
to the attuning el ody, but distinct.

O b thought of Olene and sang the variant. She felt the nmagic questing out in a search
pattern, traversing the world at its own rate. Theft it fastened on its object, and the con --
necti on had been invoked.

"But can | really go to her?" Ob asked uncertainly.
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"Exactly as you just did."
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"But | don't want to disturb her life. | just want to see." Nat smiled. "If you use the
expansi on-travel thene, but do not coal esce completely, you will be invisible and inau -- dible,
like a ghost. In fact, that is how ghosts do it, but they are capable of no nore, generally. This
way." He sang and

faded out. Orb tried it. Instead of expanding, she sinply |ost mass,

until she stood with too little substance to be visible. Nowthat she was in this state,
she was able to perceive Nat, simlarly diffuse. "Ch, there are so many things to learn!" she
excl ai ned. Her voice was a nere shadow

"But you learn themso readily,"” he said. He was not whispering, but she knew that only
she could hear him They were on a slightly different plane of existence.

"Cone with ne to see ny daughter,” she invited him

"As you wish." Orb noved into the page-turning thene, orienting on O --

tene, and in a nmoment was there. Nat stood beside her

The little girl was in nursery school, waiting her turn on a swing. She was about three
years ol d, wearing a snudged dress and confortable little shoes. Her hair was tied back in a
ponytail, its buckwheat-honey hue matching Orb's hair exactly. She was well fed and seened
content ed

Then the child raised her hand. Ob saw the serpent-ring on one finger. Evidently the ring
was squeezing, telling her something. She | ooked at Orb, her eyes unfocused.

"She knows |'mhere!"™ Ob exclained. "The ring told her!" Hastily she turned the page,
back to Jonah.

Nat reappeared beside her. "That is a good protective charm your daughter has," he
remar ked.

"I can't visit her again," Ob said, upset. "If she knows |I'mthere, then I'minterfering
in her life."

"But she is your child."

"Not any nmore. | nust let her have her own life. | can see she is well cared for; Tinka
gave her to a good famly
No, | must |eave her alone.”

Then Orb turned to Nat, put her head into his shoulder, and cried. She could be the G een
Mot her, but she could not be a nother to her child.

The tour of the Livin' Sludge continued, and its success continued. The magi ¢ enchant ed
audi ences of every type.
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But the group knew that their association was coming to a conclusion, because Ob had
found the Llano and would in due course be assuming the office for which she was desti ned.

The abat ement of the drunmer's addiction held; he was free of H Ob did the others
simlarly. Their quest was fin -- ished, and they nade plans for marriage and regular em --
pl oynent in the future. She sang to Jonah, enabling himto swimin water again; his curse, too,
was done. He continued to serve the group, but it was understood that, after the tour, he would go
his own way. She sang for Jezebel, nuking permanent the state that Jonah had enabled on a
tenporary basis, and giving her the power to control her formby day or night. The guitarist knew
that she would never age nat -- urally -- but now she could age unnaturally, as desired. After he
di ed of old age, she would go her way, but would never need to indulge nmen indiscrimnately.

Ob visited the old water oak. The hamadryad recogni zed her, but would not approach. Then

Ob sang a song of re -- newal to the tree, and the deadwood revivified and the | eaves brightened.
She had contributed perhaps a century to its life and strengthened the hamadryad accordi ngly. Then
the dryad cane down and touched Orb's hand fleetingly in grat -- itude. It was enough

Ob spent nuch tine with Natasha, and her devotion to himbecane broader and deeper and
nore intense. He was everything she had wanted in a man, without realizing it until encountering
him He was al ways there when she needed him but he never nmade denands. They visited far places
and sang together, and the very heavens seenmed to brighten and assune new significance. It had
been a long time since she had | oved a man, and she was glad that the interimwas over

Meanwhi | e, her powers of magic grew. She could make the weather change with little nore
than the thought of a given nelody; a nore involved effort had caused the pattern of the clinate
in the neighborhood of Betsy's farmto becone regular, so that there were neither droughts nor
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floods to destroy the crops. But once she had done favors for her friends, she becane
di ssatisfied; there was too rmuch grief and hunger and nysery in the world. The problem of drug
addiction was not limted to the Livin' Sludge, and the prob --
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| em of physical inpairnment not linted to Tinka' s blindness. How could she deal with these
things on a spot basis, while neglecting their far worse aspects on the gl obal basis?

So it was that as the tour cane to an end, she arrived at her decision. She was going to
take the office of Nature.

She told her friends aboard Jonah. They congratul ated her, unsurprised. "You can stil
drop in on us, when you have tinme," Lou-Mae said, giving her a hug. "We'll always be

your friends."

"But have you told Natasha?" Jezebel asked. "He said he could accept whatever | decided."
"Men do say that, but they don't always nmean it. Better

tell himsoon."

"I will tell himnow " Ob said. She turned the page and was besi de Nat, where he waited
for her on a tiny tropica

i sl and.
He smled at her. "You have decided."
"I have decided. | will give up the famly and wfll assunme the office of Nature. I wll be

the Green Mther."
“"Then | will have sonmething to ask you, and sonething
to tell you," he said gravely.
"Ask me now, and tell me now," she invited him He sniled. "These are not ninor matters.
Assunme your
office; then | will say what | nust say.'

"But you said you could accept ny decision!" she
sai d,

al ar med.

"And so | can and will. But | think you nust make your decision on nme after you nake it on
the other matter."

“I'f you don't want nme to be Nature --

"Pl ease, | nust not discuss that now There is a thing | nay tell you only when you have
the office."

Troubl ed, she gazed at him "Suddenly | don't understand

you, Natasha!"

"I may say no nore at this tine,

he sai d apol ogetically. "Then | will say nore," she

said. "I love you and want to marry you. |If you can not accept marriage to an Incar -- nation -- "
"I think we shall have the proof of that soon enough.” "If only you would tell ne what is
bot hering you, before | -- before it is too late to change ny mnd!" He sinply shrugged. Nettl ed,

she turned the page to a far place, the snow top
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of the nountain she had visited when her travels had been uncontrolled. There she spread
her arms and opened her desire; she would be Gaea.

She felt herself expanding, not physically but psychically. Her awareness cane to
enconpass all the world, every living thing in it, and every unliving thing. She perneated the
gl obe, partaking of its nature everywhere. She becane its nature.

Now t he hunger in Africa was not a concept to her; it was part of her. The cold weat her
near the poles and the hot weat her near the equator were aspects of her being. Al the happi ness
of the world was hers, and all the suffering.

Now she knew why the prior Gaea had been ready to let the office go. It was such an
enor mous burden of respon -- sibility! Suddenly the power she had acquired seenmed in -- adequate
to the job she had to do. How coul d one person oversee all the activities of the world? She was
over whel med.

She felt herself tugged. She went where sunmoned and cane to her residence in Purgatory.
It nost resenbled a giant tree, but its appearance was nalleable; it could be whatever she wanted.
The prior Gaea had left it for her

A young nman was by the entrance. "I represent your staff,” he said. "I ama | esser
I ncarnation; we thought it best that | handle the transition, until you are confortable in the
of fice. The staff consists of souls trained to serve you; they will continue to serve, or wll
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retire in favor of replacenments you may choose."

"Who are you?" she asked, surprised. "You look fanmliar."

"I should; I have just interacted with you. I amEros."

"Eros! The -- ?"

"I ncarnation of Love," he agreed.

Ob decided to set aside the inplications for the nmonent. "You know how this office is
run?"

"I know how it has been run. Al decisions are yours, but we will help in whatever way you
require. Perhaps you will want to interview the other |esser Incarnations who work with you, such
as Phobos, Deinpos, Hope -- "

“I'n due course," Ob said. "I have one matter to settle before | get into it. Can you keep
thi ngs on an even course for now?"
236
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"If you direct, Gaea."

"Do so. | will return shortly.” Ob knew she should get on into the nastery of her office,
for it was inportant, but she sinply couldn't wait to settle with Natasha.

She turned the page back to the isle. He was there. "I am Gaea," she said. "Now talk to
ne. "

"Now t here must be truth between us," he said.

"There has not been before?" she asked archly.

"There has not. | will explain. You rmust withhold your answer until you have heard the
expl anation."

“I will withhold nmy answer," she agreed.

"CGaea, | amasking you to marry ne."

Ob relaxed. She had grown afraid he had changed his nmind! But, heeding his caution, she
did not answer.

"Now | nust tell you that our relationship has been based on a he. I amnot the man | have
represented to you. The testing of the prophecy is now upon us."

"The prophecy?" she asked bl ankly.

"That you might marry Evil."

"But -- "

"Spell ny name backwards."

Ob pieced it out. "Natasha. AHSATAN. "

"And punctuate it. Ah, Satan. That is the realization of the truth. I aman Incarnation
as you are now. The Incar -- nation of Evil."

Appalled, Ob stared at him Her worst horror was facing her -- in the aspect of the man
she | oved.

14 --

FORBI DDEN SONG
"You are naturally confused," Nat said. "That is why you nust hear mny expl anation. The

attenpt to void a valid proph -- ecy can be a treacherous thing. Wen the Incarnations as --
certained that the prophecy relating to Luna's relationship with Death and your relationship with
Evil was valid, they were of course horrified. But it was not an absolute. It con -- tained the
qualifier '"may.' That neant there was doubt -- and therefore roomfor negotiation."

"Negotiation!" Orb snorted.

“I'n the course of protecting Luna from My interference, your nother conproni sed her
position on you. She prom-- ised to guide your thread away frompolitics, and | prom sed never to
harm you. It was understood that this represented her acqui escence to My interest in you."

"Mt her wouldn't -- I

"Of course, upon reconsideration, she regretted this, as did the other Incarnations,
especially Mars, when he learned of it."

"Mars? Mym said you were a good nan!" "Not exactly. At any rate, | naturally inspected you
nore closely thereafter -- and perceived your destiny as the In -- carnation of Nature. Then My
interest increased. | saw, too,
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that you were very like your nother, in her prior session as an |ncarnation. She was the
nmost beauti ful woman of her generation, a terrible thorn in My side, but | confess to be -- comning
somewhat smitten with her along the way."

"N obe would never -- !"

He nodded. "True, true. She would have nothing to do with Me. But when | saw how you
resenbled her, in ap -- pearance and mannerism | knew | could be attracted to you as | was to
her. Then it occurred to Me that a union between the Incarnations of Evil and Nature -- "

"Nol "

"Wul d gi ve dom nance of the nortal realmto Me. At last | had the opportunity to defeat
M ne anci ent antagoni st. Therefore -- "

“"No! No!" Orb cried, understanding.

"Naturally the Incarnations opposed this suit. But N obe had al ready conproni sed your
thread, and there was the prophecy, whose application had suddenly clarified. Thus it was we
negoti ated. W set up a conpronise, whereby | would be permitted to court you w thout interference
fromany other Incarnation -- "

"They woul d never --

"My dear, they thought | would fail. Because | agreed to court you wholly by lies, which
are of course My specialty. | was required to lie to you at every turn, until the end. The end is
now, and for the first time | amtelling you the truth. | am Satan, the Incarnation of Evil, and
| ove you and want to marry you."

Ob was unable to accept this. Was Nat testing her |love for him by making an inpossible
cl ai n? How should she deal with this? Al she could think of at the nonent was to accept his
statenment as a starting place and explore it until the flaw was reveal ed.

"You say you are Satan and you lied to nme throughout. But the aspects of the Llano you
taught me are valid; they do work. | have been healing people, traveling in new ways -- "

"I must clarify the levels of deceit | have enployed. It is of course inpossible to make
every aspect of a situation a lie; there would be conflicts and paradoxes that woul d quickly
render it nonsense. Alie has to be structured, in -- ternally consistent, so as to have the
greatest final inpact.
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Thus a lie is nostly truth, ironically. Wen the parts of a lie are verifiable as truth,
it lends credence to the lie and gives it far nore power than it woul d otherw se have. You ni ght
think of it as a mathematical anal ogy: negative nunbers can -- cel each other out, but a structure
of positive nunbers that is then assigned a negative value is negative. Lies cancel out, while
truth augnents itself, but a structure of truth given a false value is the nbost potent lie of

all." "l think you are leaving me behind," Ob said. "What | told you of the Llano is true. But ny
purpose in telling you those truths was fal se. By showi ng you spot truths, | was deceiving you in
a far nore fundanental fash -- ion. For one thing, | was encouraging you to believe that |I was not
Satan. Thus those minor truths were contributing to the greater lie."

"But | tested you! | proved that you could not be a denon or Satan!”

"I't was no valid test; it only deceived you."

"Now that | can't accept! | had you touch a silver cross, sing a hyytm -- "

Nat nodded. "I realize howdifficult this is for you, but | nust nake you understand the
truth now. | used a device the Incarnations had not anticipated. | took you into three extensive

vi sions, and the visions were lies though their parts were true. Little within those visions was
valid in the real worid."

"You are confusing ne again!" she said hotly. This was evidently sone sort of game, and
she liked it not at all, but she had to play it through. "Wat were these visions?"

"Each was associated with a song: the Song of Awak -- ening, the Song of Power, and the
Song of Love. Three of the five major thenes of the Llano, the Song of Songs, if you care to call
it that. | lied to you when | said | knew only fragments of the Llano; |I know all of it, but I can
only use fragnents."

"Five themes?" Orb asked, distracted for the monent by this information. "Wat are the
ot her two?"

"The Songs of Loss and Dissolution. You would call them Ni ght and Chaos. But you woul d not
want to sing them"

"Why not ?"

"Orb, this is straying fromthe subject. It is ny duty now
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to make you understand and believe the deceit | have prac -- ticed upon you, so that -- "

"Teach ne those songs,” Ob said abruptly.

He | ooked flustered. "Gaea, | amtrying to tell you the truth, and those thenes are only
m schief! I amthe Lord of Mschief; | know The thenmes of the Llano equate roughly to the five

El enents, or the five Kingdons, and as you know, sone of those are dangerous. There nmay come an
occasi on when you have use for the Song of Night, but never for the Song of Chaos, and | would be
deceiving you anew if | -- "

"Five El enents?" Again the detail distracted her fromthe main thrust, as her m nd sought
relief fromthe awmful truth that was encroaching on it.

“And five Kingdons. But -- "

“Ani mal , Vegetable, Mneral..."

"Denon and Spirit," he finished. "But the correspon -- dence is only apparent, not
substantive. Actually, every thene of the Llano aligns with every El ement and Ki ngdom forning the
basis of the enornous power of Nature, once you leamto use it. That will take years, decades, but

"You say you are telling me the truth now," she said grimly. "Teach ne those songs, then."

He sighed. "How hard it is for Satan to do good even by

indirection! If it nust be -- "

"I't nust." Orb knew she was grasping at sonething ir -- relevant to the main issue, but
her need now was to establish sone basis for belief, to feel at least partly in control. To make
Nat do her bidding, instead of telling her what she

abhorred. "Then | will teach themto you. But | beg of you, consult

with the other Incarnations before you invoke N ght, and never invoke Chaos, for it is
f or bi dden. "

"Then why does it exist?"

"Because it is the ultimte weapon against Me," he said reluctantly. "When all else fails -
- but believe Me, the cost is too great! | |ove you, Gaea, and -- "

"Get on with it."

He sang the Song of N ght. Darkness cl osed about them |ike the gl oom of absolute
negation; nothing was visible or audible, and there seenmed to be no sensation of any other kind.
Only when he finished did the sensations of existence

return.

Pi ers Ant hony 241

"But if you sang it, it would not be nere illusion

"And the ot her?"

He sang the song of Chaos. This tinme there was no effect;

it was just a nelody that bore an evident affiliation with the Songs of Mrning, Day,
Eveni ng, and Night, but had a bro -- ken beat that gave it an uncanny awkwardness. Ob did not
like it at all, but it was certainly no horror

"That's it?" she asked, disappoi nted.

"It has no power for ne. O for anyone. Only for Gaea. Each Incarnation has one weapon
agai nst which no other Incarnation can stand, not even Me, not even Mne ancient rival. The Song
of Chaos is the Green Mdther's weapon. But | urge you, | plead with you, | beg you, Gaea -- never
i nvoke it! You have already nade a captive of Me."

"But if what you say is true, you are ny ultinate eneny!" she exclainmed. "And if it is not

he said. "It would --

"It is true. Every experience you had in association with the learning of the first three
songs was part of their visions, and so each was a lie, but this is the truth."

"But the songs worked for me when | wasn't with you! | cured Tinka's blindness, got the
Sl udge off H-- "

"The aspects of the Llano are valid. That lent verisim -- litude to the visions. Not much
el se was true."

Ob felt as if her head were being conpressed by the pres -- sure of unwel cone
i nfornmati on, and her heart was slowy turning cold. Still she fought the concept. "You are saying

that when | first net you, when you hel ped save ne from Satan's forced marriage --
"That was not Satan. It was a denon playing the role. But the vision began before that."
"Before -- " Ob considered. "You can't nean -- when | talked to the Incarnations? To
Mot her and Gaea?"
"They were denons in the senbl ance of Incarnations.”
"But they warned ne of the trap and told ne howto es -- cape it!"
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"By singing a duet with Natasha," he agreed. "A script to introduce Me in a formyou could
accept. Then there was the vision of the dancing skeletons -- "

"A vision? That?" She was appal | ed anew.

"Fromthe time you woke in the storm until the tinme you
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resurmed the trip to Hawaii. There was no storm it was al

the vision."

"But Thanatos and Chronos warned ne about you -- "

"Denons in their senblance. The real Incarnations would never have served Me in such
fashion. The tests were nock;

in the vision, My rules govern. In reality, | could not have accommpdated those tests."

"You were so angry at ne -- "

"No. | nerely seenmed so. The vision had acconpli shed

its purpose.”

"And when | sought you -- the mxed up Llano -- " "All vision, scripted by Me. In reality,
your former lover Mymis Mars, and he has consort and mistress as repre -- sented, but you
encount ered none of these. Wen | sang, | acconplished no good, for there was no evil other than
t hat

of the script."

Belief was forcing itself upon her. "All -- " "Al part of the courtship,"” he concl uded.
"To cause you to fall in love with Satan, so that you would marry Me, com-- pleting the
prophecy." "I -- how could the Incarnations have gone along with

t hi s?"

"As | said, it was a conpronise. They thought that | could not succeed in w nning you
through any tissue of lies -- es -- pecially since | had to tell you the truth before |I married
you. It was their belief that you would at this point turn violently

against Me." Ob's head seened to be whirling. "I can't believe this!"

But she feared she coul d.

"l shall be glad to show you My domain. | think you will be convinced. O you can ask any
of the Incarnations."

"But -- why? What do you care about the validity of an

ol d prophecy?"

"You believe that I amlying now when | say | |ove you?" He seened so earnest and was so
handsone that she found herself wanting to believe.

She fought the desire off. "If you are Satan, you are nade of lies! |I nmust not believe
you! "

"Then | will merely rem nd you of the power | stand to gain, if allied with the
Incarnation of Nature. You and | to -- gether can swing the balance toward evil, and Mne antag --
onist will not prevail in the end. The crisis of power that
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Luna is to nediate will never occur; My victory will already have occurred."

"Luna! You expect me to betray her?"

"Join with M, and | will see that no evil comes to her or any other you wish to protect."

"But Satan can not be believed!"

He held out his arm "Scratch Me. Bind Me by blood. | will take any oath you wi sh. That
you can believe."

She stared at him beconing convinced. "Then you really are Satan, doing this for power?"

"For | ove and power, yes."

"Cet away fromnme," she said dully.

He faded out.

For a long time she sat on the isle, staring out across the water. Slowy the sky clouded,
and an unnatural stillness devel oped. The surface of the ocean becane |ike glass. There was a
grayness throughout.

At | ast she reacted. She began to sing the song of N ght, and isle, sky, and ocean
vibrated to the magic of it. Darkness closed, Stygian, inpal pable, oppressive. As she sang, she
expanded and di scovered that the gl oomenfolded all the gl obe; no one on Earth could see. Even so
was the nmood of her heart.

But it wasn't enough. She had suffered the loss of her love in the worst possible way, by
bei ng conpl etely duped, and grief was not the appropriate enotion. The way those visions had been
crafted so artfully to play on her innocence -- "Can't you see she |oves you?" demanded of Nat asha
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by the pseudo -- Mymwhile she protested that her affair with Mymwas over, protested this to
Satan! -- |eading her on, meddling freely with her deepest feelings! No, grief was not what was
called for! Rage was the appropriate enotion! And what could she do about it?

Her being reached out and found the heart of the Llano, its npbst potent aspect -- the Song
of Chaos, the forbidden theme. Now in her fury she invoked it, starting a reaction that spread
t hroughout the world. Her passion gave it max -- inmumforce, though she did not understand its
i mplications.

Her shock at the revelation Satan had made was finding its expression

Ponder ous and subtle forces had been invoked; the ele -- nments of Water, Air, Fire, Earth,
and Void were in notion

244 Being a G een Mot her

But the initial effects were slight. Some animation returned to the surface of the ocean,
and the sun shone down nore brightly. The day was wanni ng.

O b was di sappoi nted. She had vented her outrage in the nost effective way she knew, and
it seemed to have fallen flat. Wat use was it to rail at what Satan had done to her

i f nothing happened?

The heat increased. Vapor rose fromthe water. Ob be -- cane unconfortable on the isle,
because of the humidity, so turned the page to her tree-house in Purgatory.

Eros was there, looking grim "Wat's the matter?" Ob

asked. "I wish you hadn't invoked the Song of Chaos," the youth

said. "There is apt to be Hell to pay."

"To Hell with Hell!" Ob exclainmed. "Satan played a hell of a trick on me; | have a right
to be angry!"

"To be angry, yes; to unleash Chaos on Earth, no. This is the one process that cannot be
abated. "

"Good! | don't want it abated! | want a real show"

"That is irresponsible -- " he started to say, but she turned a page and was back aboard
Jonah.

The tour had been finished; the others were waiting only for Ob to get settled in her
of fice, before dispersing to their new lives. Jezebel was the first to spot her. "You're back

How d it go?" Ob sighed. "I assuned the office and told Nat -- but it

was a di saster. He -- "

Then she was crying, and Jezebel was holding her. Orb hardly cared about the anomaly of a
denoness conforting the Incarnation of Nature; she sinply needed support.

When she lifted her head, the others were there. Brokenly, she told them "Natasha -- is
Satan. Al his proofs of nmor -- tality were false. He wants ne to join himin evil."

"But he touched ny cross!" Betsy protested.

"It was a vision. He didn't really touch your cross; we all

dreaned it happened."

"But | don't dream" Jezebel said.

Suddenly something clicked. "It was a dream-- the skel -- etons and touching the cross
and singing the hymm and every -- thing!" Ob exclainmed. "And Jezebel doesn't dreaml No wonder she
didn't renmenber it! If only we had taken the warning!"
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"You nmean -- she wasn't really there?"

"Of course | wasn't there!" Jezebel said. "Since then |'ve picked up what you're talking
about; all of you had an ex -- perience | didn't. But | never thought of Satan -- | nean, that he
could have arranged it. | let you down!"

"No, Jez, no!" Orb exclaimed. "I let nyself down! | was too eager to believe the false
proofs he offered. | should have questioned you!"

"There really wasn't time to get it straight," Lou-Mae said. "Satan is clever, I'll say

that for him"
"Fi endi shly cl ever,'

Ob agreed bitterly.

"But what has happened to the weat her?" Betsy asked. "It seens so steany out, all of a
sudden. "

"I'mafraid | didit,” Ob said. "I was angry and | sang a new aspect of the Llano, the
Song of Night, and then it seens | invoked Chaos."

"Chaos!" Jezebel exclainmed. "That dates frombefore the time ofH-- of the good place, or
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of Hell, or nortality. Chaos hates all of it!"

"But Chaos has no power now," Ob said. "Not unless allowed it," the succubus said darkly.
"You know how it is when an evil denpon gets summned? If there isn't proper protection, that denon
can't be banished, and a whole |lot of mischief can result. |If Chaos takes hold -- " "I think I'd
better get sone advice," Ob said. She turned the page to her nother, N obe. Ni obe was at her
residence in Purgatory. It resenbled a nonstrous spider web, with a honme fashioned of silk.

“"It's real trouble,"” N obe said. "I queried the Purgatory Conputer, and it says there is
no telling what can result when Chaos starts operating. It could cancel itself out, because there
is alot ofrandommess in its nature; but it's nore likely to run a pretty rough course." She
gl anced askance at Orb. "Wy did you choose to start off your office by invoking such a dangerous
t hi ng?"

"You know ny tenper,"” Ob said ruefully. "Wen | discovered that everything | had known of
Nat asha was false -- " She paused. "You did not cone to ne on the plain of the Llano to warn me of
Satan's trap?" Ni obe shook her head. "W had agreed not to interfere." "So it is true that you
made a deal with Satan?" "It is true. W were caught by the interpretation of the
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prophecy; no one knew t he out come except perhaps Chronos, and he would not talk. So we

concluded that it was better to get the matter settled one way or the other. | had to trust that
you woul d not be deceived."

"I was deceived," Ob said heavily. "I -- fell inlove with a sinmulacrum in part because
of chal |l enges made by what | took to be the Incarnations, you included. Then | learned that it was

Satan. What was | to do?"
N obe shook her head. "Every Incarnation has to deal with Satan, and it is always

difficult. I had to make a small tour of Hell to find the Magician before | could find the way to
stop the threat Satan posed. Mars had to bring the world to the very verge of extinction by war
before he could stop the threat Satan posed for him Now it is your turn. | can

not tell you what to do."

"It was Mym-- Mars -- the facsimle of Mars who finally convinced ne that the man | know
was not -- what he was. Al a vision!" Orb sighed. "Does he really have a consort

and a denmon mistress?" "He really does," N obe agreed. "But he woul d never
have |l ed you to Satan!"

"I was conpletely credulous,”" Ob said. "Wen Satan reveal ed hinself, | couldn't believe
it. Wen | did, | just wanted to strike back at sonething. So | sang. The nobst potent song
could. | suppose | was notivated by the fact that Satan hinself urged ne not to do it. Now | don't

quite

know what |'ve done."

probably make it right, if --

"You nmean by nmanipulating tine? Isn't that dangerous?" "Yes. But that may not be the
problemin this instance."

"What is the problenP"

"We promised not to interfere until this matter has been decided. If Chronos took action
now, it would constitute

interference.” "The matter has been decided!"™ Orb said. "Now that |

know the situation, 1'll never deal with Satan!"

"It is not decided until Satan concedes defeat,"
in these tests of will."

"What does it take to make himconcede defeat?" Orb asked irately.
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"No one can know for certain, dear. But Chronos can

Ni obe said. "That is always the way it is
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Ni obe spread her hands. "Each case is different. We'll sinply have to wait and see.”
"Does that nmean we can't do anything to stop Chaos?"

"I fear it does. It is like an illness that must run its course. But it might be best to

keep a cl ose eye on that course."

"Il try," Ob said.

She hugged her nother, then turned the page back to Jonah. And was appall ed.

The big fish was rocking in a storm The water no longer hurt him but the w nds were
buffeting himback and forth, .and the Sl udge were hangi ng on to whatever offered.

"Why doesn't Jonah swimaway fromthe storn?" Ob asked, grabbing hold herself.
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"He's been trying to, but it keeps getting worse," Jezebel said. "Never seen weather |ike

this before! It was all the big fish could do to drop Betsy and the organi st off at her farm They
|l eft their regards for you."

Ob | ooked out the transparent scales. It was hard to tell whether there was cloud or
wat er outside, but certainly there was turbul ence. She wi shed that Betsy and the organist had
remai ned wi th Jonah

“I'"1l find out how far it extends," she said. "Meanwhile, it may be unconfortabl e here,
but safe; weather can't really hurt Jonah." She expanded, becoming swiftly huge and dif -- fuse,
searching for the limt of the storm

There seened to be no limt, only confused patches of lesser intensity. Rain and swrl
were everywhere. It was like a giant sauna. Evidently the rising heat and hunidity were
responsi bl e.

# But if the effect was global, what of the cold poles? Ob expanded to gl obe-size so she
could investigate.

It was hot at the poles. Meltwater was pouring fromthe icecaps at such a rate that she
knew that in a few days no ice would renain.

What would that do to the |evel of the ocean?

What of the seacoast cities? What of the | ow ands? The great valleys that could flood?

She oriented on the traveling show in India, where she had first met Mym She coal esced,
assum ng her natural form beside a wagon

The rain of the nonsoon was pouring down. But was it nonsoon season here? She wasn't sure,
and feared that this
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was an atypi cal phenonmenon. The wagons were parked, for travel was inpossible; the road
was awash.

Drenched, she forged to the closest wagon. It |ooked like -- yes, it was the nmernaid's
wagon.

O b pounded on the door, announcing the presence of a visitor, then pushed it open and
clinbed i nside.

"Orb!" the mermaid exclainmed. "It has been years!"

And what was she to say now? That she had started a process that represented danger for
everyone here? That the water level could rise and flood them out?

But if she didn't give warning, what then?

"A lot has happened,”" Ob said. "There may be danger. | have come to warn you. This rain --
it may get worse. | think you should get the wagons to hi gher ground."

The mermai d shook her head. "There is no road we can travel. W nust wait it out here.”

"But there may be fl oodi ng!"

The nmermaid smled. "That doesn't really frighten nme, you know. | won't drown. But |

suppose it could be bad for the others and the aninmals. Still, the wheels are already mred; we'll
simply have to sit it out."
O b saw that she was right. The show would not be nov -- ing. "I hope it's all right," she

said, taking the mermaid' s hand for a parting squeeze.

Qut si de she had anot her notion. She concentrated, trying to invoke the elements, so that
she could bring cool ness and dryness and abate the rain. But she could not; that aspect of her
power had been pre-enpted by the devel opi ng Chaos. She was hel pl ess before the weat her

She turned the page to Ireland, to the place that retained its nostalgia for her: the
water oak in the swanp. This tine the hamadryad cane down to greet her, still grateful for the
rejuvenation. But the rain was blasting down here, too, and the wind was tearing at the foliage of
the tree.

"I'mafraid it may flood," Ob said.

The hanmadryad agreed; she was quite concerned. Already the |evel of the swanp water was
hi gh.

"And it is ny fault,” Ob continued unhappily. "I -- 1 fell inlove with an illusion and,
when | learned, | was angry and | invoked a theme | should not have." The hanmadryad touched her
hand, briefly, understanding.

That did not make Ob feel better

"I hope it is not too bad here," Ob said.

The dryad sm |l ed encouragi ngly.

Ob turned another page, to Tinka's house in France.
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Here, too, the rain was pouring. The roof was not tight;

wat er was dri ppi ng down inside. Tinka had set out pans to catch it, but was obviously
unhappy. Her baby was crying;

she was trying to confort himby singing, but the how of the wi nd drowned out her voice

She sniled gladly when she saw Orb. She was so glad for her sight! But Ob was glum "I'm
afraid there will be worse

conmi ng," she said. "Perhaps flooding; can you nove to hi gher ground?"

"No, | nust wait here for ny husband to return,” Tinka said. "Perhaps then we can go."

"I hope it will be all right.” But Ob was sickly uncertain that it would be.

She travel ed around the gl obe, finding the rain every -- where. Still the tenperature
i ncreased; there seened to be a hothouse effect. The polar ice was dimnishing at an alarm-- ing
rate. The fl oodi ng was occurring at coastal cities in the high-tide regions. There was hardly any
di stinction between day and night; the swirling rain was everywhere.

She returned to Jonah. He had finally given up the battle and swum bel owground, where it
was cal m

"The sane all over?" Jezebel asked.

"Al'l over," Orb agreed grimy. "The polar ice is nelting, the sea level is rising, and the
rain just keeps comng dowmn. And | can't do anything to stop it; | have lost my control over the
el enents. "

"Then you nust rest," Lou-Me said solicitously. "And eat," Jezebel added. "I just happen
to have sonme bl ueberry pie here."

Ob tried, but her appetite was snall and her rest tor -- mented by thought of the
possi bl e consequences of her in -- discretion. Before | ong she was turning the pages again, trav --
eling the gl obe.

The hanmadryad's tree was standing in water; all the swanp was fl ooded. The nynph was
perched in the branches, star -- ing at the coursing nuddy water. "The roots -- they can't
breathe," she said, feeling the pain other tree

There was nothing Orb could say. She nmoved on to India. Flooding was well advanced now.
The wagons stood in
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water up to their hubs, and the rain continued. Was the world to experience another del uge
like that described in the Bible? No, surely there wasn't enough water available to do that.

She entered the mermaid's wagon. "I think the wagons nust be left," she told the nernaid.
"They will be sub -- nerged, and the others will drown. But you could help them now, guiding them
to higher ground."

"Well, | really don't enjoy brackish water," the nermaid said. "But | think there is no
need. The wagons will float."

"They' Il float!" Ob exclainmed. "I never thought of that!" But then she reconsidered. "But
they'l| separate, and sone

could overturn in the storm"

The nernmai d nodded. "You're right. We'd better take precautionary nmeasures now. W can tie
them together and build stabilizing outriggers. 1'll have to spread the word. If

you will carry me outside -- "

Ob reached over the tank and put her left armaround the nmernaid' s upper torso. The
mer mai d heaved her tafl up, and Orb caught it above the flukes. Staggering, she carried the
mer mai d down and out, alnost falling as she set her in the

swirling water.

"Ugh!" the mermaid said, grimacing. "Filthy stuff! But | can handle it." She spun about,
testing it for depth, then swamw th faculty toward the | ead wagon

Ob sniled. The nmernaid conpl ai ned, but she was happy. Not only was she free of her tank
she was serving a useful

purpose. Ob waited | ong enough to be sure that the nernaid could

get the attention of the occupants of the wagons, then turned

the page to France. The fl oodi ng was proceeding here, too. The main street

of the village had di sappeared. Tinka was peering worriedly out; her husband had not yet
returned.

"You nust get to higher ground!™ Ob told her. "Wile you can. For the sake of your baby."

"For the baby," Tinka agreed, shaken
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"Maybe | can | ocate your husband. How can | identify

hi n?" Ti nka described the man in sufficient detail. Ob expanded

to enconpass the region, orienting on the pertinent char -- acteristics, and found them
She coal esced. The nman was in the nmountains, but the treacherous con -- Pliers Anthony 251

ditions had caused his wagon to slide off the trail and break a wheel. He was unable to
proceed until he got it fixed, and the job was difficult.
O b introduced herself. "Ah, you are Tinka's friend, the

one | never met!" he exclained. "I thought she invented

you -- a fantasy to divert herself!"” "The village is flooding. I will bring her here to
you." "She should not be out in this weather with the baby!"

he protested. "She is not used to the outside, for her sight

has not |ong been restored; she would get lost." "I said | would bring her," Ob said. "No
wal ki ng." "Are you sonme magic creature, that you can do this?" "Yes." Ob turned the page back to

Ti nka. "He broke a

wheel ," she reported. "He is fixing it. I will take you to him

I's there anything you need to take with you? | think you wll

not be returning here soon." "Things for the baby!" Tinka excl ai ned, dashi ng about

the room |In a nonent she had nade a bundl e of supplies

and had donned a wat erproof shawl to cover herself and the

baby.

Then Orb put a hand on Tinka's shoul der and turned the page to the wagon

Ti nka handed Orb the baby and bundl e and went to hel p her husband. Ob was inpressed again
at the efficiency of Gypsies when there was a task to be done. She was al so struck by the presence
of the baby in her arms. If only she could have kept Olene! But even if she had not had to give
up her daughter before, how could she have kept a child while assunming the office of Nature?

She coul dn't have, of course. Wien she had given her decision to Natasha, she had affirned
that concl usi on; she had chosen the office rather than the famly

Nat asha -- ah, Satan! How could she have m ssed that, before? She had been blinded by
| ove. But oh, if only it could have been real! Her heart felt leaden; it craved the illusion, when
the reality was the worst horror she had dreaned of. To narry Satan -- She stood in the rain,

hol di ng the baby and the bag of belongings, glad for the nmoment that the incessant rain masked the
tears on her face. What a col ossal fool she had been
The Gypsy team | abored on the wheel. They | acked the
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proper tools, but were clever with makeshift; in due course the wheel had been jury-rigged
into serviceability.

Ti nka, bedraggled and dirty, returned to take her baby. "I thank you. Ob," she said.

"I't was ny pleasure,”" Ob responded m serably. She found that she hated giving up the
baby; he had becone a synbol of what she had thrown away.

"For everything."

But if Orb had not yielded to her anger, this hot rain would not have occurred. She was
owed no thanks, just condem -- nation. But she knew that Tinka would not listen to that. "Go
uphill," she said. "Until the rain stops."

The man nodded.

They boarded the wagon, and the horse resuned hauling. Ob waved, then turned the page
back to Jonah.

The Sl udge were sl eeping, except for Jezebel. She was in her luscious form evidently
havi ng been sharing with the guitarist. Since she never slept, she energed to join Ob. "Wat can
I fix you?" the succubus inquired.

"Sone piece of mnd," Ob said. She found it easy to relate to the denbness, perhaps
because she was feeling somewhat dammed hersel f.

"The rain has to stop sone tine," Jezebel said.

But it did not stop. It went on and on, and the heat con -- tinued. Soon Orb was out in
the worl d again, turning pages fromone region to another, helpless to reverse the ongoing

di saster.

The coastal cities were being flooded out. The water inpeded the exodus of the people;
hi ghways had been sub -- nerged and roads washed out. Mst people seened to have retreated to the
taller buildings, noving to the higher floors
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as the water rose

But the heat was causing the air to expand and rise; winds were stiffening and with them
the waves. Breakers smashed at the buil dings, wearing them down relentlessly. Ob saw sone
bui l di ngs that had col |l apsed; if there had been people in them they were there no | onger

The wreckage of boats was being tossed about. This was no safe sea for sailing! But what
other way did trapped people

have to escape? Coul d she take any of themand turn the page to higher
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ground? There were so many in trouble that she could help only a few, but she had to try.

She expanded, searching for the need, and found a build -- ing that was bei ng overwhel ned
by the waves. She coalesced to it. A wonman and two children were standing on the roof, hanging on
to the aeration pipes as the wind how ed through. "I will help youl!" Ob cried. "Take ny hands!"

Nunbly, the woman and chil dren obeyed, clasping their hands about hers. They did not
question her arrival.

Ob turned a page -- and found herself alone. She had not been able to carry themwth
her!

She turned the page back. The three were there, staring, not know ng what had happened.
"Maybe one at a tine," Orb said, taking the hand of the little girl.

She turned the page -- but the child was not with her. She could no | onger take people
with her! She had done it with Tinka and her baby, but now her magi c seened to have been drai ned.
Maybe t he Chaos was absorbing it, drawing on any magic available for its vast effort of
denol i tion.

She turned the page back, determined to find sonme way to succeed. But this tinme she found
only a nassive wave crashing across the top of the building. She expanded and thinned out, so that
it did not affect her -- but when it re -- ceded, the wonan and children were gone.

Ob knew that sinilar tragedies were occurring all over the world. She had nmerely sanpl ed
the horror of it.

What had she w ought?

Wth fadi ng hope, she turned the page to the water oak in Ireland. The water was now
hal fway up its trunk, and the hanadryad was perched in the foliage at the top, very nmuch like the
wonman and children of the buil di ng.

Ob joined her. "I can't nmove hunman fol k any nore, but maybe | can nove you," she said.
"Take nmy hand, and I will try to take you to higher ground.”

"I cannot leave ny tree!"” the dryad cried, distraught.

O course that was true. A hamadryad was a creature of her tree, perhaps even the soul of
the tree; she could not leave it. "I hope the water stops soon," Ob said, grief -- stricken

The dryad gazed at her without expression

Ob turned the page to India.

The wagons were floating, but precariously. The occu --
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pants were bailing themout, but the constant fall of water was refilling them A stiff
wind was carrying the caravan out toward the w deni ng sea

Wul d these good fol k survive? Orb, ashaned, did not nake her presence known.

She returned to Jonah, who renai ned deep bel ow ground. "The whole world is being flooded,"
she reported to the succubus. "I have lost ny power to transport other peopl e;

I can only watch them perish.™

"It can't rain forever," Jezebel said. "There isn't enough water."

Ob, helpless, retired to her chanber and |ay down, not expecting to sleep. She did not
feel tired and concluded that this was because of her new status as an Incarnation. But she
dropped of f al nost i medi ately.

When she woke, the situation seemed unchanged -- but she realized that this was deceptive,
because of the ambi ance of Jonah. She turned a page to the water oak -- and was ap -- palled, for
it was gone. Evidently the waves had undernmined it and carried it away, hanadryad and all. An old

friend had been lost, and what could Ob do?
She went to India. The | ow ands had been replaced by a turbul ent ocean, and there was no

sign of the floating wa -- gons. The winds were so violent that it was obvious that full --

fl edged ships could have foundered; the wagons had not had any chance. Mre old friends were gone.
But the nermaid -- she should have survived! Were was
she?

O b expanded, spreading throughout the region, questing for the nermai d. She found her
swi mm ng deep down, where the water was quieter. But she could not greet the mernmaid down here,
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and she worried about the threat of |arge sea creatures. Suppose one decided that the mermaid was
prey?

However, no | arge predators seened to be feeding now The rain and nelt that was causing
the ocean level to rise was also diluting the salinity of the water at the upper reaches, and that
seenmed to be distracting the creatures. The nernai d had been nmaking do with fresh water for so
I ong that she had no probl em Perhaps she would be all right.

Ob turned the page to southern France, orienting on Tinka. She found the wagon sl oughing
t hrough muck, as --
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cending the mountain, its wheel holding. No danger of flood -- ing here, at |east.

She was about to return to Jonah, when she paused, no -- ticing sonething. The nountain
sl ope seened to have changed its conpl exi on. The ground was furred. So were the trunks of the
trees, and even the | eaves.

O b reached out and broke off a twig. She felt a little tug inside her and realized that
she was Nature, now, and related ultinmately to every living thing, including the twig she had just
severed fromits tree

She inspected the twig. It seenmed to have sprouted new life. It was covered wi th sonething
i ke al gae.

Al gae were growi ng on everything, and fungus sprouted, too. The hum d, hot amnbi ance was
encour agi ng the growth

of such things. It seemed to be one of the harnl ess conse -- quences of this weather

She returned to Jonah -- and found himin notion, swm-- mng through the rock. "Were
to?" she inquired

"Ch, good," Lou-Mae exclained. "I wanted to say good -- bye to you. W -- Mam is pretty
low, and nmy folks -- 1've got to be with them now "

"And |'ve got to be with her," the drunmer said. "So we're getting off and see what we can
do."

Ob wanted to caution them about the condition of the coastal cities, but realized that
they could hardly save them-- selves while letting friends and rel atives be threatened. "Get them
to high ground as fast as you can," she said. But how much hi gh ground was there in Florida?

Not enough, she knew. The entire state would soon be

submerged. The relatives would be lost -- and Lou-Mae and the drunmer.

She had to do sonething! But what? She had | ost her power to transport other people, and
in any event, a whole city was threatened, and all the other coastal cities of the world. What
could she do to save then?

She was the Incarnation of Nature, wasn't she? She should be able to do something! And she
had t o!

She turned the page to Purgatory. There was Eros, as if waiting for her. "Just tell me one
thing," she snapped. "What powers can | invoke, as Gaea?"

"Any power of Nature,” he replied. "To any degree. But
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you have to know how, and only I ong experience can make you perfect. |I can't help you
there; 1 only know about |ove."

"Where were you when Satan was corrupting ne?" she asked fiercely.

"I did not interfere in that; a |lesser Incarnation can not affect a greater one. You cane
to love himon your owmn, and | had to accede."

Surely so. "Where can | get the information | need to master my office?" she asked

tightly.

"There is no witten text, if that's what you nean. You have to master it on your own."

"I don't have tinme for that! | need instruction! Who can provide it?"

He shrugged. "Only the former Gaea, | suspect."

"But she's in Heaven!"

"No, she's on Earth. She still has sonme other natural life

to live out."

So the forner Gaea renmi ned anong the nortals! Orb ex -- panded, orienting on her, found
her, and coal esced besi de

her .

"Wiy, hello, Gaea," the woman said. She | ooked exactly as she had before -- as Satan's
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emul ati on of her had | ooked.
"Why did you give up your office to me?"

"Not hing | asts forever,” the wonan said. "I was becom-- ing fatigued, trying to keep
natural order throughout the world. Any error, and such consequences! It is a nervous business. So
when | saw one who had the potential to replace me, | encouraged it."

"“You encouraged it? You nean you coul d have prevented it?"

"Ch, certainly! Not all Incarnations step down involun -- tarily. Wen you expanded,
contracted, until finally you expanded all the way and assuned the whole of it, and |I let nyself
slide back into nortality. Wen you tire of it, and a successor offers, you may do the sane and
finish out your nortal life in the situation you hel ped generate."

"But | amnaking a nmess of it!" Ob protested. "I sang the wong thene, and now Chaos is
| oosed upon the land!"

"We all nmke errors at the outset,"” the wonman said calmy. "How well | renenber the Bl ack
Plague! It was all | could do to prevent it fromw ping out the remaining pop --
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ulation, but after that | certainly knew nore about ny office!"

"But | sang the Song of Chaos!"

The wonman nodded. "I really didn't think you were ready for that one. But if you can
master it, you will have an ex -- trenely powerful tool."

"That's why | canme to see you! | have no idea howto stop it fromdestroying the world. If
you can tell me -- "

"I can and I can't,"” the wonan said. "You see, | did not use nusic for ny comand process.
So | do not know how that applies. | suspect you would not be able to use the com-- nand process
I amfamliar with."

"What is that?"

"Pseudo gestures.”

"What ?"

"Gestures that do not reach the |level of performance. Pat -- terns of muscle tension. The
body has many nuscl es and many nore conbi nations."

"1 know not hing about that! | sing the thenes -- "

“Whi ch | know not hi ng about. Therefore | can not provide you with specifics. But | can
tell you what | would do, if my systemremai ned operative. | would hasten the cycle of the

pattern of Chaos you have invoked, hoping to clear it before its havoc was total."
"Can't | sinply nullify it?"

"I'f there is a way, | do not knowit. Qther things can be neutralized, but Chaos is
different. It has to conplete what -- ever course it runs -- which can not be predicted. But the
less tine it exists, the less danage it is likely to do. It is a

cal cul ated risk -- but of course there can be no certainties, with Chaos."

Ob was hardly reassured. "How can | use ny nmusic to hasten the cycle?"

"You should be able to use the sane thene that invoked the cycle, and invoke it again, and
again. Each invocation should translate it to a new application. O course that is dangerous,
because it is apt to accelerate its power as well as its velocity. It is possible that you woul d
be best off leav -- ing it alone.”

"But people are dying!" "I realize that. But when you go for double or nothing,
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or triple or nothing, the result is not always what you

prefer.”

O b sighed. She knew the former Gaea was right. A ganble was a ganble. "I thank you for
your comment,"” she said and turned the page back to Jonah

"I don't think you will be able to save your folks," she said to Lou-Mae. "It is ny fault;
| set in nmotion a pattern | can not control. But | nmay be able to change it. The risk is that |
will only make it worse. How do you feel ?"

Lou- Mae hardly seened to consider. "Let's try to save themfirst. If we can't, then you
ganbl e. ™

"Then | ganble,” Ob agreed, relieved to have the basis for the decision clarified.
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CHAGCS

The | evel of the ocean had risen fifteen feet. The runofffromthe rain across the state of
Florida nmade it worse. Much of Mam was under water, the buildings poking out of the great new
| ake. The inhabitants were crowding into the dimnish -- ing islands of high ground and into the
upper stories of the sturdier buildings. Still the rain washed down.

O b shook her head. Mdst of the city's popul ation might be alive now, but the continuing
rise of water doomed them Whatever boats had been serviceable had al ready gone, and it woul d be
i npossi ble for nost of the people to swimwhat might turn out to be hundreds of mles to truly
secure ground.

Jonah taxied to Lou-Mae's hone section. It was under water; the people were gone. Rubble
made i sl ands where buil dings had col | apsed, and garbage fl oated around them Lou-Me stared, her
face expressionless.

"They went to high ground,” the drunmer said quickly. "They had time; the water rose
slowy."

"Yes..." she agreed, her shock easing.

"I can find them" Ob said. "Gve ne a description of a friend or relative, and | wll
orient."

Lou- Mae described her nother. Orb expanded, and when she intersected the woman, she
coal esced to that spot. It
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was in a large building being used as a refuge. People were crowded on the upper floors. A
nunber were injured; a makeshift infirmary section had been cordoned off for them

Ob sawwith horror that the sanme furry growth she had seen in France was appearing here
The wal s were covered with it, and the ceiling, and it was even on sone of the clothing of the
peopl e. The heat and hum dity fostered it, and it was en -- croaching everywhere. The air itself
seened to taste of it.

Lou- Mae's nmother was a nmassive wonan, but she just about junped off the floor when Ob
materialized before her. Ob was the only white person in the room

"I ama friend of Lou-Mae's," Ob said. "She wants to join you here, to try to help you.
The rest of her fanmily, her

friends -- are they all right?" "Mdst -- for now," the woman said grimy. "You got a

way out of here?"

"Not for this nunber of people,” Ob said. She wasn't sure that Jonah woul d adnit any
person who wasn't part of the Sludge, and certainly not hundreds.

"Then tell Lou-Me to stay clear, because she's better off

where she is." "She won't do that,"” Orb said. "She wants to be with

you. | will have to bring her."

The wonman nodded, understanding. Orb turned the page to Jonah. "I found her," she
announced. "She's all right, but she wi shes you would stay clear."

"l know, " Lou-Mae said. "I won't."

"She knows." Ob directed Jonah, and he swamto the

bui I di ng.

Lou- Mae had a tearful reunion with her nother, intro -- duced the drumrer, and caught up
on the status of other fanmly nenbers. Then she turned to Orb. "They're never going to get out of
here. Go back to the fish. Take the ganble.

We'll ride it out with them™

O b sighed. Lou-Mae knew the risk. But it was obvious that the risk of allow ng the
present situation to continue was worse. She returned to Jonah

Only Jezebel and the guitarist renained there. "I'm going

totry it," Ob said. "That's all you can do," Jezebel said. "Maybe the guitar

can hel p?" The guitarist fetched his instrument. "Just tell me what

you want." "It's |like the Song of the Mdrning or the Song of Day,
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but different,” Orb said. "Start with that and nodify as seens right." He nodded.

Ob set herself, then sang. The Song of Chaos reached out beyond them beyond Jonah
expandi ng in the manner of her diffusion traveling, enbracing the turbulent world. The chanber
faded, and it was as if they were in the rain, be -- comng part of it, part of the noving air and
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wat er. The song took hold of that ambience and stirred it, intensifying it. Darkness canme, and
light, but the darkness was vast and strong, while the light was limted and weak. Chaos was
awakeni ng to new power.

Ob felt a chill as she sang, not of the body. She was play -- ing with a force she hardly
understood. Her first invocation of it had led the world to this watery horror; what would foll ow
now?

She conpl eted the song, the part of it she could. The rest of it would conplete itself in
its own fashion.

"The power of that thing!" Jezebel nurrmured. "I'm not even hunman, but | felt it. It would
shake Hell itself!"
"It is a ganble," Ob repeated. "I don't know whether | am doing right or wong."

Qutside, the rain was easing. Ob expanded and found that this was happening all around
the gl obe. The tenperature had stopped rising, and the weather was slowy clearing.

She coal esced. "I think we have turned the corner,"” she said, with i nmense relief. Then
she went to her room and coll apsed into sleep
She woke somewhat refreshed. Jezebel fixed her break -- fast. She didn't know what tine of

the day or night it was, but breakfast seened appropriate. Jonah was under the ground again, and
everything was quiet.
Bel atedly, Orb considered that. "Wy is Jonah down?" she asked.

"He generally has reason," Jezebel said. "I'd better |ook."

Ob turned the page to Mam . It was quiet, and the tem-- perature had dropped a little.
The water still stood around the buil dings, but the worst seened to be over

Still, she checked on Lou-Mae. She remained in the island building with her nother and the

others. They had food fromthe supplies of a restaurant that had been on the | ower floor
the flooding and | ack of electric power would cause the food to spoil soon, so they were
only cutting down on the waste.
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The al gae grew everywhere. Soneone had evidently tried to scrub down a section of the
wal |, but already the stuff was grow ng back. The scent of it in the air was stronger; it was
i mpossible to inhale without breathing it.

Lou- Mae and her nother were all right, but the drummer |ay under a bl anket. "He has a
fever," Lou-Mae explained worriedly. "Several others have it. One of us is a doctor, but he says
it's inpossible to tell what it is yet; it doesn't act like the flu."

"l could take himback aboard Jonah," Ob said.

"No, he says he wants to stay here with ne. 1'Il take care of him"

"Maybe | can sing himwell," Ob said.

"Ch, has your power returned?" Lou-Mae inquired, brightening.

"I don't know." Ob went to the drummer, took his bum-- ing hand, and sang the Song of

the Morning. The effect of night cane, and then dawn, amazing the others in the room but Ob knew
that there was no healing effect. That aspect of her power renained pre-enpted by the Song of
Chaos.

"He'll be all right," Lou-Mue said, putting a brave face on it.

"I"1l keep in touch,” Ob said. Her heart was heavy, but there was nothing nore she could
do.

Then she thought of something. Quickly she renpved the necklace she wore, with the
noonst one amul et the Magici an had given her as a child. As an |ncarnation, she no | onger needed
it. She turned back to Lou-Mae. "Please wear this," she said, putting the chain over Lou-Me's
head.

"What is it. Ob?"

"A charm It will protect you fromharm?"

"But -- "
"Please, | want you to have it. Never take it off. Promise."
Lou- Mae hugged her. "I promise, Ob!"

Back aboard Jonah, she decided to check quickly on the others. She turned pages, verifying
that the cal mextended to all the world. Tinka's wagon was safely ensconced on a high slope, the
mermai d had found herself a grotto near the new shore, and the fields of Betsy's farmwere
drai ni ng. Much damage had been done everywhere, and nany |ives had been | ost, but the carnage had
st opped.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...ions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (129 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:04 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

Could it really be so easy? Orb distrusted this, so she
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turned the page to Purgatory. This time she went to the castle of War, having a certain

fermal e curiosity about aspects of her former lover's situation.

this thi

out si de.

She was nmet at the front gate by a hooded figure. "Myn?" she inquired hesitantly.

The figure drew back its hood. Its head was a withing nmass of maggots.

O b screaned.

"Thank you," the figure said. "Wat is your business?"

Ob realized that this was not Mym "I -- | wish to see Mars."

"And who are you?" The maggots withed as it spoke, form ng a nouth and shaping the words.
"I -- just say a friend." She felt uneasy about revealing her nature or her business to
ng.

The gruesone figure turned about and noved into the cas -- tle. Ob was satisfied to wait
VWhat ki nd of company was Mym keepi ng, these days?

Soon a |l ovely young woman appeared. That was literal;

she sinply mani fested where there had been no one before.

"Lilith," Ob said, recognizing her.

The denpness was taken aback. "Have we net before?"

"Not directly. You are Mymi s denon nistress."

"True. But who are you?"

"His former lover,” Orb said with a certain satisfaction.

"You are not Rapture of Malachite."

"Before that."

Lilith made the connection. "The one who had his baby! | should have recogni zed you; |

have enul ated you in the past!"

"Enmul ated ne?"
"Assunmed your |ikeness.'

The denoness abruptly shifted to a mirrorlike inmage of Ob. "Mym

never stopped | oving you, you know, so sonetines | -- never mind. | sinmply wasn't expecting you
here. Cone in; | know he will want to see you."

He's on

Ob conplied. "The figure who -- with the wornms -- ?"
"Oh, that's Pestilence, one of the handmai dens of War, as it were; a | esser |ncarnation.

duty now, so he answered the door. It takes a while to appreciate him"
"He's -- on duty?" Ob was starting to make a connection of her own.
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"Supervising the breeding of the verm n and di seases and fungi, now that conditions for

them are ideal."

"The nmold -- the algae -- "
"That, too," the denmpness agreed. "Harm ess, but the microscopic fungi aren't. There'll be

a plague |ike none seen before, as those new spores infest the human systens. Pest is very proud
of his effort.”

The drunmer was running a fever, as were a nunber of others. Now Ob knew that the change

in the weather had cone too |late; the worst danage was invisible. Spores in their trillions,
infiltrating every part of the environnent, tak -- ing hold in animals and people, generating
illness that would be tough to fight off even with nodern medication, and hel -- lish in the
present situation.

Anot her wonman arrived. "Ligeia," Ob said. "Or should | say Princess?"

“I'"I'l dispense with your title, Gaea, if you will dispense with mne," Ligeia said. "I can
see why Mym | oves you."

"That's past," Orb said, enbarrassed. "I cane only to talk with him"

"Of course. Incarnations consult with each other fre -- quently. | have sent a nessenger;
M/mw |l be with us shortly. Meanwhile, you nmust have tea with us."

"I -- yes," Orb said, out of sorts. Ligeia was so poised and graci ous!

They went to the patio in the rear garden. It was exactly like the one Ob had seen
bef ore.

"How is it that you know us?" Ligeia inquired as a servant took care of the details.

"I met you -- in enulation,” Orb said. "Satan -- "

"How wel | we understand!" Ligeia said. "I WAs captive in Hell, and Lilith was a creature
of Hell, before Mymfreed us. The deceptions of Satan are nyriad and intricate. The enul ati ons

gave you fal se informtion?"

"M xed. Yet they were so like your reality and were so persuasive -- it is as if | have
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been through this scene before. I -- " Ob paused, beset by the notion that this could be an --
ot her vision. How could she tell the difference between vi -- sion and reality, when the enul ation
was SO accurate?

"And now you are not sure of us," Lilith finished.

"Wwuld -- would you object if | verified -- ?"

"Pl ease do," Ligeia said. "W do understand, Ob."

Ob turned the page to Jonah, fetched her harp, and turned the page back to the castle. "A

deceiver may not touch ny instrunment,” Ob explained. "It was a gift of the Mountain King. If you
woul d. .. "

Ligeia sniled. She not only touched the harp, she set her -- self and played a chord on
it. "You know the harp?" Ob asked, amazed. "Not well. But as a nortal princess, | was expected to
be

able to make an inpression on a prince, and nmusic i s one

way. This is a beautiful instrument.” Lilith approached. "I amcrafted largely of
deception,”

she said. "So this may not -- " She reached out and touched

the harp. Nothing happened.

"You are not deceiving anyone now," Orb said. "I have practiced none since Mars saved ne,"
Lilith said,

still touching the harp.

"What, not even when you enulated me that night?" Lig -- eia inquired with pretend malice.

"He wanted you, but you were indisposed,” the denoness said. "So he asked me to -- "
Li geia laughed. "I knewit, Li! | was teasing you." "But for your tolerance, | would not exist,
Li," the de -- noness replied.

O b shook her head. "This is as it was in the vision. Con -- sort and mistress -- friends!
I think I would not have under -- stood this before | cane to know Jezebel ."

"You know Jezebel ?" Lilith asked with interest. "The succubus?" "She retired.” "That isn't
possi bl e!”

Li gei a put her hand on the denoness' arm "You forget whomyou address."

"My apol ogy, Gaea," Lilith said, abashed. "Of course you, alone of all folk, could enable
her to change!"

Li gei a i ntercepted what ever awkwardness was develop -- ing. "Ob, I"'msure Mymis about to
arrive. Wuld it be too nmuch to ask you to sing for us, since you have your harp with you?
understand there is not your match in all this realm"”

"There is one," Ob said, a shadow crossing her soul

"Who mi ght that be?"

" Sat an. "

266 Being a Green Mbther Piers Anthony 267
"Satan? | never realized -- "
"It is true," Lilith said. "He sel domindul ges, but | knew hi m before he assunmed his

office. As a nortal he was the nost noving mal e singer humanity has produced and knew it. | think
that made himeasier to corrupt.”

Ob and Ligeia both turned to the dempness. "You cor -- rupted him-- as a nortal ?"

"On orders of his predecessor. It was an irony. Satan feared the potential for good
inherent in this nortal singer, so he sent ne to foster evil in his heart. | succeeded too well.
The nortal becanme corrupted and di spl aced the one who had sent ne. Thereafter | |oved the new
Satan -- until he sent me to corrupt Mars. Now | |ove Mars."

"Mars is easy to love," Ligeia said.
"Anen," Ob said.
"So glad to find you in such agreenment,” Mymsaid fromthe doorway, startling all three

Li geia recovered first. "Orb was about to sing for us," she said. "Then she nust talk with
you. "
"No. "
Again all three were startled. Again, Ligeia recovered. "She came to consult as an
I ncarnation, Mym You can not deny her that."
"That, no," he said. "It is the song | nmay not hear."

"You used to like ny singing," Ob remarked, perplexed.
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"My love for you never died," he said seriously. "It was superseded, but it remains.
know t he power of your nusic. If | heard it again, | would desire you above this woman and this
creature, and that would prejudice our relationship. Talk with ne; do not sing to ne."

"I think he is making sense,"” Lilith said to Ligeia. "She was his first |ove, and now she
is nore than she was."

"W shall leave themto talk," Ligeia agreed.

"No need," Ob said quickly. "I wanted only to consult about my present situation.
i nvoked the Song of Chaos, and when it threatened to drown the world, | invoked it again, hoping
to cause it to pass nore swiftly. It seened to end, and that worries me; | can not believe that

Chaos can be abated sinply by reinvocation. Can Chaos cancel itself out?"

“I doubt it," Mymsaid. "But | nmay know whomto ask."

"Who?" Orb asked, hardly daring to believe that there was a ready source of the
i nformation she needed.

"The Purgatory conputer. It knows everything; the only problemis getting it to respond
relevantly.”

"I have not had nuch experience with conputers,” Ob said doubtfully.

"It seens to be a denonic device. Lilith should be able to make it behave."

"I can try," the denpness agreed.

"I would take you nyself, but it is too difficult to be close to you for long," Mym said.
"What is past nmust remain past.”

"Yes," Orb said, flattered. She had enbraced the pseudo -- Mymof the vision, but this

reality left her with a better self -- inmage.

"This way," Lilith said. "W can walk; it is close by."

O b renenbered sonething. "You enulated ne -- for hin®"

"He is not joking about the effect you have on him" the denoness said. "He would never
have left you if he had been given any choice. | emulate any wonan he asks nme to, but when | did
you, he just |ooked at ne with such |onging and sadness that even |, who have no true human

enotions, was disconfited. He did not touch nme then, afraid of what passion mght resurge in him
that could never be truly gratified."

"Thank you for telling nme," Ob said.

They entered an inpressive building and nade their way to the conputer room Lilith
activated the machi ne.

BY WHAT AUTHORI TY DO YOU TOY WTH ME, REFUGEE FROM

HELL? the screen printed.

“I"'mhel ping an Incarnation,” Lilith retorted with satis -- faction. "The new Gaea."
AH, THE DAUGHTER OF FATE. WHAT A MESS YOU ARE MAKI NG OF THE MORTAL REALM
Ob found it strange, addressing a screen of print, but she had to respond to this. "I am

coming to you for help to alleviate that ness."
ONLY CHRONCS CAN ALLEVIATE IT, IF HE WLL.
So there was a way to stop this! "Wiy woul dn't he?"
HE HAS A PERSONAL REASON
"What is that?"
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A MACHI NE DCES NOT PROPERLY COVPREHEND HUMAN MOTI VATI ONS.

"Well, then, 1'lIl just go and ask Chronos to help."

LOTS OF LUCK, the screen printed sardonically.

"Ligeia was right,” Ob nuttered. "It is a denonic device."

"I"'msure it would do well in Hell,"” Lilith said.

LOOK WHO S TALKI NG Then the nachine clicked off.

"Now how do | |ocate Chronos?" Ob asked. "I presume he has a castle or sonmething here in
Purgatory."

"He does, but others don't go to it unless invited. It is best to put out a call for him
and wait until he answers. We can do that for you; I'"'msure he will cone to you in due course."

Ob sighed. "At least | know that someone can help. | thank you and Ligeia for your

assi stance. "
"W renmin in your debt,’

the denobness said. "You hel ped nake Mym what he is, and he is
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our -- " She paused, evidently trying to say a word.

" Sal vati on?"

Lilith nodded. "Sonetinmes | alnost forget my origin. There are words | can not utter.”

"I understand. Another denoness is ny friend; perhaps you will be, too."

"I can see why Mym |l oves you."

O b gave her a hug, and the denmpness clung to her for a nmonment as a lost child night. Then
Ob turned the page back to Nature's Abode.

This time she decided to explore it nmore thoroughly. She still felt nost at hone in Jonah,
but knew that she would have to get used to her Purgatory residence. Unfortunately the tree-shape
of it rem nded her of the hamadryad's tree in the swanp in Ireland, and that grieved her. Abruptly
she turned another page, to Jonah

He was back underground. "The weather is picking up again," Jezebel said.

Ob went to Manm . The weat her was worsening; there was no rain, and the water |evel had
receded sonewhat; the anbient tenperature was down, but gale-force winds were battering the

bui | di ngs. The water had eroded the founda -- tions of a nunber of buildings, and nore rubble was
in evi -- dence. The city was still in serious trouble.

She checked Lou- Mae. The room was a di saster area. Mst of the occupants, including both
the drumrer and Lou -- Mae's nother, were down with the fever, sprawl ed across the floor. Lou-Me
hersel f was unaffected and was working valiantly to attend to those who could not hel p thensel ves.
Ob suspected that it was not natural imunity, but the Ma -- gician's amulet that was protecting

her fromthe ravages of the pestilence.

There was an odor. The building' s sanitary facilities had evidently failed with the |oss
of power, and this surely fos -- tered the pestilence. But until the water receded and | eft the
buil ding dry, there was nowhere for the people to go. Those who had sought the hi gh ground had
retreated to whatever buildings were there, in the face of the rising w nds.

There seened to be nothing she could do. She knew that Lou-Mae woul d not desert her nother
or the others and she could not transport the group of themto another place. She could only hope
that the wi nds di ed down before the waves becane too viol ent.

She turned a page to France. Here, too, the winds were increasing and the tenperature was
droppi ng. Tinka and her husband seenmed to be all right.

The | evel of the sea around India was dropping. This eased the plight of those whose |and
had been inundated, but the mermaid' s grotto was being uncovered. The mermaid would soon be in
trouble if she didn't nove to deeper water before being isolated.

The stornms were developing all around the world, batter -- ing the linmted shelters of the
peopl e suffering fromthe plague. Ob understood now that the Chaos had not ended;

it had only been changi ng course. Now the new course was progressing, and the storns m ght
be the result of that change. Air that had been heating was now cooling, and ice that had been
nmel ting was reformng. The pol ar caps, alnost depleted, were growi ng again. The w nds were the
result of the devel oping inversions of tenperature, as air nmasses tried to equalize and could not.

The seacoast cities of the world were getting battered. Buildings that had w thstood the
rising waters now were col -- lapsing as the wind drove the waves across with new force.

Ob turned a page back to Mam . The city was |ike a battle zone. Monstrous waves crashed
across, even though the
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wat er | evel was down. The sea was doing nore danage to the foundati ons now t han before,
because the constant surg -- ing and retreating of the waves tore at the ground in ways that the
standi ng water had not. Several fragnments of con -- crete were being thrown into the nel ee,
gougi ng out nore of itself.

She went to the buil ding where Lou-Mae and her nother and the drunmmer were. The situation
was worse; a nunber of the patients were dead. Efforts to help the sick had ceased;

too few well people remained. In fact, the only one com-- pletely free of the nal ady was
Lou- Mae. She was hol ding the drumer, trying to confort him but Ob could see that he had | apsed
i nto unconsci ousness or worse. H s skin was discolored, his face was swollen so badly that he
coul d not have opened his eyes, and there was blood on his shirt where he had been coughi ng. The
others were no better off.

Meanwhi l e, the wind buffeted the building. Every tinme a wave struck, the room shook. There
were sounds of things falling, and Orb experienced the sickening feeling of settling. This
bui | di ng was about to go!
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"Lou- Mae, you have to get out of here!l" Ob exclained.

"I can't! Mama's dead, and Danny-Boy's dying! |I can't |eave them"

"But you can't help them The plague -- "

Lou- Mae just held the drummer, as if she could infuse health back into him Ob could nmake
no further inpression on her

A larger wave crashed outside -- and the building went. It shuddered, and the fl oor
tilted. The steel supports groaned as they twi sted out of place; the ceiling tore fromits
nmoori ngs and sagged down. Things fell down fromthe story above -- things |ike bodies.

The bodies on this floor started sliding, the drummer with them Lou-Mae tried to hold
him but only started sliding down herself. The wall buckl ed and a panel sprang | oose;

suddenly there was nothing between the interior and the drop-off to the ragi ng ocean
several stories bel ow

Ob tried to hold the wonan, tried to turn the page, but found herself alone; she still
could not take anyone with her. She turned back, rejoining Lou-Mae. "Jonah!" she cried. "Here to
me! " Then she hung on to Lou-Mae as they all slid down the increasing slope. The bodi es were
funnel i ng
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in toward the open panel, jammi ng agai nst each other; this slowed progress, but not
enough.

Then the head of the big fish appeared, poking through the building. Ob haul ed Lou- Mae up
physically -- she could still do that! -- and dragged her into the mouth. Wen the woman was
safely on inside, Orb tried to go back for the drumrer, but it was too late; the upper stories
were col -- lapsing, and everything was goi ng down in stages.

"Danny-Boy!" Lou-Mae cried, trying to launch herself back out, but Jonah had cl osed his
nmout h. She clawed at the flesh, screaming, but could not get through

Meanwhi |l e the buil ding was settling into rubble. Orb watched it through the transparent

scal es. Anot her wave crashed through, accelerating the process. Even had the oc -- cupants been
well, few could have survived this. The drum-- ner was gone.

Jezebel appeared. "Take Lou-Mae to her chanber and try to get her to sleep,” Ob said.
"She -- the others are dead." She sounded cold to herself, but it was horror inside.

The succubus put her arm around Lou-Mae. "I wish | could feel what you feel," she said.

"You wouldn't like it," Ob replied, and turned the page to Betsy's farm

Her worst fear was realized. The storms were raging here, too. Sonething very like a
hurri cane was bl asting across the plain, lifting the drying soil and huriing it in clouds against
anything that offered. The day was dusky because of it. Orb had to brace hersel f against the
fierce wind and squint to keep out the particles of grit.

Betsy's farmwas taking a beating. Whatever remai ned of the crop after the fl ood was now
bei ng swept away by the wi nd. The house was under siege, as the wind tore at its edges. The gusts
were so strong that Orb found herself blown along. She wasn't hurt, as her office made her
i nvul nerabl e to physical harm but any other person would have been at risk

She made her way awkwardly to the house and knocked on the door. Such was the noise of the
stormthat she could hardly hear the knock herself; she was sure the occupants couldn't hear it.
So she expanded until she was diffuse enough to pass through the wall, then coal esced inside.

No one was there. Surprised, then alarned, Ob | ooked
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around. Where could they have gone? Surely they hadn't been caught outside by surprise!
Then she realized that farns on the plains were accus -- toned to handling stornms. There

shoul d be a safe place to hide.

Bet sy and the organist and her fanmily were there, waiting out the stormin a small cellar
designed for this purpose. There was still water standing on its floor, but this was a snal
penalty for the security it provided. They seened to have escaped the plague; this regi on had not
been as good for the nultiplication of the spores.

“I don't know how bad it's going to get," Ob said, "But I'mafraid it will be very bad."
"We'll ride it out," Betsy said bravely. "How are the others doi ng?"

This was the question Orb had dreaded, but she had to answer it. "Mam -- is gone. The
waves -- "

Bot h Betsy and the organist were stricken. "Lou -- Mae -- " Betsy whispered.

"I got her back to Jonah. But the others -- "

"Ch, dam," the organist nuttered, knowing his friend was dead.
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The wind intensified, howing past with frightening force. It seemed to be trying to lift
the house off its foundation

"You had better get clear,” Betsy said to Orb. "Thanks for stopping by.” It was evident
that she had no intention of |eaving, though she knew there was a place for her and the organi st
in Jonah. This was the fanmly farm there might have been a tine when Betsy wanted to |leave it,
but now she would stay here.

Ob turned the page to France. Here the situation was worse; trees were down, and the w nd
had bl own the wagon away. Tinka and her husband and baby were huddl ed against a firmface of rock
covered by a blanket. The force of the wind was dim nished here; the bulk of the nountain inter --
cepted it.

Ob decided to | eave them al one; they were as well off as anyone. She went on to I|ndia.

Here the wi nd had hastened the outflow of water, and the land all around the nermaid's
grotto was dry. Evidently it had happened too swiftly for the nermaid to escape; she was

stranded. At first Ob feared she was dead, but she was only avoiding the fierce wi nd by
lying flat.

“I will help you reach a better place,” Ob screaned over the wind. "The sea -- "

"The sea is too turbulent above," the nermaid screaned back. "And too cold below. | need a

pool ! "

“I"l1l find a pool!" Ob agreed. She expanded, searching for one reasonably cl ose by.

She found it: a deep one used by a wealthy estate, now deserted. The buil dings of the
estate were battered, but the pool had suffered only the accumul ation of debris. Ob fished out
what she could, then turned the page back to the mernmaid.

“I will carry you there," she cried. She got her arns around the nernaid s body and heaved
her up. She stag -- gered toward the estate.

What had taken only a noment by magic nmeans was a wearing trek with a physical burden
whil e being buffeted by the wind. Ob had to put the nermaid down and rest fre -- quently, and it
requi red over an hour to traverse the distance. Wien they finally got there, Ob was so fatigued

she fell into the pool herself. Now the roles were reversed, as the nmer -- naid caught her and
bore her to the edge, keeping her head above water.
"Ch, it's good to get back!" the nermaid exclained. "Let me fill ny gills!" She dived

under, expelling the air fromher lungs, so that her gills could function
O b, satisfied that she was alt right, foraged in the nmain building of the estate for some

food, which she brought to the pool. The nmermai d grabbed it eagerly. "1'll check on you every so
often,” Orb prom sed, and turned the page back to Jonah
"Maybe you should rest," Jezebel said. "It's too bad that your meeting with Chronos didn't

work out better; you should save your strength for what nay cone.”
"Chronos? | haven't net with Chronos yet," Ob said.
"But you said -- "
O b glanced at her sharply. "Has there been another vi -- sion, a dream sequence?"
"Denons don't dream"” Jezebel said. "I renenber clearly what you said just half an hour
ago -- "

"l have just spent at |east an hour helping a nernmaid reach
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a pool. I'mbedraggled and tired now, and amquite sure | haven't spoken to you about
Chronos recently."”

The denoness didn't answer.

"It's getting worse," the guitarist said. "W can feel the runbling, even through the
rock. "

"The winds were gale force and rising in India," Ob said. "But |'"'mafraid to sing the
Song of Chaos again. How is Lou- Mae?"

"Sl eeping," Jezebel said. "I think Jonah is hel ping. But you know she's not going to be
happy when she wakes."

"I'f only I hadn't started this!" Ob | amented.

"I think Satan started it. He |led you on, knowi ng how mad you'd be when he told you the
truth. He's collecting souls by the mllions now"

"Damm Satan!" Ob swore, hating the logic of the plot.
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"They say he works over each new I ncarnation," Jezebel continued. "He taught you that evi
Song, didn't he? He saw you conming, and really -- "

Orb, unable to listen, turned the page to Ireland -- and re -- gretted it. The water had
receded, but the swanp was a tan -- gled nass of roots and nmud, with few trees standing. The
hanmadryad' s water oak was gone.

Ob stood there in the savage wind and cried. She w shed passionately that she could undo
t he danage she had done, but knew she could not. She had to carry through, but knew that she had
already failed so grossly as the Incarnation of Nature that she would have to resign the office
the nonent things stabilized. She couldn't resign now, because this dis -- aster was not the
responsi bility of her successor, assum ng any successor existed; Orb had to face it herself.

After a tinme she turned the page to Betsy's farm

And bl i nked. The house was gone.

The wi nd was so savage here that it was inpossible to see nore than a hundred feet, but
there was no question: the house had been bl own away. Orb expanded, questing for the cellar, and
found it.

It was enpty. In fact, it was sinply a gouged-out hole, nuch larger than the origina
cellar. It was evident that the stormhad spawned a tornado and torn the very stones and tinbers
out of the ground and scattered them across the |and -- scape. Betsy and the organist and Betsy's
famly were gone

O b gazed around the horizon. A tornado? By the sound,

there was anot her coning. She expanded and confirmed it;

three of themtearing across the plain, spewi ng out sand and debris, their terrible tails
whi ppi ng back and forth as if searching for anything not yet destroyed. Farther out were two nore,
orbiting each other. Indeed, they were every -- where, growing |like nonstrous trees. Sone were so
twisted that they seemed to be rolling like elongated barrels along the ground, their funnels
i mpinging on the territory of neigh -- boring tornadoes. Hell had arrived on earth, here.

She returned to Jonah. "The farm-- gone," she said dully. The individual tragedies were
losing their inpact; they were only sanples of what the whole world was suffering.

Jezebel didn't coment. What was there she coul d say?

Ob knew now that it was not going to stop. The flood had been replaced by the storm |[f
she sang agai n, what worse coul d happen?

She fetched her harp and sang the Song of Chaos a third tinme. But this tine she tried a
variation, intuitively; she nod -- ified it with the error-nullification theme. If straight repeti
-- tions didn't do it, maybe a null repetition would.

Again she felt it taking hold. But even if it stopped all the trouble this instant, too
many |ives had been sacrificed.

When the song was done, she noved to the surface, ap -- prehensive about the result.

The wi nd was dyi ng.

But did this nean an end to Chaos, or only the onset of another aspect of it?

Where was Chronos? He was the one who was supposed to be able to help! Wiy hadn't he
contacted her before this?

Ob turned the page to Purgatory, then sought Chronos' nansion. She woul d brace him
directly!

A rmaid nmet her at the door. "The Incarnation isn't in," the woman said.

"Il wait," Ob said, pushing past her. She was beyond the point of politeness.

"It isn't wise," the naid protested

"Just send hima signal, or whatever. Tell himGaea is here. | won't leave until | talk
with him"

The nmai d spread her hands. "No one can reach Chronos when he's out. He isn't |ike other
I ncarnations."

Ob picked a confortable couch in the front roomand |lay down as for sleep. The nmid
depart ed.
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To her surprise. Orb did sleep. She woke abruptly when Chronos entered the room He was a
handsome figure in a white cloak. "Ah, Gaea,"” he said. "In your lovely stage. Had I known you were
com ng, | would have been here to

greet you." "I left a message," Orb said curtly. "Wiy didn't you

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...ions%205%20-%20Being%20A%20Green%20Mother.txt (136 of 155) [1/19/03 8:16:04 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%205%20-%20B eing%20A %620Green%20M other .txt

answer ?"

"What nessage?"

"Hours ago! They said it would reach you!"

Chronos nodded. "Ah, | understand. You are early in your tenure, and do not properly
appreciate ny nature."

"The Purgatory conputer says that you are the only one who can help ne. The world is being
denol i shed by nmy error, and | have to stop the disaster!"”

"Let me explain," Chronos said. "l exist backwards. The nessage you left remains in ny
future, your past. Probably this visit of yours has nullified it, so | have no news of it in ny
past, your future."

" Backwar ds,

realize --

"However |'m sure we shall be reconcil ed, because we have had a | ong and benefi ci al
associ ation.”

"That can't be. I'mgoing to resign as soon as | can sone -- how stabilize the Chaos |
" Chaos?"

“If you live backwards, you have to know all about it,

don't you?"

"Not necessarily. Your future, and therefore ny past, is nalleable. Wat you foresee
occurring may differ fromny experience.”

"But if you have lived through it -- "

"I have lived through a single track of it -- one of an infinite nunber available. | try
to avoid interfering with my own track, but sonetines it does change. This is of course an uneasy
busi ness for me, though I aminmune from

par adox. "

"Well, | have an uneasy business outsidel!™ Ob retorted. "Are you going to help nme or
aren't you?"

"I would be inclined to help you, for the sake of your beauty and the |ong association we
have had. However -- "

"For the sake of what?" Ob asked sharply.

Chronos smiled. "I suppose that was not an honest an --
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swer. But | do not believe it would be wise for you to know either the source of ny
inclination or ny reason for denying it."

"You would do sonething for an attractive woman that you would not for an unattractive
one?" Orb demanded. Her frustration and fatigue were telling, and she knew it, but she hardly
car ed.

Ob repeated. "Yes, of course. | didn t

i nvoked.

"Well, nen do," he said reasonably. "It depends on the rel ationship. But your case is
special. You have generally met me in your assunmed gui se of age and maturity; to en -- counter you
now i n your beauty is -- "

"I suspect that if | understood what you were getting at, | wouldn't like it," Ob said.

"So much for the source of your inclination; what is your reason for denying it?"

"They are |inked. Perhaps you had better sinply accept ny statenent that | do not wish to
interfere with the present course of history."

"Even though |ife on Earth is being w ped out?"

"Well of course it didn't -- won't cone to that, exactly."

"Are you being deliberately perverse? I amnot naking nuch sense of this."

Chronos sighed. "I suppose | had better explain. But | must warn you that to prevent this
expl anation fromchang -- ing the very matter of which | speak, | shall have to erase this
particular line after experiencing it."

"Erase it?"

"I shall set the time back to this point, and our discussion will not have happened in
your reality."”

Ob realized that such was the power of this Incarnation, that he was not bluffing. "No!
forbid that! If you have a legitimte rationale for your action or inaction, and it con -- cerns
me, | believe | have a right not only to knowit, but to remenber it. | want you to tell ne
exactly what is on your mnd, and why you seemto be refusing to help me undo the damage | have
done. "

"But you see, Gaea, your know edge woul d al nbst cer -- tainly change the matter that |
relate! Therefore it would become neaningl ess, and perhaps much worse."
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Ob stifled a sharp retort. She rem nded herself that her inpetuous neddling with an
aspect of the Llano had gotten her into trouble nore than once, this tinme quite seriously. There
could be nmerit in his caution. "Then tell nme, and let
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nme judge whether it is proper for nme to renenber. But you nmust pronise to | et ne decide."

"l suppose you do have that right," Chronos said unhap -- pily. "But -- would you nind
changi ng to your other fornf"

"My ot her forn®"

"The mature one. You -- | prefer that you change."

"I hardly know what you're talking about. This is the form| have had since maturity; |
know of no other."

"Again, ny vantage betrays nme. In your future |I have known you in the other guise. The
reason for my concern will be apparent when | have expl ained."

"Then you had better tell nme what formyou are asking ne to assunme and how | should do
it."

"I really don't know how you do it. It is just one of the powers of your office, as it is
for Fate."

"One nonent," Orb said. She turned the page to Fate's Abode. The young oriental wonan was
there. "Could | speak to ny nother for a nmoment?" Orb asked.

"I"1l wake her." There was a pause, then Ni obe appeared.

"What is ny other form and how do |I achieve it?" Ob asked.

"Why | don't know, dear; the prior Gaea had many fornms, and |I'msure you will, too.
think you just -- choose it."

"But | have no idea how"

"Perhaps if you inmagine a progression in your appearance simlar to nine," N obe said. "In
my youth | | ooked like this." She changed to a young and startlingly beautiful woman.

"Ch, nmother, | had alnbst forgotten!" Ob exclainmd. "You were such a creature!"”

"But | didn't take care of nyself,” N obe said, reverting to her m ddl e-aged spread. "I
suspect sonething simlar would have happened to you in tine, if you had not assumed your office
If you will just imagine it -- "

Ob concentrated, trying to picture herself when she be -- canme her nother's age.

"Yes, that's it," N obe said.

"You nmean | changed?"

"Cone to the mirror, dear.” She led Ob to a full-length mirror

O b was astonished. She was now a solid, niddle-aged
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woman, perhaps tw ce her normal mass, her hair starting to gray. "Ch, ugh!" she excl ai med.

"No, it is very good," N obe said. "You | ook very much the part of Mther Nature now. " She
contemplated Ob crit -- ically. "Except for the green hair."

"My hair is not green!"”

"Precisely. The Green Mdther traditionally has a green tinge about her."

O b concentrated. "Like this?" Now her hair showed greenish in the mrror

"Yes, dear. That is very nice."

Ob realized that she nmust have chosen -- in Chronos' fu -- curistic past -- this formfor
much of her official activity. "I suppose it will have to do. Thank you, nother."

"Do be careful, dear.”

"It's late for that!" Ob turned the page back to Chronos' donmicile.

"Yes, much better," Chronos said. "You are your fa -- mliar self."

Ob was not conpletely pleased, but elected to pass over the matter. "Now tell ne
everything | need to know. "

"It began about fifteen years hence, in your framework," he said. "Perhaps a few nore.
was -- well, | nmet a ghost.™

"A ghost! There are millions of them being made right now "

Chronos shrugged. "This ghost had an unusual proposi -- tion. He wanted ne to inpregnate
his wife. This was a thing he could not do hinself, of course.”

Ob realized that this was a highly unusual story. She re -- solved not to interrupt unti
it was conpl ete.

"I met his wife and fell in love with her. |I could not narry her, of course, but I |ived

with her |ike a husband, and she bore ny child, though it was legally the child of the ghost.
Unfortunately, the baby had a nmal ady and di ed, and she commtted suicide because of her grief. She
was the perfect woman and the perfect nother and she felt she had no |ife wi thout her baby."
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How well Ob could understand that! If only she had been able to keep her own baby!

"That left my own |life meaningless. Wth the ghost's help, | assuned the office of Chronos
and have held it until this time. As you can appreciate, | would not have cone to this

280 Being a Green Mbther

had | not nmet the wonman, and had she not died. | think | would give it all up, to live out
my life with her, but | can not, and | believe | ama conpetent officeholder and that my input is
beneficial. This is the past that | feel | should not change, the future that you will cone to
know. "

"I amsorry for your tragedy, of course,” Ob said. "But I do not see howit relates to
me. Meanwhile, | have a nost pressing problemin ny present, not ny future.”

"But your present affects your future, and therefore ny past. The wonan | |oved, and wil|
al ways love, is alive today, as a child. Her nane is Olene."

It was as if cold water had been dashed on her. "Wo?"

"Your daughter -- who in her adulthood rather resenbles you as you are now. That is why I
find your natural ap -- pearance so disconcerting.”

O b thought of her reaction to her encounters with Mym both real and in enulation. "I
understand. But -- ny daugh -- ter?" This was such a surprising devel opnent that she was stil
assimlating it.

"As a woman of twenty. O d enough to know her nind. She had a nagic talent, the ability to

perceive the best matches in people, as if the people glowed. |I glowed, for her." He | eaned over
and put his face in his hands. "Forgive ne," he said, his voice nuffled by his fingers. "It has
been | ong since | have spoken other."

Ob gazed at himwith a certain conpassion. Her baby girl -- as a wonan this nman had

| oved! Now at |ast she knew Orlene's future!

And Olene had died -- would die prematurely, in tragedy. That was the second shock. Her
death precipitating this man's assunption of his present office. No wonder he was concerned about
Ob's reaction! If she acted to save Ol ene, by diverting her fromthe ghost marriage, Chronos
m ght never becone Chronos!

Her eye fell on the ring on Chronos' finger. The one that |ooked like the ring Mym had
given Orb and that she had given to her daughter. Olene had given it to him as a signal of her
| ove for him

O was it another imtation? Beset by a sudden intense curiosity. Ob extended her hand to
touch the ring.

It came to life immediately, uncurling and sliding from Chronos' hand to hers. It coiled
about her finger.

Pi ers Ant hony

281

"Is it really you?" she asked.

The ring squeezed once.

O course it could be lying -- another ring of the type, pre -- tending to be the one she
had owned. But she doubted it

"What he says is true?"

Squeeze.

"You could not hel p ny daughter?"

Squeeze.

Ob put her own face in her hands, sobbing silently. For a tine she renmai ned thus. Wen
she recovered, the ring was back on Chronos' finger. It was his, now, by the right of the chain of
| ove.

She found Chronos | ooking at her. "Now you under -- stand," he said. "I dare not change
her future; therein lies paradox."

"But she has no future, if the weather continues!"™ Ob protested. "She may al ready be

dead!"

"That need not be final."

"Not final! What is nore final than death?"

"Time."

"But if she dies, your paradox is already upon you! You nust save her."

"No, | may not interfere with the natural order where it concerns my own past. That would
risk a disaster worse than we can know. "

"But -- but if you have experienced the future -- how can this present hol ocaust be
reconciled with that?"

"I't can't."
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"You are talking riddles! You can't neet and | ove a woman who was killed in her
chi | dhood! "

"There is a way through. That is what | nust accept."”

"You |live backwards! You have al ready experienced it! Wat happens? How can this be
undone?"

"There is no problemabout the how | can act at a later tine -- an earlier time, for you -
- and nullify this particular path. The problemis the why. Only with the advice and consent of
the other Incarnations will | take such an action, for it affects us all."

"You don't know whether you did it? WIIl do it?"

"Because the action | will take affects ny own past, | can not be sure what has happened
in my past. There is a region of uncertainty, where the lines of history diverge and tangle.

282 Being a G een Mother

Not hing is absolutely fixed. In one of those lines the decision will be nade, and it wll
guide what | will do in your past."

"You have no notion at all what is going to happen?"

"Only that the ultimate decision was yours. | acted as the Incarnations agreed, after you
decided. | believe it was the correct decision."

"So | can save the world?"

"So it seens."

Ob realized that this was as nmuch of an answer as she was going to receive. "If | can
save it, | will save it," she declared. "No matter what."

"I amnot sure of that,” he replied.

"Not sure -- !" But she decided not to react further in his presence. She turned the page

back to Jonah.

Jezebel was there. "Wo are you?" she asked, startled.

"What do you nean, who am|?" Ob said. Then she realized that she was still in her new,
mature form Hastily she willed herself back to normal.

"You have learned a new trick," Jezebel remnarked.

"Yes, it seens | have."

“You look tired. Let ne fix you sonething to eat, and you can rest."

"I don't know whether I'mtired or not, now," Orb said. "After that neeting with Chronos,
my mind is spinning!"

"Chronos is going to hel p?"

"He won't commit hinself! He says that | will be the one to decide. But -- oh, it's all so
frustrating!"

"Well, eat," Jezebel said, setting sone toast before her

Ob | ooked at the watch on the wist of the denbness. Surprised, she | ooked at her own. "
t hi nk your watch has stopped,” she said. "It's two hours behind mne."

"Ch?" Jezebel conpared the two, then went for a desk clock. The clock agreed with
Jezebel's watch. "I think yours has gained."

"Gai ned? How could it?"

Jezebel shrugged. "You have been traveling all around the world. Perhaps it got jogged."

"I suppose,” Ob agreed. She reset her watch.

She di scovered that she had gul ped down her toast in short order. "I can't sit here while
that's out there," she nuttered, and turned the page to Pate's Abode.
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The oriental wonan was there, as before. "May | talk to ny nother again?" Ob asked.

" Agai n?"

"Yes, she hel ped ne an hour ago."

Ni obe appeared. "An hour ago? No."

"What do you nean, no? You showed me how to assume a mature aspect." Ob shifted into it,
t hen back.

Ni obe considered. "You were visiting with Chronos?"

"You know | was, Mother! And what he told ne -- nmy daughter, your granddaughter --

"Let me tell you something about Chronos, dear. His man -- sion reflects his lifestyle.
Anyone who enters it lives back -- wards. | have experienced the effect many tines. A visitor
energes earlier than she enters. On occasion | have even met nyself arriving. How | ong were you
t here?"

"How long -- " Orb repeated, realizing. "You nmean -- an hour earlier than -- ?"
“You are now in your own past, as it were, by that anount. Don't worry, it clears
automatically after you catch up. It is like a string that |oops back on itself; it nay not reach
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as far, but it's all there.”

"Jezebel!" Ob exclained. "She said |I'd talked with Chronos -- before |I did!l Only I was in
my tinme, and -- oh, it's all confused!"

"These things happen," N obe said. "I suggest you go off by yourself until it clears, then
proceed normally. | was about to take a nap; Clotho will alert nme when you arrive, in your past.
But after this -- "

“I''l1l be nmore careful with Chronos!" Ob finished.

"Yes. |I'msurprised his staff didn't warn you."

"I think they tried to, but I -- you know how !l am"

Ni obe ki ssed her. "Of course, dear. | will not speak of this, when you arrive again. You
under stand. "

"So as not to confuse me further," Ob said, already con -- fused enough

“"Yes. We all have to nake accommodati ons, when deal -- ing with Chronos."

Ob turned the page to the isle where she had tal ked with Natasha. She sat on the sand,
trying to nmake sense of it all. Intellectually, now, she understood, but enotionally she re --

mai ned confused. She had in effect travel ed backwards in tinme, without realizing it! She could
appreci ate why Chronos
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was uncertain on sonme details; she had done it only once, and her confusion was great.

VWhat was she to do? She had brought on this disaster, so she was responsi ble. Chronos said
that he could help, but only if she decided what should be done, sone tinme in her future. So
per haps what she needed to do now was to deci de her proper course. She did not want to nake any
nore m st akes!

The wi nd bl ew past the isle, gouging sand fromthe beach and hurling it into the ocean
She saw waterspouts all around. If she had not assuned physical inmunity fromharmw th her
of fice, she would be in trouble aow Wat had hap -- pened to the cal m brought about by her third
singi ng of the Song of Chaos?

Then she realized that she was still in her own past! She had | ost about one hour, going
backwards in Chronos' man -- sion instead of forward. That nmeant that her life was two hours
behi nd where it should be -- the one she had retreated;

and the one she had failed to go forward. She had | abored to India to help the nernaid,
then returned to Jonah, then gone to see Chronos -- and returned to Jonah an hour earlier, for
about half an hour of food and tal k. Jezebel had renmem-- bered that, when Orb seemed to return
hal f an hour | ater. Now she was here at the isle, and the nonment of her singing nmust be incipient.

She renmi ned on the beach, watching. How fortunate it would be, if the Chaos finally

abat ed!

She consi dered turning the page to Luna's mansion. How desperately she needed the conpany
of someone who truly understood! But surely Luna had problens of her own, deal -- ing with the
stornm better to | eave her alone. "Ah, Mth," she murnured. "When | really need you, | dare not go
to you!"

The tine came. The wind died. The waterspouts |ost no -- nmentum shrivel ed, and withdrew
into their clouds, which in turn thinned. The sun energed, and the savage waves sank back into
placidity. Her song had really cool ed things off!

Cool ed? Now she was aware how much it was cooling. Despite the sun, the air was cold.

She watched, hesitant to travel again until she had a clearer notion what was devel opi ng
The air chilled until she knew that the normal person woul d have had to don heavy
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cl othing. The sky clouded again; ice crystals were form ng as the upper reaches chilled
and t he dew poi nt was reached.

Now she travel ed. She turned the page to India.

The nmermai d's pool was cooling, too. Water was slower to yield its heat than the air, but
it was obvious that the mernmai d woul d need sone protection before the pool froze. Al ready she was
huddl ed and shivering. Wiat could Ob do?

She considered starting a fire. But that would be of only Iinmted value and dangerous; how
could the mermaid prop -- erly tend it? What woul d happen when the fuel gave out?

Yet what else offered? Orb couldn't carry her magically to a better place, and there was
nowhere to go physically.

Luna! Luna could help, by Iending one of her many amu -- lets. Just as Orb's own had
protected Lou-Mae, another could protect the nernmai d. She turned the page to Luna's house, glad of
the pretext to go there

And stood in shock. The house was a nass of enbers. It had been burned down! In fact, al
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this section had been

razed; snoke was still rising from neighboring bl ocks. Wat had happened?

But she knew what had happened. Crazed people had run anok and torched the nei ghborhood --
just part of the sav -- agery unleashed as the natural order broke down.

Where was Luna? She couldn't have -- no, of course not;

Thanat os woul d have protected her. He had probably taken her to his nmansion in Purgatory
for the duration. Luna was the key to so nuch of this; she was the one Satan really wanted to
el i m nate. Thanatos knew that and guarded her constantly; there was no need for Ob to be
concer ned.

But oh, the sheer waste of this! Any chance for anyone to take shelter fromthe cold in
thi s nei ghbor hood was gone, carel essly destroyed. Luna's beautiful house, all her paint -- ings,
the two handsone griffins..

Ob knew that if she allowed herself to dwell on this, she would dissolve into useless
tears. Al of it, ultimtely, was her own fault. But now she had to hold her enotion in check and
do what she had cone to do

She wal ked through the ashes, stirring themup with her feet. Wiere had those anulets
been? Unable to |ocate them she expanded, orienting on what she wanted, and found it -- a wanning
stone. It was the only one renaining; the others had either been renoved or had |l ost their nagic
inthe fire.
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She coal esced and bent to fish it out of the rubble -- a red,

rubyli ke gem She turned the page back to India. "Take this stone," she

told the nermaid. "It will keep you warm"

The nernaid reached a hand turning blue to take the anu -- let. As she touched it, its
effect nmanifested. "Ch, it's warm "

“I't's warm As long as you hold it, you will be warm too. This is the best | can do for

you, until this weather changes.’

"It's enough,” the nermaid said gratefully. She dived below the surface, expelling the air
fromher lungs so that she could use her gills. Now she would survive, even if the

surface froze over

Ob turned the page to France. Here on the nountain the cold was worse; snow was falling,
and Ti nka and her hus -- band and baby had insufficient protection

VWhat coul d she do? She had given the only warnming charmto the mermaid. Then she knew.

"Tinka," she said in Calo.

The bl anket stirred. Tinka | ooked out, her breath fogging.

"Ob!"

Ob drew off her own cloak. "Take this. It will become whatever you need to wear, even a
t hi ck, heavy bl anket."

"I know," Tinka said. "I sawits magic many tines. But you -- what will you do wi thout
it?"

" 'l have no further need of it," Ob said, pushing the cloak

forward. Doubtfully, Tinka took it. Then she stared. "But you have

not hing el se on!"

I ndeed, Orb was now standing naked in the snow "As | said, | have no need. But you do.
Take it, use it, keep it."

The nound stirred. "What?" the man's nuffled voice

cane.
Ti nka snatched the bl anket down over his head. "Nothing out there for you!" Then she
focused on the cloak, and it becanme an enormous furry poncho that settled over the ex -- isting

bl anket. That would keep themall warm both by its

formand its magic!

The nound heaved. Ti nka squeaked and di sappeared below. Orb, satisfied, turned the page to
I rel and.

She had forgotten that the water oak was gone. The site was covered with ice and snow. She
expanded and found that all of Ireland was slowy freezing. Indeed, all the world;
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the peopl e who had survived the storns were now squeezing into what structures remained,
shoring them agai nst the -- creeping cold, burning wood sal vaged from w eckage, and hoardi ng
bl ankets. There was no electricity, no oil delivery;

the world had been reduced to a relatively primtive status.

It was better than the storm Ob told herself. But she wasn't sure. How cold would it
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get ?

She returned to Jonah. Jezebel eyed her somewhat warily. O'b | aughed, experiencing a
tenporary relief fromthe horror she felt. "Jez, | owe you an apol ogy. You did hear ne tal k about
Chronos. Let ne explain." She explained. "So you see, | wasn't being crazy or perverse. |'munder
tension, but it hasn't cracked ny mnd quite yet."

"I'mglad to hear it," the succubus said seriously. "Now why don't you put sonething on
before ny man wanders in here."

Qops! She remai ned naked, as she had gotten out of the habit of wearing anything but the
magi ¢ cl oak. She had felt no disconfort in the snow, but Jezebel was right; she needed to be
clothed. Hastily she donned the blouse and skirt the succubus produced -- one of Betsy's outfits.

Bet sy, of course, had no further need of it. Now, abruptly, Ob burst into tears.

The denoness conforted her. She was good at it, perhaps because of her experience with the
guitarist. Soon Ob got a new grip on herself. "Thank you. I'mall right now"

"That's good. We're in enough trouble as it is."

"Ch? Has sonething el se happened?”

"Not hi ng new. We're running short of food. | can get nore, but the econom c system has
broken down, so | can't arrange for proper paynent of it."

"I see your point. | think I can get by without it, now, and so can you, but the guitarist
and Lou- Mae -- "

"Yes. And she isn't doing all that well."

"She has reason. Jez, it's ny fault; | started this when |I invoked magic | didn't
understand. | have tried twice to change it, but each time nore people have suffered. Should I try
it agai n?"

"When | went out last tine, it |ooked pretty cold," the denoness said. "How bad -- ?"

"l don't know -- but | fear it will just keep going."

"Then maybe it's better to ganble again.”
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"l suppose so. Chronos says | will nake the final decision. Maybe one of ny attenpts will
succeed, though | don't see how it can help those who have already died."

"It seens best to ganble on the living."

"Yes." Orb fetched her harp and sang the Song of Chaos a fourth time. This tine she didn't
bother with the null -- thene; it hadn't hel ped.

She knew t he nonent she finished that it was taking hold. Jonah shook. It wasn't die big
fish; something was happeni ng outside. Orb expanded and found that the rock through which Jonah
swam was heavi ng. She expanded further, so as to survey the globe, and found that the effect was
gl obal . The whol e worl d was changi ng.

What was happeni ng? There seenmed to be enornous stresses developing in the crust of the
Earth, causing it to quiver in its effort to release tension. Those stresses were building
rapi dly; what would be their result?

Al too soon she saw it. Huge sections of the ground buc -- kled under the pressure, the
tectonic plates being jamed together. El sewhere new fissures opened up, and | ava spewed out. Long-
dormant vol canoes cane suddenly to life, and new ones erupted. The geol ogy of the world was going
crazy!

Ob quickly coal esced on India, on the nernmaid' s pool. She was already too | ate; there was
nothing but a fold of |lava there. She turned the page to France and saw the noun -- tain toppling
over a vast new void beneath it. Tinka and her family were gone.

She expanded agai n, distraught. Al the world was goi ng, as earthquakes |evel ed every
remai ni ng buil ding and vol -- canoes buried the rubble in ash and | ava. The crust of the Earth was
winkling |like the skin of an el ephant, turning over and over, and the snoke and ash was so
vol um nous that day had becone ni ght everywhere. There was no |longer any air to breath; the funes
of the convul sion had replaced it.

She turned the page to Jonah -- and found only | ava. The huge fish had been crushed and
obliterated by the titanic forces of the earth, and all the occupants were gone. Jezebel should
have survived it, but perhaps was lost in the Chaos. Ob was al one.

She hovered in stasis, unable even to deci de how she should feel. The calamty was so
conpl ete! She had reacted in pique and destroyed the world. What renmined for her?
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VEDDI NG

After an indeterminate time, Orb becane aware of conpany. A spider was hovering before
her.

"Mot her!" she exclaimed, knowing that no nortal spiders existed anynore.

Ni obe mani fested in her natural form "I think we should talk, dear," she said.

"Isn't it late for that?" Ob asked dully. "I've ruined everything."

"Not necessarily. Chronos can help."

"Chronos said | would have to decide for nyself."

"And so you shall, dear. Conme with ne."

Ob suffered herself to be guided, and found herself in Chronos' nansion, along with the
ot her Incarnations.

"W are at a critical pass," Mymsaid w thout preanble. "The war between good and evi
hangs in the balance. As | see it, Gaea has three choices. She can allow the present condition of
the nortal world to remain -- "

"No!" Ob cried. "I killed everyone! | want only to undo as nuch of the danage as can be
arranged and retire in shane fromthis office."

"Or she can sing the final copy of the Song of Chaos," he continued as if she hadn't
spoken.
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"Each repetition is worse than the prior one!" Ob said. "What will the final one do?"
Thanat os | eaned forward, his skull-face showi ng beneath his hood. "You invoked the

El enents of Chaos, each ren -- dition turning it to another form First Water, then Air, then Fire
"El enents!" Orb said. "Water -- when the flooding cane! Air -- when the storns cane! |
never realized! But Fire -- | never invoked that!"
“Nul | ed, " Thanat os expl ai ned. "That brought chill rather than flane."

"Ch." Now Orb renenbered what she had [ earned be -- fore: that every Song of the LIano
interacted with any of the Elenents or Kingdonms. She had tried to negate the Song of Chaos, but

had only reversed the invocation of Fire. "Then | invoked Earth, and it destroyed everything. Wat
can the fifth Element do, worse than that?"
"That is the Void," Thanatos said. "It will reset the uni -- verse to its original state,

wi t hout formand void."

"Total Chaos," N obe said. "Destiny reversed."

"So that God and Satan have to start their eternal war again, fromscratch?' Ob asked,
appal | ed anew. "Al'l of what has happened before counts for nothing? Al of what all of you have
done -- undone? How could |I let that hap -- pen?" Now she understood why Satan had said this was
the ultimte weapon against him-- but that its cost was too great.

"Or she can vote to allow ne to reverse the course of recent tine, restoring the world to
its state just before she started the Song of Chaos," Chronos concl uded.

"Yes!" Orb exclainmed. "If you can do that -- "

"There is a catch, dear," N obe cautioned her

"It doesn't matter! If all the danage |I have done can be undone that sinply, of course
that's what | want! Then | can retire w thout singing and | et soneone nore bal anced and conpet ent
assume the office."

Mym shook his head. "You can not retire. Ob. That is a condition of the reversal. You
must carry through your office."

Ob spread her hands. "Then | will! Watever is required to bring my friends back, to
restore everyone -- "

"What is required is the agreenent of all the Incarna --
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tions," Thanatos said. "That is the only manner a situation of this gravity can be
resol ved. "

"But don't you all agree? How can anybfyou deny this?" "W are not the only Incarnations,
dear,"” Ni obe said. "Ch, of course there are |lesser Incarnations, |ike Eros and

Pestil ence -- none of them would object, would they?" "None of them do," Mym agreed. "But

there are two
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maj or | ncarnations. One of them can be presuned to agree;

He never interferes in the affairs of the nortals, no matter

how tenpting it may be.”

"Ch -- God," Ob said. "The Incarnation of Good. O

course. But -- "

"But the other is the Incarnation of Evil.'
all good of any kind!"

"I heard My nanme?" a new voice said. Natasha stood there, smling.

Ob turned her face away, her enotions abruptly raging in contrasts seem ngly as savage as
those she had | oosed upon the world. What he had done --

"I think you know the situation," Mars said to Satan. "Do you accede to the course we

"Satan!" Orb said, understanding. "W opposes

pr opose?"

"I could be persuaded," Satan said.

Ob was deternined not to speak to himat all, but the words came from her before she
knew. "How can we believe anything you say? You only want the destruction of man!"

"Not so," Satan said snmpoothly. "I only want to tilt the bal ance of power My way,

rel egating M ne ancient adversary to the lesser role. It hardly behooves Me to allow nankind to be
consigned to the Afterlife when the balance is inappropriate.”

"And it favors God now?" Orb asked, knowing it was true. "So that if everyone dies now, He
wi ns?" "Even so."

"Then you have to agree to revert the world!" she ex -- clained to Satan. "Because you
don't want to | ose!"
"No. "

She gazed at him not knowi ng what to nake of this. "But if you have no chance to w n,
this way -- "

"I lose," he said slowy. "But so do you. Do you want your friends, and all the other
i nnocent people of the world, to die, just to spite M?"
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O b thought of Tinka, of Lou-Mue, of the Livin' Sludge, the nermaid, and all the others of
the world. They were surely bound for Heaven, but their [ives on Earth were in -- conplete. Her
daughter Orlene was still just a child. "No," she admitted, tears stinging her eyes.

"So you are prepared to conpronise, to save your friends."

"I would do anything to undo the danage | have done," Ob said brokenly.

“You woul d even pronote My wel fare?"

"What are you getting at?" she snapped.

"I have proposed marriage to you. The offer stands. Do you accede?"

"Ch, God," she breathed. "Your price for letting the world return!”

"True."

"Gaea's power allied with yours, tilting the balance to you."

“I'ntinme, that will be the case. This is My object."

Now at |ast the full significance of her chil dhood vision was clear. A wedding -- or a
devastated world. Her choice

O b | ooked desperately around at the others. "Wat am| to do? If | align with him God
| oses! But if |I don't -- "

"This is the nature of the decision you nust make," Chronos said. "None of us can nake it
for you."
"But the world | oses either way! Is this what you have lived through?"
"No," Chronos said. "But as | intend to explain to you later, ny past is nalleable. It may
be that | will be required to divert it to another course."

"What am | to do?" Ob repeated, distraught.

"W can not advise you, dear," N obe said. "But perhaps one question will suffice to
clarify your thinking."

"What question?" Orb asked hopel essly.

"You now know Satan for who and what he is. Do you love hinP"

The inplication struck Orb with stunning force. She put the back of her hand to her
forehead, reeling. Wth all her being she tried to deny it, but could not.

"God help ne," she whispered brokenly, "for | do | ove Satan."

"And | |ove you," Satan said. "I offer you the world."
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"But what | say is the truth,” Ob protested weakly. "What you say is a lie."

"Perhaps,"” he agreed. He extended his hand to her. "l ask you again, Gaea: will you marry
Me?"

O b fought, but her heart had betrayed her. She knew Na -- tasha for what he was, for the
Incarnation of Evil, but she did | ove himand wanted to be with himin all the ways that |ove
ni ght dictate.

Slow y her hand noved out to neet his. "I will," she breathed, half sobbing. Was she doing
this for the benefit of

the world or fromselfishness? Was she already noving into his orbit of evil?

Satan held the hand, captive to his success, and faced the others. "Does anyone object to
our marriage?" No other Incarnation spoke.

"Then we shall hold the wedding at this nmonent, in Hell," Satan said. "All of you are
invited, as honored guests and w tnesses, together with any others who wish to attend. | wel conme
your participation and support. There shall be no question about the legitimcy of this union.”

"This noment will not occur for several days, considering nmy action,"” Chronos said.

"Precisely," Satan said. "W shall all return to the time just before Gaea invoked the
Thene of Chaos. None of this will have happened, and our nenories of it will fade. But

the agreenent has been made, and all of you are party to it. It will be honored."

“I't will be honored," Chronos agreed.
"My objection to your action is withdrawn," Satan said. "W are now unani nous. The world
shall be spared the rav -- age of the Thene of Chaos. Proceed with your action.™

Chronos raised his hand, and the Hourgl ass appeared in it, expanding to greater
promi nence. The sand within it

brightened, flowing in its thin stream between the chanbers. The sand turned bl ue.

Ob was alone on the isle, nmulling her situation. Her anger and grief and confusion
pronmpted her to do what she knew she should not: sing the Song of Chaos.

Chronos appeared. His shining Hourglass held a fine rib -- bon of sand that was turning
fromblue to red. "Gaea, you nust not do it," he said.

Ob was startled. "What?"
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"Do not invoke the Theme of Chaos," he said. "It will destroy the world. Do you renenber?"

O b remenbered. "The next few days -- all ny friends, all the world -- gone! Is it a
Vi si on?"

"A vision, now," he agreed. "A reality that has been ab -- rogated. Instead, you nust
marry Satan.”

“"Marry Satan!" she repeated, outraged. But then she re -- nenbered that, too. "I --
agreed," she said. "I love him"

"You agreed to marry himso that the worid could be saved. Now you rust carry through the
agreement you made. Only because of this am| permitted to change the course of history. Do you
under st and?"

"Everything is undone?" she asked. "My friends -- ?"
"The world i s untouched."
The relief was i mense. "I nust marry Satan," she said.

Chronos nodded. He di sappear ed.

Ob gazed again across the sea. She sighed. "Satan," she whi spered.

He appeared. "You have deci ded?"

"I ' wll marry you."

"You renenber?"

"As in a vision. But it stands. You gave nme back the world, and | will marry you."

"I's that all?"

She | ooked at him He was tall and fair and conely, the picture of the man she had known
as Natasha. "How is it that you have no horns or tail, now that your masquerade

is off?"

"This is My true form" he said. "My true nortal form fixed as it was when | assuned the
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office. My true formas the Incarnation of Evil is as you describe. Both are valid. But this is
the one | prefer to use with you. Is that the extent of what you have to say to Me?"

"I love you." He nmight be the creature of lies, but she

had to tell the truth. Satan smled. "This is what | wi shed to hear, Gaea. My

| enbrace you?" "You have to ask?"

"Yes, this first time. There nust be no coercion."” No coercion! But how could she protest?
"You may em -- brace ne, Satan."

He took her in his arms, and she thrilled to his touch, even knowi ng himfor what he was.

"May | Kkiss you?"

She wi shed she could claimthat she detested this, that she was only acting a necessary
part, but she could not. She desired Satan's kiss. "You my."

He kissed her, and she felt the sane passion for himshe had before, despite her self-
reproval

"My | -- "

"Not until after the wedding," she said.

He | aughed, she | aughed, and it was good, in spite of everything. She did want to nmarry
him heedl ess of all that portended.

"Am | dammed, Satan?" she asked.

"“An I ncarnation cannot be damed. But even if you re -- mained nortal, your damation is
determ ned only by your notives and your actions. Are you marrying Me for the good of the world?"

"Yes. But al so because |I |ove you."

"Nei ther the good of the world nor love will dam you."

"But ny power added to yours -- | amcontributing to your capacity for evil!"

"Woul d you love Me less if | exercised that increased capacity?"

“I -- 1 think | would have to."

"Then | will not exercise it."

"But how can | believe you?"

"You can not trust My words, but you can see My actions. Through themyou wll know that |
| ove you."

"How | wish it could be so!"

"You shall believe," he said. "In tinme."

She was afraid he was right.

The weddi ng was a phenonenal production. This section of Hell was |ike a nonstrous
cathedral, with a donmed ceiling that reached up so high that there seenmed to be clouds drift --
ing within it. Great arches enclosed the nain chanber, or -- nanentally carved with exquisite
taste. Stained glass was prevalent, its pictures illustrating scenes fromearthly mnythol ogi es.

There was a dais in front, with seven el aborate chairs in a senmicircle, each of carven
ebony i nvoking aspects of the
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office of a particular Incarnation. One was in the |likeness of a skeleton, with the |egs

shaped into the seat and arnms into arnrests and the skull into a headrest. Another was |like a

| arge wi cker hourglass. Athird was fashioned |like a spider, the legs paired to formthe encl osure
for the occupant. An -- other seened to be a huge red sword and scabbard. Another was |like a tree,
its branches twi ning about to formthe ap -- propriate shape.

At the ends of the semicircle were two |arger chairs. One was decorated with
representations of pitchforks and the faces of denobns; the other with hal os and angel faces.

Ob noted these details with a certain detachment; she was standing at the back in her
weddi ng gown, awaiting the onset of the cerenony.

Suddenly the benches in the main section were filled: all the people Ob had known in life
were there, including many who had died | ong ago. Chil dhood playnates, teachers and casual
acquai ntances; adult associates, friends, relatives, and those she had interacted with in however
m nor a man -- ner. Everyone she had encountered, ever

She wanted to go out and talk with them for she saw her father Pacian and others who had
been I ong gone fromher life. But she could not; she was the Bride, and had to play her part in
the cerenony. Probably many were illusion, any -- way; would God rel ease her father from Heaven to
visit a function in Hell?

The I ncarnations entered and took their seats: Thanatos, Chronos, N obe as Fate, Mym as
Mars, and Satan. The seat for Gaea was enpty; Orb could not be in two places at once, on this
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occasi on.

The seat reserved for God remai ned vacant. He had been invited, but did not intervene in
the affairs of nortals or imuortals. In any event. He was unlikely to support the nerger that
woul d shift the bal ance of power away fromH m Ob found herself feeling sorry for God. If only,
just this once, He would --

Wul d what? Rain fire down on this cerenony, preventing the marriage? That certainly was
not Hs way! Yet if he did not act, all else would becone acadenic; the final power would no
| onger be His.

And if He did act, where would Orb be? She had agreed to this, know ng the consequence.
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The great chair sat nute. Was God even paying attention? If only He would give sone sign!
Mymrose fromhis chair and wal ked down al ong the side

of the chanber.

It began. A choir appeared, children -- no, small denons -- arranged by height, each in a
white robe and holding a song --
book. They sang -- and the sound in any other setting would have been deened angelic. Ob had
never heard a nortal choir sing so perfectly; every note was preci se, every part

perfect.

There was a notion in the choir. Something odd was oc -- curring. Orb peered down the

ai sle and saw what it was:

I ndi vi dual denons were fadi ng out and being replaced by others, who sang as perfectly, so
that the song was not interrupted.

Mym appeared. "Are you ready, O b?" he asked.

"The usual. Butterflies in stomach," she said, smling bravely. "Wat is happening with
the choir?"

"They are singing angelically,” Mymexplained. "That is not healthy for denobns."

"They are being abolished?" she asked, horrified despite her |lack of synpathy for the
creatures of Hell. "For singing

wel | ?"

"Ordinarily a denonic creature cannot be angelic in any sense. But for this occasion there
is a special dispensation. Wen they performin a manner that is better than their linit, they
cease bei ng denons and becone the next stage up

dammed soul s. They fade out, being unable to remain in the denmon choir. Ot hers cone in,
eager for their chance.™

"So Satan really is being decent?"

"So it seens," Mymsaid. "Everything has been abso -- lutely straight. He doesn't want any
objection to this wed -- ding, no quibble, no technicality that might invalidate it."

"Why are you participating, if you don't approve?"

"W did make a deal, and you deserve any support we

can provide." She |laughed, sonewhat shakily. "I suppose we shoul d get

on with it." She took his arm

They wal ked down the aisle, exactly as in her early vision. The nusic swelled, but not
into the conventional bridal nelody. They had decided on a different approach

Satan wal ked in fromthe side and turned to await her
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arrival. Light shone down on him He was the nost hand -- some figure of a nan she had
ever seen. Whatever coercion he had used to bring her acquiescence to this union -- and her nenory
of that and everything else that had occurred during the vision-interimwas fading -- had been
largely un -- necessary. She |loved himand wanted to marry him

When she reached the dais, Satan took her hand. Mymwent to take the chair reserved for
Mars. They turned to -- gether to face the guests.

"Gaea and | have elected to make our vows in song," Satan said. He smiled. "There has been
a question which of us is the better singer. That question shall now be resolved. The superior
singer will be the one whose love for the other is greater. You will be the judges."

He turned to Orb. Her harp appeared in his hand. He bowed to her and held it out. "I yield
the first performance to you, the first woman | have truly |l oved."
Ob took the harp -- and al nost dropped it. It was her own;

she could not m stake that. But how had Satan, the Prince of Lies, been able to handle it?
Not only that, he had said he loved her, while holding it. Satan was of course far too powerful an
entity for the harp to hurt, but the conflict should have destroyed the harp -- if Satan were

| ying.
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She coul d not pause to consider this at this nmonent; it was her turn to sing. Satan had
gone to his chair. She had the stage.

She sat on the floor, bridal gown and all, and set up the little harp. No problem now
about how nmuch | eg m ght be showi ng; the gown was so volunminous it covered everything and nore!
She played a chord, then started.

She sang the Song of Evening, the aspect of the Llano concerning |ove. There were no words
toit, but they hardly mattered: the theme itself was the statenent.

The sunset came to the cathedral, bringing out the pre -- ternatural color of dusk and the
grandeur of the sun behind clouds. She saw t he nenbers of the audience staring raptly and knew
that they had never in their lives heard a nore evocative song than this. The power of |ove

infused the as -- senbly and transforned this section of Hell itself with its delight, confort,
and passion. Ob was truly in love, how -- ever unwi sely, and this was the expression of that
| ove.

There was a hush when she finished like that of fulfilled
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love. Ob had not done this in any conpetitive spirit, but as the nbst honest expression
other feeling, but she knew that there was no way that even Satan could match it.

She got up and went to the chair reserved for Gaea. Satan rose and cane forward. He had no
instrument; all he had ever used was his voice.

He sang, a cappella -- and Orb received anot her shock. He was singing a hymm! How coul d
that be? It was one of the few things Satan coul d not do.
"Amazi ng grace, how sweet the sound, That saves a wetch |ike Me. | once was |ost, but now

am found Was blind, but now | see."

Ob listened, nmesnerized. This was the hym "Anmazing Grace," exquisitely rendered. She had
t hought that there was no way Satan could nmatch her presentation of the Song of Love, but he was
going into a type of song that exceeded it: a song of the love of God. Yet this was inpossible, by
definition.

He began the second stanza -- and now the denon choir joined in as background. Wat had
been beautiful becanme transcendent. Ob suspected that no angels in Heaven could have sung nore
angelically than this. Indeed, the flickering in the choir intensified, indicating that the strain
was too much; no dermon could sing this way for nore than a nonent without losing its definition

As he sang, Satan turned to face Orb. His gaze sent shivers of heat and chill running
through her; his aspect and his voice were totally persuasive.

"'Twas grace that taught My heart to fear, And grace My fears relieved;

How precious did that grace appear The hour | first believed."

Satan was a liar, indeed the Prince of Lies. The truth was not in him Yet Ob found
herself unable to doubt his sin -- cerity now, he was addressi ng her, and when he sang "grace" she
heard also "love." He did | ove her as she loved him there was no other way it could be.
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How coul d the Lord of Hate | ove anyone or anything ex -- cept power? Perhaps that was the
explanation: it was the power inherent in the office of the Incarnation of Nature that Satan truly
| oved. She was fool enough to love him and he |oved what he stood to gain by his alliance.

Satan turned back to the guests as he sang the next stanza, and they seened as rapt as was
O b hersel f. What Satan was doi ng was i npossible, yet he was doing it. The denon choir was
flickering so rapidly that it seemed unreal. Satan hinself seenmed to be devel opi ng a gl ow.

Coul d this be another vision? That woul d account for the effects; Satan was not really
singing a hytm, not really ut -- tering words that were forbidden to him It was all a dream
crafted for maxinmum effect.

But if this were the case, the weddi ng was not valid. That was where the notion foundered.
Satan might fool her into believing she had married himand, in that manner, have his will of her
in any way he chose. But he could not fool the other Incarnations: not Chronos, who had |ived
through fu -- ture history; not Fate, who was her nother; not Mars, who had | oved her. They woul d
not accept the marriage unless it was real; and if they did not accept it, the alliance was
suspect. It had to be real for Satan to achieve his purpose.

This ran through her mnd as she |istened, entranced. Satan was doi ng what he coul d not
do, and she believed it, and the guests and other Incarnations believed it. Perhaps there was no
proper expl anation. Meanwhile, her doubts had run their course and faded |ike mist; she believed
the Prince of Lies and she loved the Lord of Hate.

The choir flickered into nonexistence; all the available de -- nons had been upgraded to
the status of damed souls. For the final stanza, Satan sang alone. He turned again to Ob, and
the gl ow about himintensified. He had becone godlike in the nobility of his countenance. He net
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her gaze and sang with an eanestness that transfixed her

"Miust Jesus bear the cross alone And all the world go free?"

The |ight about himbecanme so bright that it resenbled flane. Orb's eyes were smarting
fromthe effort of |ooking at him Wat was happening to hinf
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"No, there's a cross for everyone And there's a cross for Me."

As Satan concl uded the hymm, the light turned blinding. Orb squinted, then blinked -- and
he was gone!

She lurched to her feet. "Satan, ny love!" she cried. "Were are you?"

Mym stood. "He is gone, Gaea," he said.

"But -- "

"He was doonmed the nmonent he took up his cross. He knew it, but he had to do it. He has
left you at the altar and given you back the world."

"What cross?" she asked, horrified.

Ni obe stood and wal ked toward Orb. "The cross of his true Iove for you," she expl ai ned.

"Then he wasn't lying," Ob said. "He really did -- "

"He really did, dear. He knew he could never truly marry you, but he had to cone as cl ose
as it was possible to do. To |ove you, to have your love in return, and to conplete the vows of
marriage. But you are now a w dow. "

"The glow -- " Orb said, nunbed.

"It was the brightness of the redeened souls being re -- |eased fromHell. He could no
| onger hold them once he invoked the forbidden song. He truly |oved you, as he had never | oved
before, and he gave up everything for you."

Ob | ooked at the enpty chair that had been reserved for God. Had God really el ected not
to attend? Surely He had known..

Then the magni tude of her own |l oss struck Orb. She fell into her nother's arns and sobbed
with her private heartbreak.

"Not too nuch, dear,” N obe rmurnured. "Wen you cry, Gaea, the world cries with you."

I ndeed, it was raining throughout the world. But no dam-- age was being done, and in tine
the sunshine would return. Nowit was tine for her to leamthe office she had assuned and so far
negl ected -- to concentrate on being a Green Mt her

AUTHOR S NOTE

As | wote each of the prior novels of this series, their thenes tended to inpinge on ny
own life. Thus Death becane prom-- inent during Pale Horse and Tinme during Hourglass and Fate
during Tangl ed Skein and War during Red Sword. Perhaps it is a matter of interpretation as nuch as
of reality; you can be the judge. G een Mther concerns Nature, and | was in-' deed aware of the
t hi ngs of Nature.

To begin with, as | conpleted the prior novel in this series, ny shoul der began to hurt.
It worsened over the nmonths, and finally the pain cut off all my exercises except running. | had
been doi ng about thirty chins on ny study rafter, and 75 Japanese push-ups in under four m nutes,
but the pain took no note of physical condition. Wien it began to manifest as | reached for ny
keyboard, | saw the doctor; | can live without the exercises, but this affected nmy |ivelihood.

It turned out to be tenonitis. Not "tendonitis"; there is no such word, contrary to public
belief. It is an inflammation of the tendon that nanifested, in ny case, when | tried to stretch
out ny arm Wien | was bitten by a deerfly and swatted it, the pain of the effort was so sudden

and intense it had ne reeling. | could not reach ny back pocket or lift my hand above ny head. |
| earned how to be | eft-handed in
302
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nost respects; fortunately | amalready |eft-handed in a num-- ber of ways, such as
eating. Sleeping was a probl em because there was no position in which ny right armremained com --
fortable; | had to undertake contortions to avoid being awak -- ened by a jolt of pain. Sonetines
by day | would sinply pick up ny right armwith nmy left hand and put it where it needed to be. I'd
rat her not discuss the effect this ailnent had on nmy love life.

Pills had no effect. Finally the doctor gave me a shot in the tendon, and that turned the
corner. The inflammation gave ground as slowy as it had advanced; six nonths later it hardly
bothers ne, and in a few nore nonths it should be gone entirely. | don't know whether |'Il resune
my armex -- ercises then; after about a year's layoff, | have lost what it took ne ten years to
develop, and | suspect I'Il call it a day. The truth is, those exercises were pretty grueling, and
| feel nore relaxed in their absence. Thus | |earn about my own nature; now that | amon the
downhill side of 50, I"'mnore inclined to relax a bit.
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In this period | also | earned nore about equine nature. We noved to the forest when ny

daught er Penny reached horse -- craze age, and each daughter got a horse. | |iked Penny's horse
Sky-Blue fromthe start; she was a regi stered Hackney, a former racer, then twenty years old,
whi ch woul d be sone -- thing like sixty in a person. Blue had raised her fornmer owner fromage ten

to fifteen, and had rai sed Penny through the sane range. The forner owner is now narried, and
Penny is in college, so you can see how well Blue did her job.

Cheryl's horse M sty was another natter. She was arro -- gant, not acceding readily to the
directives of her rider, and taking any feed she could get at. We had to fence Blue off during
feeding tine so that she could eat in peace; otherwise Msty would take it all. That is why Bl ue
becanme the nodel for two of nmy creatures in other series, while Msty was unrepresented. | knew
whi ch ki nd of horse was better.

But in this period Msty devel oped severe foot problenms. She saw the vet nore tinmes than
saw the doctor. The es -- sence is that the bones in her front feet warped, so that she could no
| onger stand nornally; she had to bend her |egs just above the hooves back at a thirty degree
angl e when she stood, and was in obvious disconfort. She |ay down for nost of the day. This is the
stage at which horses are shot, but
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we are not a horse-shooting family. W accomvpdated her as well as we could, bringing her
food and water to her.

Bl ue, however, had a different notion. Realizing that the nmighty had fallen, she took to
stealing Msty's food. Now | had to fence Blue off to protect Msty. At one point | brought some
hay to Msty that Blue hadn't deigned to touch, and opened the gate, figuring Blue wouldn't try to
steal that. | was wong; Blue charged in so detenninedly that Msty lurched to her feet to avoid
her. Blue bit at her anyway and stood outraged guard over that hay until M sty had hobbl ed far
away and |ain down again, hungry. Then Blue left the hay -- still untouched. She had never wanted
it; she wanted only to establish her domi nance. W had wondered why M sty was | osing weight, while
Bl ue got fat; now we knew. My illness was reversible; Msty's will be term nal

Thereafter | fenced themapart for the full day, opening the gate only at night. | had
seen to ny regret that horses are no better than people; when the underdog finally gets power, he
can be just as nean as the overdog was. M ght makes right. Human bei ngs, at |east, can sonetines
rise above their instincts and act in a nore generous manner -- but | think not often enough. This
is the nature of creatures of whatever kind.

Anot her aspect of nature is the weather. Here around Flor -- ida the sumers get hot and
hum d -- on occasion our high tenperature for a day has been two degrees above the high for the
nation for that day -- and those who have read this novel know how that can lead to trouble. There
has been trenmendous overbuilding along the shoreline by those who apparently assune that
hurricanes are a nyth. It was tinme for a warning blow It cane in the formof storm#4 for the
season, at the end of AwGhost -- Hurricane El ena. She was just passing by, heading for Al abama or
Loui si ana; when she was safely by our latitude, | relaxed and turned in for the night.

| should not have. Elena took that opportunity to nake a right-angle turn and headed
straight for us. Now hurricanes are allowed to go ashore where they choose, but not right where /
live! I worked up sone magic and straight-armed that storm pushing her off. But it takes an awfu
lot of magic to stop a hurricane in full advance, and | had been caught off guard. El ena sl owed,
but wouldn't turn away. For two

days she hovered there, building up strength; she had been a mininmal bl ow of about 90-ml e-
per - hour w nds, but she swelled to a hundred, then to a hundred ten, and finally be -- cane a
mej or hurricane of a hundred twenty-five, still de -- termned to | and on our house. The entire
Fl orida shoreline in this region was taking a beating. Then, finally, the nmagic prevailed and
shoved her back on course toward Al abama. What a struggle! But of course | should have known
better than to relax before the stormhad actually | anded el sewhere.

The season kept throwing stornms at us, but none of the others got that close. One was
call ed Juan (pronounced Wan), that wandered all over. | could have told themthat woul d happen; it
was predicted in the operetta The Pirates of Penwnce, in the song "Poor Wandering Juan.” The path
of storns can be predicted; you nerely have to know the proper key.

But these were just warmups for the comng novel. Once | got into the actual witing,
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things intensified. Not all can be lightly disnmissed. For exanple, the person who arranged to buy
this novel, Judy-Lynn del Rey, Publisher of DEL REY BOOKS, was on the phone in SapTi nber, spending
an hour talking with nme in an effort to straighten out a problemthat had cone up between the
publ i sher and nme about this series. In OctQgre Judy-Lynn had a stroke that put her in a coma. In
FeBl ueberry she died. She and her husband Lester had put nme on the map as a bestseller in fantasy,
along with Steven Donal dson and Davi d Eddi ngs and Terry Brooks;

they had done nore to nake fantasy a big-tinme operation than anyone else | know of. | fear
that thus suddenly a golden age is waning. There were other deaths in this period: Theo -- dore
St urgeon, perhaps the best witer the genre has seen

Frank Herbert, author of one of the npbst successful science -- fiction novels ever, Dune;
L. Ron Hubbard, who left the genre for thirty years to found Dianetics and then Scientol -- ogy,
then returned; | have no brief for Scientology, but Hub -- bard was certainly a figure to be

reckoned with.
Let's move on to a gentler aspect of nature: the nature of wonmen. This novel was del ayed

because | canme down with a flu-like illness, running a fever of a couple of degrees for a couple
of days. Then it dropped to normal, the sanme day, FeBlueberry 4, that Blue drove Msty fromthe
hay. | relaxed and turned in with a book; | always read nyself to sleep.
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was out of paperbacks at the nonent, so | was in a hard -- cover: The Gentle Art of Verba
Sel f - Def ense by Suzette Hayden Elgin, who is also a genre witer. The essence of the book is that
you can defend yourself fromverbal abuse if you are alert. The first thing is to recogni ze when
you are under such attack; it is obvious if someone calls you a @$%&!! of a Censored/Bl ank, but
not if the person says "I don't understand why you don't try to be fair." Beware of words I|ike
"even" and "really," as for exanple "If you really |loved ne, you wouldn't be such a jerk."
Recogni zing the state of siege, you nay then respond in a guarded or diversionary manner, so that

you don't wind up feeling like a CBlank. | found it interesting; | took judo classes for three
years and |l earned that you can't throw a person who retains his balance; simlarly, Suzette shows,
you can't verbally damage a person who retains verbal balance. | had a cough -- ing fit that

del ayed ny sleep for an hour or so; then when | finally nodded off, the book fell frommy hand and
snmote nme on the nouth, conmerw se

Now this did not seemquite fair of Ms. Elgin, considering the doctrine she was preaching.
| woul d have continued readi ng her book on the norrow, after all. Wde awake again, | resunmed
readi ng, and in another hour | nodded off a second tinme. Wap! Suzette smacked ne again. Wiat a
tenper! It took me yet another hour to nod off, this time with the book propped so it couldn't hit
me, making four hours in all. Next day my fever shot up to new hei ghts, peaking at 102.5# MW
mouth felt |ike bruised cheese rind. Thus it was two nore days before | could resune payi ng work,
and yes, | did finish reading the book. Suzette, dearest, if you really loved ne, you woul dn't
even want to publish in hardcover..

The nature of conputers and their prograns also figured heavily in ny life at this tine.
Those readers who object to this sort of discussion are encouraged to skimon down the page until
I return to sonething interesting, if ever. The fact is, though | resisted getting conputerized
for along time, just as | resisted getting involved with girls throughout high school, when I
finally did get intoit, I fell in a big way. For ne, being on the computer is like starting a
fine autonmobile or nounting a dynanic horse: it seenms alive and exciting, with linitless
potential. But it can also be onmery, and the

chal l enge, frustration, and joy of it was never nore evident than when | wote this novel

You see, | got a new programin No-Renenber. | like FTP, the text processor | was using,
but it had two weak -- nesses: it could use only half my conputer's menory, so that | had to keep
choppi ng chapters in half because they wouldn't fit, and it had no wi ndows, so | could | ook at
only one file at atime. My wife spied this ad for a text processor named Edward that sol ved both
t hese problens, so we sent for it, just in case. And Edward changed nmy life. It addressed all ny
conputer's nenory, so | no longer had to divide files, and it had fourteen buffers, or places
where files could be called up, as it were, in parallel. | could call up Chapter 1,
Chapter 2, Chapter 3, etc. without exiting Chapter 4, and flick back and forth between the buffers
to conpare, or | could nove material fromone file to the other, or nmake a change in one and save
it and close down the buffer. | spent a week getting into it, not because it was that conplicated,
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but because it opened up such new horizons for ne and made ne appreciate new qualities about the

programs | already had. For exanple, Edward had a squintillion places to put macros, those keys
that do sinple or conplicated chores with single keystrokes, such as typing out ny entire address -
- block. I rechecked SmartKey, which is a macro program and discovered it would put nmacros in

t hose new pl aces, too;

I never realized! Thus | could set fifty macros if | wanted, instead of the twenty-two |
had before. | could enbed ma -- cros within macros, putting a SnmartKey nacro in an Edward nacro.
And Edward allowed me to nove its functions about, putting themon any keys | want. That neant |
could place themto match the equival ent functions on FTP and not have to retrain ny reflexes.
What ftm

But Edward had some horrendous holes, too. At one point it filled our hard disk with
garbage; at other tines it blew the nmenory, which was a frightening experience, rather like a
pressure cooker exploding, only the effects were non -- physical. We had to figure out exactly
where those hol es were, because they were |ike mnes waiting for soneone to blunder into them
More hours | lost, defusing mnes! There were al so sonme form dabl e problens. Edward coul dn't
underline, and | use underlining frequently. The wonderful Edward nacros could not be saved for
future use: sone

308 Being a Green Mbther

glitch in the routine that was supposed to save them Ed -- ward's printing programwas of
the "batch" type, which was 90 conpletely unsuitable to ny need that | never even loaded it into
my machine. | discovered by experinmentation that PTP would print an Edward file, and that | could
use "es -- cape" codes to put in underlining. That saved Edward; | could use it after all.
decided to wite a novel with Edward and see how | liked it. Yes, this novel

Thus, on-schedul e Di sMenber 1,1 started witing on Ed -- ward. | had to use special escape
codes to underline, and FTP to print, and to set up ny nacros each tine. But before the nonth was
out, | knew | wanted to stay with Edward. It was those buffers. |I had worked things out with FTP

to accommpdate ny [brackets] systemof witing; with Edward | didn't have to do that, because
could set up an entire separate buffer for ny ongoing notes. And another for an ongoing Tabl e of
Contents. And one for a list of characters, so | didn't have to search through past text for nanes
I'd forgotten. Plus any tenporary notefile for stray notions about other novels that occurred to
me while working; | could wite themand save themwi th no fuss. Thus every -- thing changed; mnmy --
>arrow< -- macros disappeared, and ny brackets. | had a better system Just about the tine |
worked it out, we got hold of a collection of public-domain prograns that do marvelous little
things that the regular pro -- grans never thought of, such as un-erasing a programyou erased by
accident that contains irreplaceable material, or scranbling a file so nobody else can read it
wi t hout the code word -- and these, too, had their glitches that could and did bl ow the nmenory.
After much struggle | figured out how to debug the major glitch and sent a letter to the public
domai n fol k, who evidently hadn't known; they did not respond.

ditchers never do; that's human nature.

No need to go into detail about the nmyriad little refine -- nents | worked out to
integrate PTP and SmartKey and Ed -- ward; suffice to say that the three prograns now seemlike
one, overl appi ng marvel ously. But the doing took tine, rmuch tine, and that coupled with other
interruptions such as horses and illness and correspondence -- | wote 1206 let -- ters |ast year
and am doi ng over a hundred a nmonth so far this year -- have run this novel into overtinme, putting
me be -- hind schedul e. Aspects of the novel do reflect the nervous --
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ness and wonder of the conputer experience, such as Ob's first traveling by turning the
pages on reality, and the manner that nysterious codes or sequences can do truly remarkable
things. Just getting the page number in the right place took us three nonths to figure out; PTP
vi ndi ctively shoved the page nunbers for Edward text so far to the right they sone -- tines went
of f the page. The breakthrough? I now put non -- printing synbols in the heading. The printer just
elimnates themand closes up the line, sucking the page nunbers in several colums, and PTP never
even knows, heh, heh. It can take real cunning to outsnmart a stupid nachine, but what a
satisfaction!

In the middle of it all, our hard di sk crashed. The human equi val ent woul d be conplete
ammesi a; all our prograns were | ost when we replaced the unit. Except that we had been carefu
t hroughout to back up al nost everything of value. But it was another harsh |esson in the nature of
com-- puters, and of course it cost its share of tine.
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| don't attend many fan conventions -- naybe one a year -- and the one for 1985 was Fall -
Con (a pun on Falcon, | think) in Gainesville, Florida, in CctQOgre. (The Ogre does tend to make
publ i ¢ appearances in that nonth, of course.) These affairs typically have one Guest of Honor
pl us appearances by a nunber of other genre witers, and are good places to neet witers, artists,
and fans, and to shop for genre books and art and artifacts. | spent several hours autographing
cop -- ies of nmy books and chatting with whoever was interested. | don't go public rmuch, but when
| do, | try to do it properly. Runors to the contrary notw thstanding, | have never ac -- tually
been an ogre at a convention, as anyone in the knoww Il verify. My nenory for nanmes and faces is
sievelike, but | do recall sone of the other witers there. Martin Caiden, author of the story
that becane TV's "Six MIlion Dollar Man." Robert Lynn Asprin, of the punnish Myth-Begotten
series. (His wife is also Lynn, and | have contributed an El fquest story to their volune Bl ood of

Ten Chiefs; if any trouble occurs, |I'mtenpted to say "Take two Asprin and call ne in the
norning.") David Pal mer, author of Emer -- gence, a finely crafted post-hol ocaust novel. There are
two Hal demans, and | met one of them and ny daughters met his daughter. Robert Adans, of the
Horsecl an series. Mer -- edith Ann Pierce, author of the delightful Darkangel tril ogy,
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who reni nds me of Rapunzel because her hair reaches nearly to the floor. The foll ow ng
week, collecting a daughter or two from Tanpa's Necronom con, | renewed acquantance with Andre
Norton, the Grand Dame of the genre, and Roger Zeiazny, author of the Anber series, and net Robert
Bl och -- renenber Psycho™ Florida is not a conplete back -- woods region for the genre!

Thus went my life during this novel. It's a pretty nundane life, overall, and |I'ma pretty
ordinary character. | suffer increasingly fromallergies that can turn ny nose into a faucet for
hours or days at a tine, and slobs cut in front of nme in lines, and the phone glitches when | try
to nmake a call. | presune these things happen to every nonentity, in this world. That is surely a
maj or reason | seek respite in the realnms of fantasy, where | have the illusion of inportance. Yet
even the nmundane life has its mnor conpensations. Wen | wal k out around the grounds | see the
little cedar trees we planted as seedlings; now sonme of themare ny height, and sone are taller. |
have paths that go to them for | love paths. | knowthe little wild flowers that grow nearby;

there was a violet beside a cedar tree that cane up just for ne each year. Then, abruptly,
it was gone; evidently a horse had stepped on it. That saddens ne every tine | pass that spot.

Nature can be cruel. There was a little pine tree grow -- ing, just rising into adol escence, and
then the wind took down a big old dead oak, and that oak caught the pine tree and snapped it off.
That, too, | nourn, even years |ater, though we have thousands of pine trees grow ng.

In fact we set up a region for Penny with pines, called Penny's Pines, with one for each
year of her life. Then when we fenced it for the horses it was | ess accessible, so we noved
Penny's Pines to a new spot. Since that tinme no new pi nes have appeared at the old site, but a

score of new little ones have seeded in the new one; they knew Penny and | are special; | have
short brown hair and she has long blond hair, but one day we discovered that we match exactly at a
given length; if | wore mne as long as hers, 1'd be blond, too. \Wich explains why ny nother

al ways thought | was blond, and | thought she was color-blind. Qur eyes match, also; Penny's ny
daughter through and through. We live and | eam constantly about nature; even the little things
aren't always what they seem
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VWien we built the bamand stalls for the horses, two huge spiders noved in, one with about
a four and a half inch leg -- span, the biggest web spinner ever seen, and the other was | arger.
Fine; they trapped the flies that bother the horses. Then the | arger drove out the other and took
over that site. Then one norning that one was hanging fromits web, dead;

I never found out what happened. Whole life histories are available for our consideration,
in Nature, if we but watch.

Death is integral to Nature, of course. It was ny preoc -- cupation with death that
started this series, and | have had many letters fromreaders who say they were hel ped over
personal crises of death by that novel. | always read and respond to these with m xed enotions:
glad to have been of help, however distantly, but sad that the crisis had to conme at all
Meanwhi | e, the Deat hwatch, which |I bought at the tine of that first novel, | finally retired
during this novel; in four years its functions had declined to the point where it sinply wasn't
worthwhile to use it. | set it aside with a special sadness. | shouldn't personalize machines,
know;

still...

Death can strike at the | east expected tines. In this period of G een Mther the Tyieno
crisis redevel oped, causing the conpany to discontinue capsul es, because sone grisly joker was
putting cyanide in them | have little brief for big drug conpanies, but this one strikes ne as a
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singularly upright one, paying a singularly unjustified penalty for someone el se's misdeeds. W
may thus have seen one of the new forms that world terrorismw Il take, bringing death and ruin to
i nnocent parties.

There was al so the case of a nost foolish challenge of Nature that resulted in tragedy. A
| aunch of the Chall enger shuttle was set, but the night was cold. We live at the sane |atitude,
and our norning | ow was the col dest of the wi nter, sixteen degrees Fahrenheit. It wasn't quite as
cold on what in ny lexicon is called the Isle of Illusion, but there were long icicles on the
equi prent. Engi neers were worried about the ability of the sealing rings to function in cold
weat her, but the powers that be overruled themand fired off the rocket anyway. Thus seven lives
and a billion dollars thrown away needl essly, and the space program severely damaged, be -- cause
people did not yield to Nature. That horrifies me on several |evels.
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Whi | e del ving through ny old papers in search of some -- thing else, | came across
material relating to ny researches for Macroscope, one of my earlier novels. It was an article in
a 1967 issue of Saturday Review, by John F. Wharton, and | had highlighted significant passages.
Now | find those passages relevant to ny present thinking. They describe the nature of man; his
enornmous capacity for self-delusion, and his propensity to bully others. Thus, in the nane of a
com-- passionate faith, fanatics slaughter those who have done themno harm and we race
recklessly toward destruction. Religion doesn't stop it, it nerely finds ways to forgive sin. This
expl ains, part of ny cynicismabout that subject; | prefer prevention to forgiveness.

VWi ch brings me to ny conclusion. | nake no claimto any special depth in these novels;
they are entertainments that nmerely flirt with the deeper concepts that underlie our superficia
reality. Just as the screen of the conputer is a window to an aspect of its inner workings, so is
the hunman eye a window to an aspect of nundane reality. Codings and buffers enable the conputer to
present portions of its content as if they were all of it, and if you don't know how to use those
controls, you will never see the rest. | see this as an analogy to the deeper nature of our
exi stence. W see only the superficial aspects, the skin of a person, the paint on the wall, and
extrapolate to perceive the larger situation. But even so, do we grasp it all? O are there entire
worl ds that we can not perceive, alternate realities that are present but beyond our ken unless we
| eamthe keys to their revelation? So far, this concept has been evoked nostly in science fiction
and fantasy, but now science is approaching it, suspecting that we perceive only a tenth of the
mass of the universe. Wat about the other nine-tenths? Wat is the key to its perception? Can
sci ence devise sonme magic spell to reveal it? Is the universe, seen and unseen, truly random or
is there some higher organization, some ethic superior to what we practice?

This | eads us to considerations of God, which | shall define as the source of that higher
organi zation. Sonme readers send ne |letters ofproselytization, assumng that | have sonehow |lived

my |life w thout becomi ng aware of Jesus. | had a report that a fundanentalist school was banning
my books on the grounds that | was a Satanist. (I wote thema stiff letter
rem nding themthat Jesus would not have lied like that. | amat this witing approaching

my thirtieth anniversary of marriage to a minister's daughter.) One reader wote at |ength arguing
that either Jesus was a stark, blithering lunatic who should have been put away, or he was correct
when he clained to be the son of God, with all that inplies. No; this is a fallacy of linted
thinking. The world is not black/white, it enmbraces all the shades of gray in between. Jesus did
not have to be one or the other; he could have been a man who felt a strong need to reformthe

evils of the world, and whose parabl es were mni sunderstood by those who took themlit -- erally
i nstead of grasping their nmessages. What nischief is wought by those who take Jesus' words in
vain -- without realizing it! Jesus clainmed to be the son of God? O course he was. W are al

chil dren of God.
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