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On A Pale Horse -- Piers Anthony

(Version 1.0 -- 12/12/2001)

Chapter 1 -- TO BUY A STONE

"Death," the proprietor said clearly, showing the stone. It was a bright red ruby,
multifaceted, set in a plain gold ring. It was a full carat -- large for this quality.

Zane shook his head, experiencing a chill. "I don't want that one!"

The man sm | ed, an obviously perfunctory and practiced expression reserved for wavering
marks. He was well dressed, but sonewhat sallow, in the manner of those who renmained in the shade
too long. "You msunderstand, sir. This fine gemdoes not bring you death. It does the opposite."

Zane was hardly reassured. "Then why call it -- ?"

"The Deat hstone." Again that annoyingly patronizing shaping of the face, as the proprietor
eased the ignorant concern of the balky custoner. "It nerely advises the wearer of the proximty
of term nation, by darkening. The speed and intensity of the change notifies you of the potentia
circunstance of your demise -- in plenty of time for you to avoid it."

"But isn't that paradox?" Zane had seen such stones advertised, usually at prohibitive
prices, but discounted the clainms as marketing hyperbole. "A prophecy isn't valid, if -- "

"No paradox," the proprietor said with professional certainty. "Merely adequate warning.
You could hardly obtain a better service, sir. After all, what is nore precious than |ife?"

"That presunes a person's life is worth living," Zane said sourly. He was a young man of
no particular stature or distinction of feature, with acne scars that neither nedication nor spot-
spell had been able to eradicate entirely. His hair was di shwater brown and sonewhat unkenpt, and
his teeth were unfashionably irregular. He was obviously a depressive type. "So it darkens, and
you change your course, and you don't die. You figure the warning saved you. But it could be a
random turni ng of the stone. Color-spells are a dinme a dozen. No way to prove the prophecy was
valid. On the other hand, if it fails to darken, and you die, how can you conplain? You'll be
dead!" He scratched distractedly at a scar. "If it's wong, how do you get a refund?"

"You don't believe?" the proprietor asked, frowning expertly. Apart from his conplexion
he was a noderately handsonme man of early niddl e age whose hair was enchanted to carry a pernmanent
chestnut wave. "I run a respectable shop. | assure you, all ny spellstones are genuine."

"According to the Apocal ypse, Death rides a pale horse," Zane said, warnming to his
mel ancholy. He evidently had sone education in this area. "I question whether an inanimate object,
a chunk of colored corundum can stay that dread horsenan so sinply. G ven the uncertainties of
the situation, such a stone is of no practical use to the owner. He can only test it by seeing it
turn, then refusing to change his course. If it is a valid prophecy, he is dooned. If it is not,
he has been cheated. It's a no-win ganme. | have played enough of that type."

"I will provide you a denobnstration,” the proprietor said, perceiving a norbid streak that
could make this custoner vul nerable to an aggressive and properly slanted sales pitch. "Skepticism
is healthy, sir, and you are obviously too intelligent to be deceived by defective nerchandi se.
The val ue of the stone can be proved."

Zane shrugged, affecting indifference. "A free denonstration? Can it be worth nore than |
pay for it?"

The proprietor sniled nmore genuinely, knowi ng that his fish, despite evasive maneuverings,
was hal fway hooked. Truly uninterested persons did not linger to argue cases. He took the stone
fromthe magically theft proofed glass display case and proffered it.

Zane smiled quirkily and accepted the ring, putting it on the tip of his thunb. "Unless
there's sonme i medi ate and obvious threat for the stone to point out -- "

Then he was silent, for already the ring was turning. The bright red deepened to dark red,
and then to opaque.

Zane's nind began to nunb around the edges. Death -- he had a deep guilt there. He | ooked
at his left arm feeling a spot of blood burning into the skin. He pictured the face of his nother
as she di ed. How could he ever exonerate that nenory?

"Death -- within hours, suddenly!" the proprietor said, aghast. "The stone is absolutely
bl ack! I've never seen it turn so fast!"

Zane shook off his private specter. No, he could not afford to believe in this! "If | am
to die within hours, 1'll have no need of this stone.”

"Buy you do need it, sir!" the proprietor insisted. "Wth the Deathstone you can change
your fate. Hold it and decide on a new course, and if the color returns, you know it's right. You
can save your life! But you have to have this fine nagical ruby to guide you. To steer you away
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fromdeath. O herwi se you will surely perish before the day is out. That warning is enphatic!"

Zane hesitated. The Deat hstone was an inpressive itemnow It had, as it were, not minced
words. But he had been thinking about death while holding the stone, and that could have made the
color turn. Enotion-indicator spells were sinple and cheap, hardly deserving the nane of magic.
There could be many things like that to give false readings. Still --

"How rmuch?" he asked.

"How nmuch is life worth?" the proprietor asked in return, with a certain predatory gleam
in his eyes.

"About two cents, if this stone is right,’
wi th nervous power.

Zane said grinmy. Yet his heart was beating

"Two cents -- per mnute," the proprietor said, going into the closing spiel. "But this
phenonenal and beautiful stone is available presently at a discount of fifty percent. | will sell
it to you for a nere one cent per minute, including principal, interest, servicing, insurance -- "

"How nmuch per nonth?" Zane demanded, seeing hinself getting reeled in.

The proprietor brought out a pocket cal cul ator and punched buttons dexterously. "Four
hundred and thirty-two dollars."

Zane stiffened. He had anticipated a high price, but this was inpossible. Afanmily could
buy a good house for a similar figure! "How | ong?"

"Only fifteen years or less."

"O | ess?"

"In case the gem should m scarry, the insurance will pay off the balance ow ng, of
course."

"Of course," Zane agreed with a wy quirk of his nmouth. A miscarriage neant death, which
meant a bum enchantnent. They planned to collect their nmoney regardl ess of the effectiveness of
the Deathstone in protecting its owner. He perforned a quick mental cal cul ati on and concl uded he
was being charged a little over seventy-five thousand in total. About two-thirds of that would be
i nterest and other peripherals; still, it was a |lot of nobney. A great |lot! Mre, probably, than
his life was worth. Literally.

He handed back the ruby. Its color returned rapidly as the proprietor took it. In nonments
its special, deep shade of red glowed beautifully in the lighting of the shop. A ruby was indeed a
| ovel y gemstone, even when it wasn't magic.

"What el se?" Zane asked. He was shaken, but still wanted to find sonmething that would help

hi m
"Love," the proprietor said inmediately, bringing out a cloudy blue sapphire nounted on
anot her gold ring.

Zane | ooked at the stone. "Love, as in ronmance? A worman? Marriage?"

"Or whatever." The proprietor's smle was not quite as warmas it had been, perhaps
because of the misstep on the prior stone. He did not enjoy seeing fish slip the hook. This gem
was probably | ess expensive, nmeaning a smaller profit. "This fine stone brightens at the prospect
of romance of any kind. Sapphire, as you know, is chemcally the sanme stone as ruby; both are
corundum but because the colors of sapphire are not as rare as those of ruby, the value is |ess.
This is therefore a bargain. It will tune in to your romance; all you have to do is followits
signal until you score."

Zane renmai ned skeptical. "You can't find romance by zeroing in as if it's a target! There
are soci al aspects, conplex nuances of conpatibility -- "

"The Love stone takes account of all that, sir. It orients on the right one, taking al
factors into consideration. Left to your own devices, you are very likely to nake a nistake, and
suffer an unfortunate liaison, perhaps one that will beconme a grief to you. Wth this stone, that
will never happen.”

"But there could be many excel |l ent conbinations," Zane protested. "Many right wonmen. How
can a mere gem sel ect anong t henP"

"Circunstances alter cases, sir. Sone woren are ideal for any man, with qualities of
beauty, talent, and loyalty that nmake them highly desirable regardl ess of the variations in the
mal es. But nost of themare already married, as these qualities are readily perceived by the boy

next door, lucky fellow. Ohers may be destined for sonme deval uing devel opnent, |ike a disfiguring
illness or serious problens anong their relatives. The Love stone knows; it orients on the nost
suitable, nost reliable, nost available individual. It is unerring. Sinply turn it to obtain the

brightest glow and foll ow where it |leads. You will not be disappointed.” He held forth the blue
sapphire. "One denonstration trial, sir."
"I don't know. If it's like the last one --
"This is romance! How can you | ose?"
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Zane sighed and took the stone. It was certainly pretty and twi ce the size of the
Deat hstone, and its theoretical power intrigued himstrongly. Areally good romance -- what nore
could a man ask for?

As the ring touched his hand, the stone brightened, turning a |ighter blue, becom ng
translucent. Again his nnd faded to nenory. Love -- it was a second leg of his guilt. There had
been a worman, nice enough, pretty enough, and she had wanted to marry him But she had | acked the
one thing he had to have. He had |iked her, perhaps |oved her, and she had certainly |oved him--
too much.

"The perfect romance -- within the hour!"” the proprietor exclained, seenm ng genuinely
amazed. H s voice snapped Zane out of his reverie. "You are a remarkably fortunate man, sir! |
have never seen the Love stone so bright! So clearly directional!"

The perfect romance. He had, really, had that before. How could the stone know his
particul ar needs? He returned it to the proprietor. "I can't afford it."

"You can't afford love within the hour?" the man affected astoni shment.

"Romance won't pay ny rent."

The proprietor nodded with sudden understandi ng. Sonet hi ng unscrupul ous passed fleetingly
through his expression. "So it is finance you |lack!"

Zane took a deep breath. "Yes. | suppose |'ve been wasting ny tinme here -- and yours." He
turned to go

The proprietor grabbed his arm in his eagerness forgetting his savoir-faire. "Wait, sir!
I do have a stone for you!"

"How can | pay for it?" Zane denanded sourly.

"You can pay for it, sir!"

Zane shrugged himoff. "You know why the Deathstone turned black for nme? Because |I'll soon
starve to death! | have no nmoney. | don't know why | cane in here; it was a conpletely irrationa
act. | can't afford the | east of your magic gens. | apol ogize for deceiving you."

"On the contrary, sir! | have a Sale stone set above ny door; it gl owed when you entered

You will purchase sonmething here!™ He snatched a stone fromthe display. "This is the one you
want . "

"Don't you understand? |'m broke!"

"This is a Walth stone!"

Zane paused. "A what?"

The proprietor held it out. "It brings nmoney! Try it!"

"But -- " Zane's protest was cut off by the thrust of the stone into his hand. This one
was not set into aring. It was an enornous star sapphire, well over a hundred carats, but of very
poor quality. The color varied fromcloudy gray to nuddy brown, and there were concentric rings
crossing the material and several black inclusions or inperfections. But the star was inpressive;
its six rays reached right around the polished heni sphere, and their intersection floated just
above the surface. Zane blinked, but the effect remained; the star was not in, but above the
stone. There was nagi c here, certainly!

"Not pretty, | adnmit, but ny stones aren't marketed primarily for their appearance," the
proprietor said. "They are valued for their magic. This is as potent a spell stone as the others,
but of a different nature. This is the one you want. It is virtually priceless."”

"l keep trying to tell you! | can't -- "

"Priceless, | said. You can not purchase this jewel for noney."

"Not if it generates wealth!" Zane agreed, intrigued.

"That's right, sir. It produces wealth -- all you'll ever need. Potentially thousands of

dollars at a tine."

"But this is paradox again! How can you afford to sell such a stone? You should keep it
for yoursel f!"

The proprietor frowned. "I confess the tenptation. But there would be a prohibitive
penalty. If | were to use any of these fine spellstones nyself, none of the other stones would
work for ne. Not reliably. Their enchantnments tend to cancel one another out. So | use very little
of the nagic, apart fromthe Sale stone, which actually facilitates business. | earn nmy living on
conmi ssions, using no other nagic gens nyself."

Zane consi dered. The man coul d be concealing the fact that his stones were enchanted by
bl ack magi c, hel ping to dam the person who used them Drug dealers often did not use the drugs
thensel ves, |est they be destroyed by their own product, and bl ack magi c was nore insidious than

drugs. Still, it was an answer. There were sellers, and there were users. "Then, what price?"
"Note the clarity of the star," the proprietor said. "Wen you invoke the nagic, the star
floats right off the stone and does not return until the spell is conplete. That way you know
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exactly when it is operating."”

Thi s person was being evasive. "Assuming that it works," Zane said.

"A denonstration!” the proprietor said, sensing a sale that would hold. "Gaze on the
Weal th stone and concentrate on noney. That is all it takes to invoke it."

Zane hel d the stone and | ooked and concentrated. In a nonent the star floated right off
the stone, its rays dangling like legs, and cruised slowy through the air. It was working!

Then Zane's awareness faded to a dismal menory -- the gaming table, conpul sive ganbling,
the | osses nmounting -- he had been such a fool with nmoney! No wonder he was broke! If only it had
st opped there..

The star dropped |ow, going toward Zane's foot. He stepped back, but it followed as if
pursui ng him "Watch wherever it |eads," the proprietor said.

"Suppose it leads ne to soneone else's wallet? To a bank vaul t?"

"No, it only discovers legitinmate, available wealth. Never anything illegal. That's part
of the spell. There are | aws about enchantment, after all. The Federal Bureau of Enchant nent
i nvestigates conpl ai nts about abuse.”

"Conpl ai nts about the practice of black magi c?" Zane asked alertly.

The proprietor affected shock. "Sir, | would not handl e black nmagic! Al ny spells are
genui ne white magic."

"Bl ack magi ¢ knows no | aw except its own," Zane mnuttered.

"White magic!" the proprietor insisted. "My wares are certified genuine white."

But such certificates, Zane knew, were only as good as the person who made them Wite
magi ¢ was al ways honest, for it stemmed from God, but black magi c often masqueraded as white.
Natural ly Satan, the Father of Lies, sought to deceive people about his wares. It was hard for an
amateur to distinguish reliably between nagics. OF course, he could have this stone separately
apprai sed, and the appraisal would include a determination of its magical status -- but that would
be expensive, and he would have to buy it first. If the verdict turned out negative, he would
still be stuck.

The star hovered at Zane's shoe. "Lift your foot, sir," the proprietor suggested. Zane
raised his foot, and the star slipped under |ike a scurrying insect.

Surprised, Zane angled his foot so he could see the worn sole. There was a penny stuck to
it. The star had settled on this, clasping it.

Zane pried the penny off. Imediately the star returned to the big sapphire.

The spell had worked. The star had I ed himto noney no one had known about. Not a | ot of
it, but of course there would not be nuch | oose change in a shop like this. It was the principle
that counted, not the particul ar anount.

The horizons opened out before him A Walth stone -- what would that do for his
situation? Moiney coming in, abating his debts, making himconfortable, and nmaybe nore than
confortable. It could save himfrom starvati on and bring romance, for that was easy for a rich man
to come by. To be free at |ast of the burden of poverty!

"How nuch?" he asked, afraid of the answer. "I know the price isn't noney."

The proprietor snmiled, at |ast assured of his sale. "No, not nobney, of course. Sonething
of equival ent val ue."

Zane had a suspicion he wouldn't like this. But he did want the Walth stone. The

prospects were dazzling! He hardly cared that it night be an illicit black-rmagic item Wo el se
woul d know? "What equival ent val ue?"

"Romance. "

"What ?"

The man licked his lips, showi ng an unprofessional nervousness. 'The Love stone showed you
have romance comencing within the hour."

"But |'mnot buying the Love stone. | won't be zeroing in on that ronance."”

"But soneone el se could."

Zane | ooked at himtolerantly, recognizing the man's lust for an ideal woman. "You own the
stone. You could do it. You don't need anything fromne."

"I do need you," the proprietor explained, speaking rapidly. "I told you | don't use the
stones nyself. It would ruin ny business if | did. But even if | did -- in ny own near future
there is no romance. | amwell established in my profession and | have a long |life ahead, but ny
social life is strictly indifferent. | would give a great deal to have a neaningful relationship
with a good wonman. One who was not a gold digger or desperate. One | could trust. A wonan such as
the one you are fated to encounter -- were fated, had you purchased the Love stone and used it
properly."

"You clai myou have not used the gens yoursel f?" Zane asked skeptically. "You seemto know
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a |l ot about your own future."

"There are other avenues of information besides nmy gens," the proprietor said, atrifle
stiffly. "I have had horoscopes and divinations and readi ngs of many types. Al show | am destined
for success in business, not in |ove."

"Then how can ny romance do you any good? You al ready know you can't have it."

"On the contrary! | can't have ny romance, but | can have yours -- if you permt it. In
that manner | can bypass this one aspect of ny fate. The wonman is destined for you, but would
settle for me. | can tell by the way the stone reacted for you that she would do for any nunber of

men, of whom | am one. Her appeal is very broad. It would not be as good for ne as for you, since
I am not reduced to your straits, but it remains highly worthwhile. Even a natch not quite nade in
Heaven can be excellent."

“I't's your stone," Zane said stubbornly. "You can zero in on her yourself. So maybe that
will ruin the rest of your business; if you want romance that badly, it should be worth it to
you." He was unconfortable, suspecting that he was | osing out on sonething inportant. Perhaps he
shoul d change his mnd about trying to buy the Love stone. If what awaited himwas that good..

O course, that was what the proprietor wanted himto think, so he would be conpelled to
make t he purchase of the expensive stone and sign hinself and maybe his future wife into debt for
the rest of his life. Realizing that, he resisted the devious sales pitch, overtly playing al ong
with the proprietor's supposed need for romance. Zane did have a certain affinity for intellectua
ganmes; he was rmuch nore of a thinker than an actor. He had had a decent education, before things
soured, and enjoyed art and poetry. However, he had |l argely wasted his education, and his thoughts
seened generally to get himinto trouble.

"My stone, but your romance," the proprietor said with every evidence of sincerity. "Even
if I were willing to sacrifice nmy business for romance, which | amnot, | could not use this stone
to tune in on an encounter fated for you. It sinply would not register for ne. The set |ines of
fate are not readily reconnected. So | would hurt ny business for nothing. Literally nothing."

"That is unfortunate," Zane replied noncomrittally. H's synpathy for those who had noney
and wanted ronmance as well was slight. Everybody wanted both, of course!

"But you could orient on it, using this stone. Once it is evident who the woman is --

"But | can't afford the Love stone!" Zane was not going to be trapped into any such
conmi t nent !

"You misunderstand, sir. You will not purchase the stone. You will use it only to point
out the woman. Then | will proceed to the encounter. I wll have your romance."

"Ch." Zane assinmlated that. Could the nan be serious, after all? He was inclined to play
this out and discover the catch. "I suppose that would work. But why should |I do any such great

favor for you?"

"For the Wealth stone," the proprietor said, gently taking it from Zane's hand.

Now at | ast Zane understood. He had been sidetracki ng hinself, msunderstanding the thrust
of the sales pitch. "You will sell me this nobney-gem-- for an experience! | want wealth, you want
romance. | can see that it would be a fair exchange -- " He paused, as a piece of the puzzle
failed to nesh. "But will the Love stone work that well for ne, if | don't actually own it?"

"I't works for the holder. It knows nothing of ownership; that is a convention anong
people. In any event, none of this can have legal binding. But | assure you, | will give you a
bill of sale for the Wealth stone, if you turn over the potential experience. This is not
sonet hi ng noney can bring. It is an opportunity that may occur for ne only once in this life." The
man scribbled out a sales slip. It seened like a bargain to Zane, if everything were as
represented. He could have the Wealth stone in trade for a romance he had already turned down. He
had an i npul sive -- some would say volatile -- nature. "Agreed."

In a moment the sale was signed -- one Walth stone for private consideration, delivery
after receipt of that consideration. Zane pocketed the sales slip, then took the Love stone,
watched it glowwithin its blueness, and followed the brightest spot out of the shop and onto the
street.

Zane stood for a nonent, blinking his eyes in the dazzling sunlight. In a nonent his
vi sion adjusted, and he found hinself focusing on the store's sign: MESS O POTTAGE

He rechecked the gem turned it about until the glow was brightest, and wal ked north as
i ndi cated. The proprietor followed. But then the stone faded. Zane turned about, but the gemonly
glimered. "I think the scent is cold."

The proprietor was unalarnmed. "This is not a purely directional thing. It is situational
You have to do what you have to do to make the intersection. As you do, it guides you."

"But if it doesn't tell ne what to do -- "

"Start wal king. Watch the stone for reaction. There are only so nmany options avail able."
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The man's voice was controlled, but there seened to be a slight edge of concern. The whol e dea
woul d fall through, of course, if the woman coul d not be | ocated.

Zane turned right and wal ked. He passed a penny arcade, where teenagers cranked ol d-
fashi oned novi e machi nes as they peered in the scopes, chuckling evilly. Zane judged fromtheir
reactions that it was no DDmvt Dick conmic they were view ng. The arcade's name was TWO TO TWAI N
theoretically a pretension to literacy but actually a code nane for earthy hunor. There was a
drawing of a little train puffing along, sending up cute balls of snoke, and Zane realized there
was another pun in the title, when pronounced al oud.

"Try another direction,” the proprietor said. "The stone is not responding.
nervous now.

Zane reversed again, retracing his steps. He passed the Mess o' Pottage shop and the one
beyond: a paperback bookstore. "It's still not glow ng," he reported.

"Let me consider," the proprietor said, pausing in front of a display of SC ENTIFI C MAG C
texts. "Where were you goi ng?"

"Nowhere but up and down this street,
inert stone of yours."

"That's the problem You need to be going sonmewhere. Your ronmance is. not in this street.
She is wherever you intended to go when you first held the Love stone."

"I was going hone," Zane said, benmused. "I doubt ronmance awaits nme there. | live alone in
a slum™

"Then go home."

"Wth your precious stone?"

"Certainly -- onloan. |I'Il be with you. W shall exchange the Walth stone for the Love
stone when the contact is made."

Zane shrugged. "As you wi sh." He now doubted that anything would cone of this, but his
curiosity remai ned engaged, and of course he did want the Walth stone. He reversed direction
again and wal ked down the street toward the agency where he had left his rented carpet after
flying up to this shopping nmall, which was magi cally suspended hi gh above Kil varough

The stone gl owed.

So it was true! He was headed for romance!

The proprietor lingered for a nonent by the bookstore wi ndow, where he pretended to be
interested in the current issue of the Satanistic journal BRI MSTONE QUARTERLY, then foll owed.

They passed the arcade again, where the kids were now playing sexy space-fiction records.
Zane had once had an offer to do photography for the dust jacket illustration of such itens, but
had turned it down, though he needed the nobney. He sinply had not wanted to prostitute what little
genui ne tal ent he had.

Now t hey noved by a sweet-snelling bakery shop. Sudden hunger caught Zane, for he had not
eaten in sone tinme. Being broke had that effect. He glanced in the wi ndow of the MELON PASTI ES
shop, noting its mascot of a vol uptuous woman made of candy, with sugared nmelons in the
appropriate place, covered by decorative pastry pasties. D splayed inside were doughnuts, cakes,
eclairs, breads, cookies, pies, creamhorns, Danish pastries, and pastry art: confections in the
shapes and col ors of |eaves, flowers, hunman figures, cars, and ships. Al of it |ooked and snelled
nmore t han good enough to eat.

"Keep nmoving," the proprietor nmurnured, com ng up behind him

Zane tore hinself away fromthe wi ndow and its stomach-luring odors. Once he had the
Weal th stone, he would return here and buy out the place and gorge hinself sick as a dog!

Now a bank of fog rolled in. The nall was canouflaged as a cumul us cl oud, anchored high
above the city of Kilvarough. The fog generators were ai ned outward, but playful breezes wafted
some mist inward. It had a pleasant flower scent.

They reached the carpet agency, flying its carpet-shaped banner with the notto YOU ARE
THERE NOW -- Zane showed his round-trip ticket to the bored agent, and the man haul ed down his
carpet froma storage cubby. It was worn and faded, and dust squeezed out of its pores, but it was
all he could afford. The Mess o' Pottage proprietor rented anot her carpet, a nuch |arger, newer,
brighter one, with confortable anchored cushions. They carried the rolls to the exit bay, spread
out the carpets, sat down on them cross-legged, fastened their seat belts, and gave the go-
si gnal s.

The carpets took off. The proprietor's noved snoothly, cushioned by air, but Zane's jerked
a bit before getting into the hang of its propul sive spell. He hated that; suppose it pooped out
in md-air? He controlled its flight by minute shifts of his body; a tilt to right or left sent
the carpet flying that way, while a |l ean forward or back sent it diving or ascending. Verba
conmmands caused it to change velocity, but he settled for the standard gear, afraid the spel

Yes, he was

Zane said wyly. "Trying to get a glinmer fromthis

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (6 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

woul d not be reliable if he pushed it. Anyway, there was other traffic, and it was easiest to keep
t he goi ng pace

Zane had al ways enj oyed carpeting, but could not afford to nmaintain his own carpet, or
even to rent one often. It cost a lot to maintain a good carpet, and the expense per-nile kept
rising. Inflation affected everyone unconfortably, as it was intended to; it was, of course, a
wor k of Satan, who canpai gned perpetually and often hal fway successfully to make Hell seem better
than Earth. Sure enough, the thought brought the reality: a Satanic road sign series, each sign
staked to a small, stationary cloud: SEE THI S OQUTFI T? DON' T YOU SCOFF! YOU KNOW VWHERE SHE TAKES I T
OFF!

What followed was a life-size billboard painting of a truly statuesque young wonan in the
process of disrobing. In the corner were the two little red devil trademark figures. Dee & Dee,
mal e and female, conplete with cute niniature pitchforks- The nmal e was peeking up under the
nmodel 's skirt and remarking in small print, "You can't touch that in Heaven!" Then cane the final
sign, the signature, HELLFIRE, witten in lifelike flanes.

Zane shook his head. Satan had the npbst proficient publicity departnent extant, but only a
fool would believe the advertising. Anyone who went to Hell would feel the flanes for real, and
the devils and pitchforks woul d not be cute. Yet the nedia canpaign was so pervasive, intense, and
cl ever-and appeal ed so aptly to nan's baser instincts-that it was hard to keep the true nature of
Hell in mnd. Zane hinmself would have liked to see the remai nder of the disrobing and knew it
woul d never occur in pristine Heaven, where all thoughts were pure. Hell did have somethi ng goi ng
for it.

The carpets cleared the environs of the cloud-mall, follow ng the buoyed channel that
spiral ed down toward Kil varough. A nunber of other carpets were traveling the channel, as the day
was getting late. Several helicopters were flying in their own channel to the side, and farther
away a |lucky person was riding a wi nged horse.

Vel |, when he had control of the Walth stone, Zane m ght see about purchasing his own
horse. He had ridden horses many tines, but only the nundane kind that ran on | and. He understood
that the principle of riding was simlar for the winged variety, except that there were additiona
commands to direct themin flight. But while a good | and bound horse could be had for under a
thousand doll ars, and a sea-horse for perhaps five thousand, air horses began at ten thousand and
requi red special maintenance, since no ordinary paddock could hold them In fact, they --

The carpet ahead of himfaltered. At the sane tine, the Love stone flashed brilliantly.
Zane had to brake suddenly to prevent his carpet fromrear-ending the one ahead.

"Hey, what the -- ?" he grunted.

He saw that a young wonan was riding the other carpet and he did not think nmuch of fenale
riders. They tended to change their ninds wthout adequate warning, as in this case, and that was
dangerous in md-air.

The woman's carpet winkl ed, sagging under her weight. It began to drop. She screaned in
terror. Suddenly Zane realized what was the matter: the spell had failed! It shouldn't have, as
this was a truly el egant, expensive carpet, but quality control had been deteriorating everywhere
recently.

H s eye was nonentarily distracted by the blue |ight before him The Love stone was
shining like a mniature star

"M ne!" the Pottage proprietor cried. H s carpet |launched forward as the girl's carpet
col | apsed. The nan reached out and caught the girl neatly by her slender waist, westling her
aboard his own vehicle.

Zane, hal f-stunned by the event, followed the other carpet. Now he saw how conely the girl
was, with flowing fair hair and a remarkable figure. She could al nbost have posed for the Hellfire
ad, except that there was no trace of sal aciousness in her aspect. He saw how she clung to her
rescuer, her maidenly bosom heaving as she sobbed with reaction. He saw how el egant her appare
was; she wore an expensive magi c-m nk coat, and a di anond neckl ace sparkl ed about her creany neck

And he saw how the Love stone faded to dull-dark blue. That girl had been his prospective
ronmance-and was no | onger. He had traded her away for the Wealth stone.

The two carpets continued down the spiral channel to the carpetport in the center of the
city. There Zane and the proprietor turned in their carpets, and faced each other. "Meet

Angelica," the proprietor said proudly, showing off the lovely girl. Cbviously their acquaintance
had bl ossoned during the brief flight down. The man had saved her life, and she was the kind to be
duly grateful. "She is the heiress to the Twi nklestar fortune. She has invited ne to her downt own
pent house for a snack of caviar and nectar. So we'd better exchange stones now and call it even."

He held out the Wealth stone.
There was not hing Zane coul d do except trade stones. The deal had been honored. The Love
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stone glowed brightly again as the other man took it; he had found his romance, outwitting fate.
The Wealth stone, in contrast, was huge and dull and ugly, with the star hardly show ng.

Zane could not repress the feeling that he had nade a col ossal error. He should have
nortgaged his whole life to buy the Love stone. For evidently this heiress-girl Angelica had the
resources and willingness to pay off such a debt offhandedly, and was a very fine creature in her
own right. Love and wealth: he could have had it all

The girl was drawing with | oving possessiveness on the proprietor's arm and she was al
soft and eager in her new enmption. "Mist go," the Mess o' Pottage man said, delivering to Zane a
kind of salute. Then they were gone, wal king toward the chauffeured |inousine that awaited them

Zane stood watching the el egant contours of the girl's backside, experiencing an awf ul
hel pl ess regret. Wat kind of fool had he been, to throw away ronmance untried? Sonmehow he knew he
woul d never again have an opportunity like this. Such things occurred only once in a lifetine, if
that often, and he had thrown his chance away. A kind of grief suffused him like that for a
cruelly dead | over

Wll, it was hardly the first tine he had blundered disastrously! H's soul was wei ghted
with evil he should have avoided, and his |ife blighted with foolish error. At |east he possessed
the Wealth stone, and with proper nanagenent he woul d soon be a rich man, able to attract and hold
what ever type of woman he craved, or to buy a conpliant fenmal e android or a |uscious nagical
nynph.

He didn't need Angelica! He had to believe that, for it was his only present buffer
agai nst overwhel m ng despair.

Zane knew hinmself to be a headstrong young idiot with delusions of artistry and literacy,
whose good i npul ses were too often misnmanaged into liabilities. Thus he had | ost his dear nother,
and his loving girlfriend | ong ago, and had sunk hinself in debt. Good intentions were not enough
they had to be rationally inplenented.

He could not even afford the fare for the subway home. He had the penny from his shoe, but
that was not enough. He had the Wealth stone, but he refused to use it here on the darkening
street; sonme crimnal would nmug himfor it. Zane stuck his hands deep in his pockets, clasping the
stone out of sight, and wal ked toward the dingy quarter where his sleazy apartnent | urked.

Wal king was a good tinme for thinking; it took a person's nind off the drudgery of the
feet. But Zane's thoughts were not uplifting. Here he was, in the ultinate age of mmgi c and
science, where jet planes vied with flying carpets, and he was traveling afoot, wthout the
benefit of either.

Magi ¢ had al ways exi sted, of course, as had science, however limted the benefits of
either mght be for those who were broke. But it hadn't been until the tine of Newton that the
basic principles of the twin disciplines had been seriously explored. Newton had nade great
strides in formulating the fundamental |aws of science in his early years, contributing nore than
perhaps any other man. In his later years he had perforned sinmilarly for nagic.

But for reasons not clear to Zane-he had never been an apt schol ar-greater progress had
been made at first in science. Only recently had the enornous explosion in applied magic cone. O
course, neither science nor magi c had affected history nuch until the past century, as there had
been a popul ar prejudi ce agai nst both, but science had broken out first. Now, however, the rapidly
i ncreasi ng sophi stication of magi c had brought back supposedly extinct nonsters of many types,
especi al |y dragons. Wether science or magic would win out in the end was anybody's guess.

A fine drizzl e devel oped, perhaps condensation fromthe cloud-mall above: not enough
nmoi sture to clean air or street, just enough to turn the dust to grease and nmeke his footing
treacherous. Cars skidded through stoplights, narrowy avoiding collisions; probably only the
mandat ory anti-weck charns saved their fenders from harm

Now it was dusk. The street had gradually becone deserted. No one wal ked through this
section of town at this hour if he could avoid it. The buildings were old, and age had weat hered
themfromtheir original Technicolor to their present nonochrome. This region had come to be known
as Ghost town, and at tw light sonetines the ghost appeared. But it was best not to | ook, because -

In fact, there she was now. Zane heard the wooden wheel of the wheel barrow first, and
stepped into a griny doorway al cove so as not to disturb the apparition. A person could see the
ghost, and even photograph her, but if the ghost saw the person --

Mol Iy Mal one came down the street, her wheel barrow piled with shellfish. She was a sweet -
faced young wonman, pretty despite her ragged garnents and heavy cl ogs. Wnen thought spi ked heel s
and nyl on stockings made their legs pretty, but legs like MIly's needed no such enhancenents.
"Cockl es and nussels!" she cried sweetly. "Alivel Alive O"

Zane sniled, his black nood |ightening sonewhat. The shellfish m ght be alive, but surely
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Mol ly was not. Her ghost had been conjured fromlreland a century ago to honor Kilvarough, though
this city had no seacoast. It had been a publicity stunt that soon palled; ghosts were a dine a
dozen. The city fathers had not then been aware of this ghost's special property. But the
conjuration-spell had never been canceled, so Ml ly still wheel ed her wheel barrow t hrough the
streets of Kilvarough when conditions were right.

"This is a stickup," a gruff voice called. Molly enmitted a faint little shriek of surprise
and di smay. "Do not nolest me, kind sir," she said.

"Naw, | just want your wheel barrow," the holdup man said. "It'll fetch a few dollars on
the antique market. Enough to buy ne a two-day happi ness-spell." He used one boot to shove the
wheel barrow over, so that its shellfish fell into the grimy gutter

"But, sir!" she protested. "Those cockles and nussels are ny sol e sustenance, and wi thout
my wheel barrow to carry them | will surely perish!" MIlly's quaint Irish accent had faded during
the past century as she picked up the contenporary idiom but for her costune, one would hardly
know her froma |ocal Iass.

"You' ve al ready perished, you stinking slut!" the man snapped, shoving her rudely out of
his way.

This was too nmuch for Zane. He had no special feelings about ghosts and he was slightly
wary of this particular one, but he did not |like to see any wonan abused. He strode out of the
al cove. "Leave Ml Iy alone!" he cried.

The robber swung about, bringing his pistol to bear on Zane. Zane reacted autonatically,
striking at the gun. It was not that he was especially brave or skilled in conmbat, but that once
he was caught in such a situation he knew he had little choice but to carry through with
sufficient dispatch to extricate hinself. H s hotheadedness substituted nicely for courage.

One shot was fired, and Molly screaned. Then Zane got his hands on the weapon and wrenched
it away fromthe robber.

"Pick up that wheel barrow," Zane ordered, aimng the gun at the man. He marvel ed at
hinself, for this was not in character for him he should now be feeling weak with reaction. Yet
the outrage he felt at the man's attenpted robbery of the city's mascot drove himon. "Load the
shel | fish back on it."

"What the hell -- " the man said. But when he | ooked into Zane's crazy-w ld face, he
decided to get on with the job. Cunsily he packed the danp, sloppy creatures in their places.

"Now get out of here," Zane said.

The man started to protest. Zane's finger tightened on the trigger. The robber turned and
shuffl ed away.

Only then did Zane notice that the nan had been shot. Fresh bl ood stained his jacket. He
woul d need medical attention soon, or he could bleed to death. But of course such a crimnal would
not seek that sort of help; it would attract the attention of the police. He woul d probably die,
and Zane could not bring hinmself to feel nuch regret.

He jammed the gun into a pocket. He had never fired one of these things, but presuned it
woul d not go off unless he pulled the trigger. Now he was suffering his | etdown, for his violence
came on himonly in fits, and departed swiftly. "lI'msorry this happened," he told Mlly. 'This is
a good city, but it has sone bad apples."

"I know not how to reward you, sir," the ghost said gratefully. "You are so gallant."

“"Me? No. | just got mad to see a wonan mistreated, especially one as lovely and historica
as you. If I'd thought about it, | probably wouldn't have gotten invol ved." But Zane suspected he
had been notivated in part by his loss of his romance with Angelica. He had had to relate to a
wonan sonmehow, so he had done it.

"Perhaps if you should find ny body appealing -- Mol Iy said. She opened her notley
jacket and took a deep breath. "I ama ghost, 'tis true, but | amreasonably solid when | go
abroad at dusk."

Zane was amazed. She certainly had an appeal i ng body! She had been young and full when she
died, so had renmined that way since. But the bitter and fresh nenory of his never-acquired |ove
bal ked him and the suspicion that whatever had been decent in his action of dealing with the
robber would be nullified if he accepted any such reward. "Thank you, MIlly, and | do find you
appeal ing, but | would not care to inpose on you in that way. Surely you have a home and husband
to return to in your realm"

"No husband yet," she said sadly. "There are few good nen in the neverland of --

Then a car turned the corner. The bright headlights speared the |l ength of the street-and
t he ghost vani shed. Too nuch nodem technol ogy was hard on ghosts.

The car passed, splashing thin gook on Zane. Darkness closed again, but MIly Mlone did
not return. Chosts were erratic, and the shock of the sudden |ight had probably disinclined her to
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risk this region again this night. Feeling | et down, Zane resunmed his wal k hone.

There was an eviction notice posted on his door. He had not paid his rent, and the
| andl ord had taken action. This was not a | ockout, as the |landlord was actually a hal fway decent
speci nen of his breed. Zane had twenty-four hours to get out.

Well, the Wealth stone woul d take care of that. It would soon generate enough noney to
catch up the rent, and then would proceed fromthere. He brought out the stone.
The star did not show up well in the artificial light, but he could make it out. "Find!"

he directed the stone, focusing his mnd on overflow ng coffers of gol den coins.

The star detached itself and floated upward like the flowi ng ghost of an arachnid. It
traveled to the dil api dated dresser against the wall and squeezed in behind it.

Zane took hold of the heavy piece of furniture and hauled it protestingly out fromthe
wal | . The star dropped down to the floor. Zane stretched one arminto the crevice between dresser
and wal I, reaching to the star-and his questing forefinger found a cold coin. He scooted it across
the floor toward him awkwardly.

It was a worn nickel. Good enough; the magi c stone was perform ng as specified. The nicke
happened to be closest, so was spotted first.

The star returned to the Wealth stone. "Find," Zane ordered it, envisioning a bank vault
bursting with silver.

The star lifted nmore slowy than before, as if tired fromits prior effort. It floated in
| ei surely fashion across the room then descended to a crack in the floor. There, enbedded
edgewi se, was a dine. Zane used a kitchen knife to pry it out. The thing was caked with grine; it
must have been there for years. The star hovered until he actually got the coin in his hand, then
snapped back to its hone-stone. That neant he couldn't afford to give up on the job; he could not
i nvoke the Wealth stone again until he cleared its last entry. That would be an inconvenience if
t here happened to be a fabul ous forgotten buried cache a few feet beyond a dozen minor coins, but
he could live with it.

He tried again. "Find. Sonething better this tinme, like a gold doubloon or a fantastically
rare and val uabl e coin.

Enough of this nickel-and-dime stuff."

The star pulled itself slowy fromthe stone and drifted toward the door to the apartnent.
There was no doubt about it: the star |lost energy with each use. Probably it needed a set tine to
recharge its magic, like several hours or a day. That, too, was inconvenient-but of course, all he
needed was to find one real treasure. That would be worth a week of slow questing. Then the gem
could have as long a rest as it needed.

The star drifted up against the door and hesitated. Zane opened the door and let it out.
At |l east the six-legged light-bug didn't zoom away, out of sight; that could have nmade it useless,
for it would be as lost as the coin it identified. But the spell did seemto be underpowered. He
had now been at it twenty nminutes, and had only fifteen cents to show for it. Plus the penny he
had found at the shop. That would hardly nake a dent in his overdue rent.

The star sank to the floor of the hall. There, enbedded in the packed dirt, was a battered
and weat hered penny. Zane pried it up, and the star wended its way tiredly to the stone Zane
carried. Sone fortune!

Zane returned to his apartnment and consi dered. The Wealth stone performed-but so far at
strictly penny-ante level. At the present rate, he could |labor all night for a nmere dollar or two
i n change-and the star was obviously too tired to go the night.

The Weal th stone worked-but now he perceived certain inherent limts. It always went to
t he nearest unattached noney, of whatever denonination, and the vast majority of |ost nobney was of
t he picayune category. No doubt if there were a five-thousand-dollar gold piece near, the star
woul d find it-but none was near, while there were endl ess pennies. People sinply did not let a
heavy gold piece fall into a crack and be |lost, though they did |l et pennies go. So while it was
true that the Wealth stone could find thousands of dollars, this was like the gold in sea water;
it cost nmore in time and effort to recover that one part per mllion than it was worth.

Zane's eye traveled around the room It was cluttered with his photographic equi pnent. He
had artistic aspirations and the nefarious artistic tenperanment, but |acked the talent to nake it
as a painter or sculptor, so had gone into photography instead. He coul d appreciate art when he
saw it, and the canera enabled himto capture the incidental art of the environnent. The trouble
was, there was not much in the city of Kilvarough that was worthwhile that hadn't already been
phot ographed. Even the ghost Ml |y Ml one had been pictured many tines; it was not true that a
ghost coul d not be photographed, and she | oved to pose if she happened to perceive the canera. She
could even be heard on occasion, singing her traditional song, especially the line, "Were the
girls are so pretty." But she was not as popul ar a subject as she nmight have been, owing to her
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speci al property.

Zane had di scovered a phot ographic variant, however, that had enabled himto eke out a
living for a while. This was the Kirlian technique, magically augnented. But certain problens in
the market had turned himoff this, and recently his luck had expired. Wthout expensive new
equi pnrent, he was out of business. That was part of what had sent himaloft to the cloud-mall,
using his last dollar to rent the flying carpet. One had to visit these floaters when they
anchored near, because they were liable to drift away without notice if the local police got too
snoopy.

Now he was hungry, without food in the apartnment, and required to nove out within a day.
He had nowhere to go. He had to have noney-and he greatly feared he couldn't get enough

He tried the Walth stone again. "Go!" he urged it. "Find ne wealth beyond ny fondest
dreans! "

The star heaved itself up, faltered, and collapsed back onto the stone. It was too pooped
to perform

And what would it find if it did get noving? Probably nore pennies. Zane faced the fact
that he had thrown away the chance of a lifetinme, for wonderful and rich romance, for this mess o
pottage. He had in fact been cheated, though the gem had not technically been m srepresented, so
he had no recourse. The shop's proprietor had used himfor his own profit, taking Zane's one
chance away forever. After all, even without the Love stone, he might have encountered Angelica..

Fool! Fool! he chided hinmself savagely.

He paced around the room tasting ashes, seeking some way out of his situation. He found
none. Once he had made his deep blunder of passing up the Love stone, his ruinous course had been
fixed. If only he hadn't been so set on wealth, to the exclusion of all else. But he had al ways
been an i nmpul sive, w ongheaded idiot, doing what he thought was right at the tine and regretting
it too late. Hs whole life had been grinding inexorably to this dead end; he saw that now. |If he
sonehow found enough | oose change to pay his back rent, he still would | ack the resources to make
a decent living and still would not have a lovely girl to |ove.

That was the crux of it! Angelica-slated for him but squandered away. In retrospect he
found hinmself scranbling into love with her, his enption based on wongheaded hopes and wi shes-and
knew she was the type who only | oved once, and that her gift had been bestowed irrevocably on
anot her man. Zane might live on, but he would never have Angelica, not even if the conniving shop
proprietor were to drop dead this nmoment. So what point was there in going on?

He | ooked at the defunct stone again. Now it seened drab indeed, its colors nuddy, its
i nperfections gross. It was, he realized abruptly, as ugly as his conscience. It was virtually
wort hl ess-and so was he.

Zane sl apped his open hand against his thigh as if trying to punish hinself-and felt the
pistol in his pocket, the one he had taken fromthe robber

He drew it out. He was not conversant with firearmnms, but this one seened sinple enough. It
had a clip of several bullets in the handle, and one of them had been fired fromthe chanber. An
automati c mechani sm had set a new bullet in the chanber; he had no doubt that a pull on the
trigger would nake the weapon fire again. He could put the nuzzle to his head, and --

Now he renenbered the first gem he had considered- the Deathstone. It had signaled his
dem se in a few hours. Those hours had passed. The Love stone had proved itself, so he had no
further reason to doubt the Deat hstone. Even the Walth stone worked, in its fashion. He was fated
soon to depart this life.

Zane lifted the gun. Wiy not? His life mght as well end efficiently, instead of being
dragged out in the gutters of the city. Some considered a neeting with ghost Milly to be a signal
of doom Certainly it woul d have been, had he accepted her offer and nmade |l ove to her. It was, of
course, death to love the dead. Sweet Mdlly herself might not be aware of that, but she did want a
husband, and if he had become a ghost in her arns...

The truth about Mdlly was that, while any person could see her with inmpunity, she herself
could perceive only those who were approaching her condition. So if MIlly saw a person, that
person woul d soon be dead. She was not the cause, nerely the signal. If a person was afraid he was
destined to die soon, perhaps suffering froma nysterious illness, he could show hinmself to Mlly
and, if she passed himby w thout notice, he could relax. This aspect of her nature had sonehow
escaped Zane' s consciousness at the time, but it was true. Probably he had censured it out
enotionally. Yet of course the robber, who had certainly been seen by the ghost, had al npst
certainly taken a fatal wound.

Ch, yes, there had been onens enough! Why not accept his fate with greater grace than he
had accepted his life and do it now, before his natural cowardi ce overcanme hin? Make it quick and
clean...well, quick, anyway.
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Overwhel med by the rightness of it, Zane pointed the gun at his head. He oriented the
muzzl e on the cavity of his right ear, sonehow diffident about spoiling his head by puncturing it
in a nessy place. Now was i ndeed the tine!

As his finger tensed, sonmewhat reluctant to nove rapidly, Zane saw the door to his
apartment open. He froze in place, uncertain whether to pull the trigger now, before being
interrupted, or to hope for sone amazing reprieve. Could Angelica have changed her m nd and sought
hi mout? Foolish notionl O was it nerely his |andlord?

It was neither. The figure that appeared was garbed in nonreflective black, with a hood
shrouding its head. It closed the door behind it silently, then turned to face Zane full on

A bal d, bony skull |ooked eyelessly at him

This was Death, come to collect him

Zane tried to cry out in pointless protest, but his throat |ocked. He tried to | oosen his
trigger finger, but it was already obeying the squeeze nmessage and woul d accept no counter mand.
Time seermed to slow, and Zane could do nothing to abort the suicide he had set up. Yet the shock
of seeing the visage of Death himself had abruptly bani shed any desire Zane had to kill hinself.

Hi s finger nuscles would not obey him but his |arger arm nuscles did. Zane wenched the
pi stol around. The nuzzle cane to bear on Death' s head as the trigger tripped. The gun seened to
expl ode, ki cking back agai nst his hand.

The bull et smashed into the center of Death's face.

A hol e opened. Blood flowed. Death fell heavily to the floor

Zane stood aghast. He had kill ed Death.

Chapter 2 -- HOUSE CALLS

The door opened again. This tinme a wonan of middle age entered. Zane had never seen her
before. She gl anced approvingly at the fallen figure. "Excellent,” she murmnured.

Zane wenched his horrified gaze to her. "I killed Death!" he excl ai ned.

"I ndeed you did. You shall now assune his office."

"I -what ?" Zane was having trouble regaining mental equilibrium

"You are the new Death," she said patiently. "This is the way it is done. He who kills
Deat h becomes Deat h. "

"Puni shnent..." Zane said, trying to nake sense of this.
"Not at all. This is not nurder in the nornmal sense.
After all, it was himor you. Self-defense. But you are comrmitted to take his place and to

do the best job you can."

"But | don't know how to --

"You will learn on the job. W all do. Certain enchantnents will inbue you, to facilitate
your performance and stabilize you, but the real notivation nust be yours." She stooped to strip
Deat h's bl ack cloak fromhis body. "Help ne, please; we do not have excessive tine and we don't
want to get blood on the uniform™

"Who are you?" Zane demanded, getting half a grip on hinmself despite the overwhel m ng
unreality of the scene.

"At the nmonent | am Lachesis. You can see | amof middle age without nmuch sex appeal." She
was quite correct; her face had the lines of solid maturity, and her hair was nondescript under a
tight bun. She was confortably overwei ght, but noved efficiently. "I deternmne the length of the
threads. Now lift his body; | don't want to tear the cl oak."

Di stastefully, Zane put his hands on Death's corpse and lifted. "Who is Lachesis? \Wat
t hreads? What are you doi ng here?"

She sighed as she worked the cl oak off the body. "I suppose you do deserve some mninina
explanation. Very well; you keep working, and | will tell you sone of what you need to know. Not
all of it, for some secrets are reserved to nme, just as sone, you will discover, are reserved to
you. Lachesis is the middle aspect of Fate. She -- "

"Fat e?"

“"You will not learn very much if you insist on interrupting,” she said with some asperity.

"Sorry," Zane munbl ed. This felt unreal

"Now get his shoes. They're invulnerable to heat, cold, penetration, radiation, et cetera,
just as is the cloak. You nust always be properly garbed when making a collection, or you becone
vul nerable. It is essential that you not be vul nerable. Your predecessor here was careless; had he
cl osed his hood across his face, the bullet would not have harned him See that you are nore
careful ; you will have greater need to be on guard than he did."

"But -- "
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"l believe that interjection constitutes an interruption.”

Zane was silent. There was an eerie power about this worman that had nothing to do with her
appear ance. She could be the nother of any rebellious teenager

"I amFate, with three aspects,"” she continued after just enough of a pause to verify her
command of the situation. "I determne the threads of the tapestry of life. | amhere to ensure
that you change rol es expeditiously. It is very inportant that you performbetter as Death than
you have as a living person, and | believe you do have the potential. Now stand up so | can fit
the cloak to you."

Zane stood, and she set the cloak on his shoulders. It was not heavy, but it carried a
pecul i ar mass. She had spoken of magic; this itemof apparel reeked of it. "Yes, it is close

enough. Go ahead and don the shoes; and don't forget the gloves. The shoes will, anpbng other
things, enable you to walk on water. Your rounds nust not be bal ked by nmundane trifles."

"But this is preposterous!" Zane protested. "I was about to kill myself and now I'm a
mur derer!"

"Certainly. | had to neasure your thread very carefully. Technically, your life just

ended; see, Death's body will be taken for yours." She turned over the body, and Zane saw that it
| ooked unconfortably famliar. It now resenbled his owmn-with a bullet hole in the face. "You will

fill the office until you, too, grow careless and pernit a client to turn on you."
"O until | die of old age," Zane said, not really believing any of this.
"dd age will never come to you. Neither will death, if you performwell. If you ask the

average person what he nost desires, he will answer, 'Never to die.' That is, of course, an
absolutely foolish wish; in due tinme you will be better able to appreciate the inportance of
dying. It is not the right to live, but the right to die that is nobst inportant."

"l don't see -- "

"What is life, except an ongoing instinct for survival? Nature uses that instinct to nake
us perform otherwise we would all relax, and the species woul d di sappear. Nature is a cruel green
nmot her. The survival instinct is a goad, not a privilege."

"But if I don't age -- "

"Time holds all supernatural agents, especially the several Incarnations, in abeyance. You
will live until you die, however many days, years, or centuries that may be, but you will never
change from your present physical age." She guided himto his wall mrror

"Supernatural agents?" Zane was grasping at peripherals, being as yet unable to get to the
nucl eus of this situation. "lncarnations?"

"Death, Time, Fate, War, Nature," she said. "The najor field agents operating between Cod
and Satan, answerable to neither. If any of us were scheduled to die like nortal folk, we would
have to be concerned for the disposition of our souls, and that's a conflict of interest. No, we
are immortal, as we have to be, accountable to neither superpower. But we do have to do our jobs,
or things become conplicated."”

"Qur jobs," Zane repeated weakly. "I'mno killer. At least | wasn't, until this --

Fate gl anced at him penetratingly, and suddenly he knew she knew about his nother. He felt
cold, and the guilt rose up in himagain. But Fate did not raise that matter. "Of course not," she
agreed, eying the body on the floor. "This was a mi snmanaged suici de. Death does not kill; Death
merely takes the souls of those who are dying, the problenmatical ones, |est they be |ost and
wander forever inchoate."

Now Zane found sonmething concrete to argue. "There are five billion people in the world! A
hundred mllion or so die each year. Death woul d have to take several each second, scattered
across the globe. That's inpossible!"

"Not i npossible, but perhaps unfeasible," she said. "Look in the mrror, please."

Zane | ooked. The death's-head gaped back at him encased in its hood. Hts hands in the
gl oves were skeletal, and his ankles above the shoes were fleshless bones. He had assuned the
vi sage of Deat h.

"You are, of course, invisible to nost people when in uniform"” Fate said. "Cients can
perceive you, and those who are close to themenotionally, and the truly religious people, but the
rest will overl ook you unless you call attention to yourself."

"But the mirror reflects nmy image-as that of Death! People will faint!"

"Perhaps | mi sspoke nyself. You are not physically invisible; you are socially invisible.
Peopl e see you, but do not recognize your significance, and forget you once you pass. But when you
remove the uniform your powers fade. You are then vul nerable; you can age and be touched and
hurt. So don't step out of character w thout reason.”

"Why woul d Death want to step out?"

She forned an obscure little snle. "It does get dull socializing with your own kind
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exclusively. | amsaid to be attractive in ny C otho aspect -- " She becane abruptly young and
lovely, a striking figure of a woman with hair so light in color it seened to shine and with skin
li ke al abaster, but her eyes remained disturbingly knowing. "Yet I would not hold your interest
for centuries, perhaps not even decades. So we nust dally on occasion with nortals."”

Zane wondered how nany decades or centuries it would take to get bored with a worman who
| ooked like that. It was an intriguing thought, but in a noment he returned to his prior concern
"How can a single Death person take several people each second? Hundreds of people rmust have died
just while we've been talking here! | didn't collect their souls and I don't think this person
did." He indicated the defunct Death.

"I see | will have to explain in greater detail." Fate shifted back to her mi ddl e-aged
aspect and sat down in Zane's best chair. Her eye caught the Walth stone on the table beside it.
"Ch, | see you have a junkstone. You use it to produce dines for tel ephones?"

"Sonething like that," Zane adnitted sheepishly.

"I've seen them before. The stone is dirt-grade ruby fromlndia, inported whol esale and
sold in five-thousand carat lots for fifty cents a carat. It's technically corundum but too poor
a quality to hold a decent spell. | understand sonme idiots are deluded into paying gem grade
prices for individual stones."

"True," Zane agreed, drawi ng the Death hood cl ose about his face so his flush would not
show.

"Still, as a cheap novelty item it's not bad. Once in a while a stone like this will take
a better spell and locate dollar bills. But it's axiomatic that such a rock will never produce the
val ue paid for it."

Zane thought again, painfully, of the beautiful, rich, romantic Angelica. "True."

“"Well, you won't need noney now, unless you spend a lot of time out of uniformand get
hungry. Better to acquire a snall cornucopia and use it for such occasions.

Your job should keep you too busy for that, until you devel op proficiency."

"I still don't see how -- "

"Ch, yes, | was about to explain. Only a small percentage of people need Death's persona
attention. The vast majority handle the transition thensel ves-though, of course, this is via the
extended anbi ence of Death's will."

"Death's will?"

"Ch, ny, you are a novice! Let me see, | need an anal ogy. You know how your body goes on
breat hi ng when you're not paying attention, even when you're sleeping? It's a bit |ike that.
Death's power is inmediate and personal, but it is also distant and inpersonal. Wen Death attends
to a client personally, it is like consciously breathing; when Death nerely pernmts a soul to
depart its host unattended, that is |like your autonom c system the autonmatic functioning of your
body. But when you die, these functions cease, both the conscious and the unconsci ous. \Wen Death
dies, all deaths in the world cease, until the new Death conmences the office. The forner Death,
for example, is not really dead yet; his soul remains pinned in his body. He can not die until you
act, though his body will never again be animate. That is why it is so inportant that the
transition be facilitated. |nmagine the havoc if no one ever died!"

"l don't know. If people lived forever -- "

"I haven't tine to argue foolishness!" she snapped. "Just be satisfied that the first sou
you personally attend to will free all the rest to depart naturally, on their private schedul es,
as ny threads have dictated. Up to half an hour can be tolerated; | have arranged for this. But
beyond that, there will be one atrocious tangle."

"What souls do |-does Death have to attend to personally? | really don't understand --

"It relates to the nature of souls and the bal ance within each soul of good and evil.
Every good thought and deed lightens the burden, and every bad deed or thought weights it down. A
newborn infant, generally, is about as close as we conme to true innocence; only when self-

di scretion conmes can evil be indulged in. As WIliamHenley put it:

It matters not how strait the gate. How charged with punishments the scroll, | amthe
master of ny fate; | amthe captain of ny soul. So the younger the person is at death, the nore
likely his soul is to remain innocent, and to float to Heaven when rel eased. As W |iam Wrdsworth
put it: Not in entire forgetfulness. And not in utter nakedness. But trailing clouds of glory do
we cone From CGod, who is our hone: Heaven lies about us in our infancy! Wth age and sel f-

di scretion, the evil tends to accunul ate, weighting the soul, until the balance is negative. Such
souls plunmet like | ead sinkers when released. But a few souls are in balance, with equa
freighting of good and evil; these have no dominant affiliation and tend to cling to their
fam | iar housing. These are the ones who need assistance,"

"That's what Death does!" Zane exclainmed, catching on at last. "Collects anbi guous soul s!"
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"And sorts themout carefully, deternining their proper destination," Fate concl uded.
"Those few that are in perfect balance nmust be delivered to Purgatory for professional treatnent.”

"This is really to be ny job?" Zane asked. "To collect bal anced soul s?"

"And to facilitate the progress of all the others,"” Fate agreed. "It really is. You may
find it difficult at first, but it is certainly better than the alternative." She glanced at the
virtual ly dead Deat h.

Zane shuddered. "But why was | chosen to fill this office? I'mconpletely unqualified O
is it pure chance?"
Fate stood. "I prefer to answer that at another tinme. | nust not keep you from your

appoi nted rounds any | onger."

"But | don't even know how to |ocate ny-ny clients!"

"There shoul d be an instruction nanual somewhere. Mrtis will help you."

"Who is Mortis?"

She | ooked about. "Oh, | alnobst forget. You had better take the accouterments; |'m not
sure how they work, but you'll need them™

"Accout er ment s?"

"The jewelry. The nmgi c devices."

"My Walth stone? | don't see -- "

"Not that junkstone. Leave everything of your forner life here as it is. Especially the
star. Sapphire is no good for wealth divination at its best, and this one's inferior. Leave your
wat ch, too, and any rings you have. You are through with living." She wal ked toward the door

"But I have so nuch to learn!" Zane cried plaintively.

"Then get to it. Death," she said, closing the door behind her

Zane | ooked desperately about, seeking sonme better hold on reality. How could he be Death?
He had never even inmagined anything Iike this!

He saw sonething flashing. It was a solid watch on the wist of the dead Death that woul d
hardly be in keeping with the corpse of Zane, who had been too broke to redeem his pawned watch
This was surely an accouternment. He bent, with a certain distaste, to renove it, then put it on
his own wist. It was heavy, a good four ounces, but fitted confortably, as though sized for him
and the flashing stopped. Evidently the watch had nerely been calling attention to itself so that
it would not be overlooked; it went with the office. It was, of course, dead bl ack: a nechani cal
sel f-wi nding instrument that seened dull but expensive.

VWay woul d Death use a nechanical watch, of whatever quality, instead of a sophisticated
el ectronic one, or a mniature nagi cal sundial? Zane couldn't answer that at the nonent. Maybe the
| ast Death of ficehol der had been of a conservative bent. He might have lived for centuries before
getting careless and failed to keep up with the tines.

Qdd, Zane thought, that he felt no special renorse for the person he had killed. His
initial shock at the act was wearing off, so that what remai ned was nostly horror that there had
been a killing, as if he had just watched a singularly brutal nurder on television. Maybe this
devel opi ng indi fference was because, to him Death renmained an "it" rather than a human bei ng. But
he, Zane, was now that "it."

He spied another flash. It was froman ear ornanent, alnbst conceal ed because Death's |eft
ear lay against the floor. Surely he was neant to take this, too; it was one of the itens of
jewel ry Fate had nmentioned. He nerved hinself for another contact with the dead flesh and got the
gemrenmoved. It was an earring, with a red garnet cabochon, rounded on one side, flat on the
other, shining prettily.

The thing was designed to fit a pierced ear, and Zane's ear was whole. He hesitated, then
put the gemin his volum nous cl oak pocket.

There were footfalls in the hall, followed by a tentative knock on the front door. "M. Z,
are you all right?" a voice canme. It was his elderly neighbor, a nosy wonman, but nice enough.

Zane stood frozen again. What should he do? If he let her come in --

"M. Z!'" the neighbor called nore urgently.

“I"'mall right!" he called back

"M. Z " she repeated. "I heard what sounded like a gunshot fromthis room Please answer
me!"

"It's all right!" Zane shout ed.

The door opened. The wonan's head poked in. "M. Z, why don't you answer? | know you're
home; | saw you cone in. If there is anything wong-if a nugger shot you -- "

"I am honme! There's no mugger!" Zane shouted. "Please get out!"

The wonman cane all the way into the apartnent. "I'msure | heard -- " Then she spied the

body on the floor. It now wore Zane's clothing, though he did not renenber dressing it; probably
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Fate had done that while he was distracted by the enornmity of his situation

She screamed "M. Z! You're hurt!" She hurried to inspect the corpse, running right past
Zane as if not seeing him "In fact-you' re dead!"”

"So it seens," Zane said, sonewhat wyly. Now the shock of what he had done was washi ng
back across him animated by the neighbor's reaction. He had set out to suicide-and i nstead had
killed another man. He was a nurderer! The imrediately foll owi ng events had been so surprising
that much of the horror had passed himby. Now it was clarifying, and he was appalled. He had done
many unfortunate things in his life, and today had been the worst, for never before had he killed
anot her hurman bei ng.

Well, technically he had killed. But that had been a special case, and his nother- He cut
of f that thought. He had guilt, and he was indeed sonmewhat hardened to the evils of the world.
Still --

The nei ghbor wonman turned. Now she saw him "Ch, officer!" she said. "I'mso glad you're
here. M. Zis dead! | fear it was suicide! | heard the shot, and he didn't answer -- "

Why had she waited so |ong before investigating? He had fired the gun half an hour ago. It
nmust have taken her that long to work up her curiosity sufficiently. "Yes, thank you," Zane said
gravely. "I will take it from here."

"Ch, that's a relief!" The woman fluttered out.

Zane relaxed slightly. So it was true: he was nostly unrecogni zable while in the Death
cape. The wonman had seen him neither as hinself nor as Death; she had taken himfor a policenan,
the kind of reassuring person she expected. Soon she would have the whol e buil ding inforned.

He wal ked out hinself, traveling along the narrow hall and down the stairs toward the
wai ting vehicle. As he did, he realized in a randomrevel ation that the Deathstone in the Mess o'
Pott age shop had been technically correct, but significantly wong. It had signaled his encounter
with Death, but had not advised himthat he would in fact assune a new office and becone inmort al
That was the problemw th onmens; they suggested the fact w thout suggesting the inplication.

He paused. Wat waiting vehicle? He had no car of his own, and no one had told himof one.
Yet he had somehow assuned-what ?

Wel |, how had Death traveled here? Did he flap his arns and fly through the air, or did he
drive a car? Whatever it was, that was what Zane had to do.

He stepped outside, peering about, letting his eyes adjust to the night. There was a
vehicle: a pale linmousine, parked sedately in the landlord' s parking space. The |andlord would
have had the intruding car towed away-but the nman was coincidentally absent. Probably coincidence
favored the operations of the-what had Fate called then? -- the Incarnations. After all, how could
Deat h handl e his rounds if his car kept getting towed away by irate nortal s?

Zane thought it was the Death car, because its parking lights were blinking at him The
things of Death nmade sure Death did not neglect them Zane would have been pleased, if the whole
thing were not so grim

He wal ked up to it and around the rear. The license plate said MORTIS. That expl ai ned
Fate's reference to the nane; he had sonehow t hought she referred to a person, but obviously it
was the machi ne. There was a bunper sticker: DEATH IS NATURE' S WAY OF TELLI NG YOU TO SLOW DOVWN.
Just so. He opened the door and clinbed onto the plush driver's seat.

This was as el egant and confortable an autonobile as he had ever encountered. Sonber
quality emanated fromevery part of it. The uphol stery was genuine alligator |eather and the
met al work was solid chrone. It was probably worth thirty-five thousand dollars in stock condition
before the expensive options were added. He wasn't sure he dared try to drive it.

Hi s watch flashed, calling attention to itself. It was nechanical, but it had a nagi c way
about it. The glowi ng hands indicated 8:05 P.M, the correct tinme of day. But the red sweep hand
was noving. It hadn't been before; the seconds were nmarked by a miniature inset dial on the left,
opposite the day-date wi ndows on the right. This little hand was still noving, so he knew that
function had not been usurped by the sweep. What was the red hand doi ng?

As he watched, the sweep passed the noon spot-and the hand in the little thirty-m nute
dial just below it clicked back from9 to 8. The stopwatch function was operating- and now he
realized it was running backward. The sweep hand was novi ng countercl ockwi se. Wat ki nd of
stopwat ch was that?

A countdown tiner, he realized. This watch was telling himhe had | ess than eight minutes
to do something, or to get sonmewhere. But what, or where?

A col d shiver craw ed down his back. He was Death, or sone poor facsimle thereof. He had
to go and collect his first soul

Zane rebell ed. He had not sought this office! Only the purest coincidence had brought him
to this incredible pass.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (16 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

Coi nci dence? He had touched on that before. If the woman who had explained things really
had been Fate, then she nust have nmeasured the thread of his life; she had guided himto his
damabl e destiny. She had put himhere deliberately. In so doing she had in effect killed his
predecessor. Wy had she done that?

The watch was blinking insistently. He now had six nminutes. He wasn't sure what would
happen if he nissed whatever appointnment he had, but knew already that these supernatural entities
pl ayed hardball politics. Maybe his predecessor had bal ked, and so Fate had arranged to elimni nate
him Certainly she had evinced no grief at his denise. |If Zane bal ked, she could do the sane to
him He wasn't sure how he felt about this office, but knew he wasn't ready for that. So he had
better get on with the job, trying to buy time to figure out his real feelings about it, and to
ascertain what his real options m ght be.

Where was the instruction manual Fate had mentioned? He didn't see it, and didn't have
time to look for it. The thing could have been |l ost a century ago by his predecessor.

Zane put his hands on the steering wheel of the car nanmed Mrtis and touched his right
foot to the accelerator. Wiere was the ignition key? He had none. Maybe it was back on the body of
the former Death.

Zane shuddered. He had been propelled into this m sadventure, but he didn't want to go
back to its starting point! He checked the panel, hoping for an alternative. After all, many
vehi cl es operated by magic in mnor ways, just as nmany magi c things had nechanical controls. A
sinmple touch switch was marked ONVOFF. He flicked it to ON-and the car cane to life. The front

panel lighted, the radio cane on, and the seat harness clasped himprotectively. The notor
thrummed with nuted power. Ch, yes, this was some car
Well, so be it. Zane found the reverse control and supersonic velocity across the terrain

of the world. Then, as abruptly as it had started, the blurring stopped.

Zane | ooked around, startled. He knew inmediately that he was in a different city. He
guessed it was one a significant distance northwest of Kilvarough-perhaps all the way across the
continent. Maybe even the great port city of Anchorage. But he had no tinme to be concerned about
that. The cat's eye had grown abruptly and significantly larger, the two dots on the gridstone had
merged, and his watch was down to a single mnute. He was very close to his object.

Wth this assurance, Zane proceeded with greater confidence. He was beginning to get the
hang of the use of Death's instruments. He now understood that the eye grew until it covered the
stone, and that woul d be when he arrived. Wen the direction arrow started shifting, though he was
driving in a straight line, Zane knew he was there. Just in tine, too; his watch's red hand showed
only thirty seconds and counti ng.

The eye was nmaxinmal, and the arrow spun in a full circle. He had to be right at the scene-
but there was not hing here. He was passing through an ordinary intersection. Was this a fal se
al arn?

He sl owed and drew to the side of the street, perplexed. He had thought he had it, and now
it seemed he did not. The arrow steadi ed, pointing back the way he had come. Pointing at not hing

The sweep hand on the Deat hwat ch cl osed on noon

There was a crash in the intersection. A small truck had made a preenptive left turn into
the right-of-way of a tiny Japanese subconpact, and the two had collided violently.

Zane turned off his notor and got out of the Death nobile, not caring whether it was
l egally parked. He hurried to the scene of the accident.

The man in the truck was hal f-stunned. The wonan in the little car had an enornous sliver
of supposedly unbreakabl e gl ass through her neck. Blood was gushing out of her, flooding the
dashboard, but she was not dead.

Zane hesitated, appalled. He saw no way to save the wonan-but what was he to do? Cars were
screeching to halts, carpets were |anding, and peopl e were convergi ng.

The wonman's gl azing eyes clarified, nmomentarily. She saw Zane. Her pupils contracted to
pi npoints. She tried to scream but the blood cut off her breath, keeping her silent.

Sorreone nudged Zane's el bow. He junped. Fate stood beside him "Don't torture her, Death,"
Fate said. "Finish it."

"But she isn't dead!"

"She can't die-quite-until you take her soul. She nmust renmain in terrible agony until you
put an end to it. She and all the others who are trying to die during this hold period. Do your
duty, Death.”

Zane stunbled toward the weckage. The wonman's terrified eyes tracked his progress. She
m ght see nothing el se, but she saw hi mand Zane knew from his own recent experience how horrible
t he oncomi ng specter of Death was. But he did not know how he was supposed to finish ending her
life.
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The victims dress was torn, showing how the glass had sliced all the way down across her
right breast, leaving her front a mass of gore. There was absolutely nothing pretty or nercifu
about this denmise. It had to be termi nated quickly. Yet the worman tried to resist his approach
She wrenched her left hand up to fend himoff, the hand hanging froma broken wist. Zane had
never before seen such physical and enotional pain, not even when his nother had --

He reached for her, still uncertain what to do. Her wist blocked his hand, but his flesh
passed through hers without resistance. His hooked fingers caught in sonmething that felt like a
cobweb, there inside her head. He wenched his hand out-and it trailed a festoon of transient
film like the substance of a soap bubble. Disgusted, he tried to shake it off, but it clung like
a string of spittle. He brought his other hand up, holding the jewel ed bracelet, and tried to
scrape the stuff away. The thin filmtore, but clung to his other hand.

"This does not become you. Death," Fate said reprovingly. "This is her soul you are
brutalizing."

Her soul! Zane's eyes tried to glaze like those of his victim He stepped back-and the
tattered soul noved with him stretching out fromher destroyed body as if reluctant to separate
fromit.

Then the sil ken strand snapped free and contracted. He held it dangling linply, like the
di scarded skin of a nolting snake.

The wonman in the car was dead at last, the horror and angui sh frozen on her face. Death
had taken her soul and ended her suffering.

O had he? "What happens now?" he asked Fate. H s body was shaking, and he felt
unpl easantly faint.

"You fold the soul, pack it in your pouch, and go on to the next client," she answered.
"When you have a break in the schedule, you will analyze the soul, to determine to which sphere it
shoul d be rel egated."

"Whi ch sphere?" His mind refused to focus, as if his very thoughts were blinded by the
client's bl ood.

"Heaven or Hell."

"But I'mno judge of souls!" he protested.

"Yes, you are-now. Try not to make too many ni stakes." Fate turned and wal ked away.

Zane stared at the dangling shreds of the soul. People passed him but no one noticed him
He nmight as well have been al one.

Awkwar dl y, he brought his hands together, folding the gossaner material |ike a sheet. It
bent in the wong places and creased horizontally, and the torn edges fl opped out of place, but he
nmuscled it together stage by stage. Finally he had a very small, |ight package; the soul had

hardly any physical mass. He fished in his pockets again and found a cloth bag; he stuffed the
wadded soul into this. Then he tried to retch, but his enpty stonmach | acked the wherewithal to
conplete the job. Wat a nmess he had nade of his first case!

The police had arrived, and an ambul ance, and people were extracting the mangl ed renai ns
of the victimfromthe weckage of her car. Wtnesses were being interviewed, but no one thought
to question Zane. He was coming to understand how this operated; he was not invisible, but he was
unnot i ceabl e. Except when it counted.

He had collected his first soul. No one needed to tell himthat he had pretty well bungled
it. He had frightened the woman unnecessarily, extended her torment while he dallied, and ripped
her soul forth nmost unkindly. This certainly was not an auspici ous commencenent of his new duties!

H s watch was fl ashing again. The sweep hand was noving. He had seven minutes to make his
next appoi ntnent.

“I'd rather die nyself!" he nuttered. But he wasn't quite sure of that. Life could be
ugly, and his present office was also ugly, but dying was worse yet. Wat a tornment the human
condi tion coul d be!

VWat alternative did he have? Zane hurried to the Death nobile. He did not know what the
normal frequency of clients was, but supposed a backl og had accumul ated during the transition, if
such a thing were possible. Maybe it wasn't. Maybe Fate had tined the changeover to occur during a
| apse in other clients.

He oriented on the next case and drove toward it. As the green grid flashed, he touched
the button on the dash panel -and | aunched toward the | ocation on hyper drive. This one was far
south, probably well below the equator. But as the car stabilized in the new city, the guide-gens
functioned normally, and no one seened to notice his sudden appearance on the street.

Zane was not at all sure he liked this business of collecting souls, but still was
hesi tant about bal king. How | ong woul d the worman in the wecked car have suffered if he, Death,
had not been there to relieve her other soul? He didn't care to think about that.
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The car ran snoothly, maneuvering through traffic expertly. It was a real pleasure to
drive. He followed the arrow and eye and cl osed quickly on his destination

Where was he? Maybe in Brazilia, in the bosomof the southern continent. But no-now he saw
t he Phoeni x General Hospital. This was the Arizona of the country. He had not hyped south of the
equator at all; he had severely nisjudged his progress. Wll, he would | earn with experience.

He parked in the visitors' lot, drew his cloak about him and proceeded to the appropriate
ward, feeling nervous. He had never |iked hospitals, especially since his nother had been confined
to one. Yet he realized that Death would have a nunber of calls at hospitals, since many
terminally ill people would expire in them

No one chal | enged him though he had not arrived during visiting hours. Evidently they
took himfor a doctor or hospital functionary. Perhaps he was; his function was the npbst basic of
themall.

He found his client. It was an old nman in a ward of four. Al of them had tubes and
appar atus connected to their bodies in awkward ways and all seenmed to be terminally ill. Ch, he
hated this! He wanted to flee, but could not.

Zane was concerned that his appearance would terrify the client, as it had before, but
there was no way to sneak up on himanonymously. In addition. Death was early; two m nutes
remai ned on the countdown.

He decided to be forthright. After all, that couldn't be any worse than the previ ous case.
He marched up to the bed. "Hello." H s spoken word sounded strange; there seened to be an echo
from his pocket.

None of the four patients reacted at first. This gave Zane a nonent to ferret out the
mystery. He reached in the pocket and found the earring he had taken from Death. Had the echo cone
fromit? Wiy?

"Hello," he repeated-and this time was sure the sound reacted with the ganete.

The client's eyes turned slowy on him The sagging nmouth formed words. "About tine you
got here. Death!"

The client was speaking in a foreign | anguage-but Zane understood him because a
transl ation enmanated fromthe gemhe held. He realized that this was a nmagic translation device,
anot her enchanted stone. Naturally Death had duties all over the world and had to be able to
handl e any | anguage. He janmed the geminto his left ear; later he would get it attached in a nore
nor mal fashi on.

The novelty of the |anguage and the stone had distracted himfromthe business at hand;
the client was | ooking at himexpectantly. Zane was taken aback. "You were expecting nme? You're
not afraid?"

"Expecting you? |'ve been seeking you for six nonths! Afraid? | thought |'d never get out
of this prison!"

"This hospital ? It seenms nice enough.”

"This body."
Oh. And it seened the transl ation worked both ways, for the man understood Zane's words,
t hough there was no noise in his ear. "You want to -- ?"

The client squinted at him "You're new at this job, aren't you?"

Zane choked. "How did you know?"

The man smiled. "I had a close encounter with Death once before. He was ol der than you.
More winkles in his skull. The sight of himso fazed nme that | surged right back into life. | had
been dying on the operating table, but the operation becane a success. That tine."

"I know how that is," Zane agreed, thinking once nore of his nother.

"Then | had a reserve will to live that manifested when chall enged. But ny condition is
farther gone now. Neither science nor nmagic can abate the pain any nore. Not w thout dulling ny

intellect, and | don't want that. In any event, | suspect that death is nmerely a translation to a
sim | ar existence wi thout the burden of the body. Some people don't even realize when they're
dead. | don't mind if | realize, just as long as the pain abates. So ny will has eased, and |'m
ready to lay life down. | hope you are conpetent."

Zane | ooked at the Deathwatch. He was a minute overdue! "I hope so, too," he said. "I
tal ked with you too |ong."

The man smiled again. "It was a pleasure, Death. It provided me a brief respite. If you
ever discover a person truly being kept alive beyond his will, you nust use force if necessary to
ease him | think you will do that."

Agai n Zane thought of his nmother. "I have done that," he agreed in a whisper. "A person

has a right to die in his turn. | believe that. But sone would call it nurder."
"Sonme woul d," the client agreed. "But sonme are fools." Then his face tightened with a
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spasm of intense pain. "Ah, it is time!" he gasped. "Do it now, Death!"

Zane reached for the man's soul. Hs fingers passed through the client's body and caught
the web of the soul. He drew it carefully out, not tearing it. The man's eyes gl azed; he was dead
and satisfied to be so.

The three other patients in the roompaid no attention. They did not realize the nature of
the visitor, or know that their conpanion had died.

Zane folded the soul and put it in his bag with the other. He was getting better at this,
fortunately. He felt better about it, too, for he knew he had done right by this particular
client, sparing himfurther futile pain. Perhaps this office was not as dreadful as he had
t hought .

He | ooked at his watch. The countdown was runni ng agai n, but showed al nost hal f an hour
The cat's eye was |l arge; the | ocation was close. For once he wouldn't have to hurry.

He drove to a park area beyond Phoenix and pulled off the street. He opened his bag of
souls, put in his hand, and drew one out. He unfolded it carefully, spreading it out as well as he
coul d against the inside of the windshield. It was a whole soul, untorn, so he knew it was the
nost recent one he had coll ect ed.

The soul, silhouetted against the glare of oncom ng headlights, showed patterns of

transl ucency and opacity, like a convoluted Rorschach blob. It was fascinating in its intricate
detail, but he had no way to judge its overall nature. Should this one be relegated to Heaven or
Hel | ?

Sonething glinrered in his nind, alnpst |like a menory froma prior existence. Zane reached
around the soul, his armcrunpling it slightly in passing, and punched open the dashboard
conpartnent. Sure enough, inside it were several nore genstones. He had gone from paucity to
pl et hora when he assuned this office!

Two stones were gently flashing. Zane drew them out. They were nore cabochons, half-
rounded- pol i shed heni spheres. One was a dull brown, the other a dull yellow He set their flat
faces together, and the two forned a sphere, a little like the dark and |light faces of the noon.
Per haps they were npbonstones. They were a natched set-but what was their purpose?

He | et the stones separate and brought the brown one near the spread soul. The stone
flickered as if hungry. He slid it across the surface of the soul, and it flickered whenever it
crossed a dark patch

Aha! Zane brought the yellow stone near. It flickered as it passed the |ight portions.

If dark equated with evil and light with good, he had here his analytic nechanism One
stone responded to each aspect of the soul. He could performthe magi c analysis scientifically.
But how was the final balance to be ascertai ned?

Maybe the stones gained weight as they absorbed the readings fromthe soul. WAs there a
set of scal es?

He checked in the conpartment, but found no scales. Wll, maybe the mechani sm would become
apparent at the right noment. He really did not have tinme to ponder at |ength.

Zane passed the brown gem across the length of the edge of the soul, then down a swath
just in fromthe edge. The dark itens flashed into the stone. Where he ran over a portion already
covered, there was no response; the gemonly picked up any given sin once. As it did so, it
gradual | y darkened, but did not seem heavier in Zane's hand. O course, the change m ght be too
small for himto detect.

By the time he had covered the whole soul, the stone was al nost black. There was certainly
a lot of guilt and sin on this | edger. Zane wondered what the details were, but had no way to
|l earn them The client had had a m xed |ife before cancer brought hi mdown; perhaps that was al
Deat h needed to know.

He passed the yell ow stone across the soul in the sane fashion. As it picked up the good
aspects, it brightened, until at the end it shone like the brightest noon.

Now what ? Certainly the stones had changed, taking the neasure of this soul-but which one
had changed nore? The dark one certainly seemed heavier than the |ight one; did that nean that
evil predominated in this soul? Yet the Iight stone had seened to becone lighter as it proceeded,
as if the good in it were buoyant. Maybe the trick was to ascertain which gem had changed nore.
Was there nore sink to the dark stone, or nore lift to the On A Pale Horse so bright one? Were
was the bal ance, when the two were averaged ?

Then he had it. He put the two stones together. They clung to each other, as if
magnetically attached, and the line of their cleavage withed into the configuration of the
Oriental Yin-Yang or the Cccidental baseball. They were nerged.

He et go of the ball. It hovered in md-air, in alnost perfect balance. What was this
soul's destiny?
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Then, slowy, it rose. The bal ance was marginally in favor of Heaven. Zane let his breath
out; he had been nmore nervous about this than he had realized. He had been in doubt about both the
techni que of analysis and the destination of the nice gentleman he had tal ked with.

Ni ce? The man coul dn't have been too nice, or he would not have had so much evil on his
soul

The gem bal |l nudged gently against the ceiling of the car. Zane did not let it go outside;
with the car wi ndows closed, the ball was not going anywhere. He needed to send the soul itself to
Heaven. But how?

He fished in the conpartnent again. He found a roll of transparent tape and two packages
of balls. The balls were of distinctly differing densities. Sone were pith and threatened to fl oat
away; others were |ead, quite heavy.

Now it came clear. Zane refolded the soul into a conpact nmass, bound it together by a | oop
of tape, and affixed a buoyant pithball. Then he opened the car wi ndow and released it. It floated
up into the starry sky and in a noment was |ost to view

He hoped the package arrived safely in Heaven. This seemed an unconscionably prinitive way
to transport a comodity as precious as a soul. Surely it should be possible, in a world
possessing magi ¢ carpets and |luxury airplanes, to transport a soul nore safely and efficiently
than by such neans. But, of course, this was his predecessor's nethod; maybe Zane would be able to
update it when he | earned nore about the office

The nerged stones fell apart, their original dull colors returning. That job was finished.
He returned themto the dashboard conpartnent.

The Deat hwat ch was counting down past ten m nutes. He had used up his spare tinme and had
to nove.

Zane oriented the car and touched the hyper drive button. This tinme the wenching was
| onger. He | ooked out the wi ndow. He was passing across water. He was proceedi ng east across the
ocean, according to the conpass he now spotted on the dash. He left the night and reentered day,
realizing that it had been evening when he started this business, and | ate afternoon when he had
taken his first client in Anchorage, and evening again in Firebird for his second. The world
continued its turning regardl ess of his business, and he was zipping in and out of day.

In a monent, |and | oconmed. The car swooped up to it, slowing, then rolled across a brief
beach, through a devel opnent of twenty-story nodernistic condom niunms, through-not around-a ragged
brown mountain range, past a village that filled in a valley with white, plastersided houses,
through an olive orchard, past grazing horses, and to an open field.

He was now near his client. He wasn't sure why the hyper drive never delivered him
precisely to the target; perhaps |ong-distance accuracy was not great. Mre likely it was to
preserve the anonymity of Death's approach; it would be hard for people to ignore a car that
abruptly materialized on the site of an accident. Magic did have its linmtations, so it was best
not to push it too far

He used the eye and arrow to close in on the target and arrived with a good mnute to
spare. He was at a decrepit farnmhouse ami dst |anguishing fields. This was a poverty-stricken
famly.

He opened the door and wal ked in. He wondered whet her he shoul d have knocked, but
concl uded that no one would care to answer Death at the door. It was dawn here; he could hear the
menbers of the fanmily screaning at each other as they blundered sleepily about, getting organized
in the chill house. His left ear picked up the translated words, for, of course, this was not
Zane's own | anguage. The people were grunbling about the cold norning, the inadequacy of food for
breakfast, and a rat that skittered across the floor

Zane's gens guided himto the bedroom The wonman was there, sitting on the bed, an
expression of disconfort on her face as she struggled to don heavy, opaque stockings. One | eg was
rai sed, the knee bent, so that he had an intimate view of her thighs. He was shocked to see that
they were al nost covered by a flamng rash. Indeed, the woman | ooked sick; her face was fl ushed,
her hair straggly and tangled. Her teeth, as she grimaced, were discolored, perhaps rotting. This
was a young, fairly shapely worman, but her bad health nade her unappealing. Her eyes were so
deeply shadowed, it was as if they had been bl acked by viol ence. Then Zane realized that there had
been viol ence; she had brui ses and scrapes all over her body where flesh showed.

Per haps death would, in fact, be a boon to her. She was obviously living in mnisery.

But the arrow did not point to the woman. It pointed to the crib on the far side of the
room where a small baby |ay huddl ed.

A baby? How coul d he take a baby?

Zane wal ked past the wonan, who paid himno attention, and stood over the crib. The baby
had scuffled off its inadequate bl anket during the night and | ay, exposed and danp, face down, its
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skin bluish. It was, he realized, about to suffer a crib death.

But what of the fifty-fifty rule that governed his clients? Mst people died and were
separated fromtheir souls without his direct help. Only those who so cluttered their souls with
evil as to be in doubt of salvation required the personal service of Death. Al npbst by definition
a baby was innocent; therefore its freed soul should float blithely to Heaven. A baby was not yet,
as Fate had quoted, the captain of its soul, and Heaven still |ay about it.

Yet there was no question this was his client. The baby was fading fast. It was tinme. Zane
reached down and hooked out the small soul

The baby's nother, intent on her |aborious dressing, never noticed. Zane wal ked past her
carrying the soul, and left the house. He felt ill.

In the Death nobile, he used the stones to analyze the little soul. The pattern was
strange, because it was not a pattern at all; the soul was unifornly gray. Experience had not yet
caused it to be variegated.

The verdict of the combined stones was neutral; the gemball hovered in place |like the
moon it resenbl ed, neither rising nor falling.

How could this be? Wat evil had this little boy done? Wat evil could he have done,
confined to his crib, conpletely dependent on his sick nother?

Zane had no answer. He folded the soul neatly and put it in the bag.

The Deat hwat ch was counting down yet again. WAs there no end to this? Wen did he get some
rest, sonme tine to think things out?

He knew the answer. Deaths occurred all the tine, and the small percentage that required
special attention continued, too. At sone point he would have two difficult cases happen at the
sanme nonent, on opposite sides of the globe. What would he do then?

Zane was begi nning to understand how a person performng the office of Death could grow
carel ess, as his predecessor had done. \Wen things got rushed, coners had to be cut, or the job
woul d not get done. \What happened to a Death who got too far behind?

He | ooked at the watch nore carefully. It had three buttons on the side. This was a
stopwat ch, a chronograph, of course, though its tinmer did run backward. He had seen the type
before. One button would be used to start and stop tinming; another to zero the total; and the
shorter middle one to set the regular time and cal endar features when necessary.

But this watch ran itself, nmagically, responding to input he did not know about. Maybe it
had a direct line to Heaven or Hell or wherever the allocation of souls was determ ned. Fate
probably had a hand in it, as she measured her threads. He didn't tine events; events tined him
Wiy, then, were the extra buttons necessary? Wiat did they control?

He t hought of punching a button. Then he hesitated; it could be dangerous to play with
sonet hing he did not understand. Yet how el se was he to |learn? He had lived his |life and al nost
died his death in an inpetuous manner; he mght as well be consistent.

Experimental |y, he punched the | owernost button. Nothing happened. It depressed and sprang
back wi thout any specific point of resistance. Had it been di sconnected? Not necessarily; a good
stopwat ch was protected froman accidental punching of the wong button, as m ght occur when
soneone was distracted by a close finish in a race and ainmed for the STOP button wi thout | ooking
This should be the zeroing control, operative only when there was a fixed tine registered, as
woul d be the case after a race had been tinmed.

He punched the highest button. It clicked-and the red sweep hand stopped.

He studied the dial. There was no notion in either of the two miniature dials that showed
hours and mnutes. The sweep hand was frozen at twenty-three seconds after the m nute. Before the
mnute, since it ran backward. But the third little dial continued to function; its hand noved
briskly clockw se, telling off the seconds of ordinary tine. So the stopwatch was stopped, but not
time itself.

What did this nean? Since the stopwatch function governed the tining of the deaths of his
clients, did this inply that a hold had been put on such deaths? That was hard to credit-but
i ndeed his whole situation was hard to credit. Fate had nmentioned a stoppage of deaths in the
world until he, the new holder of the office, had commenced activity. And this did answer his
questi on about appointnents that occurred too close together. He nmight freeze one case while he
handl ed t he ot her.

And, of course, this gave himhis chance to rest. He could sinply turn off his job while
he slept or ate or thought things out.

This was sone watch! It did not nmerely tine existing events, it coerced events to its
tim ng.

Zane saw that he had only two nminutes, in addition to the twenty-three seconds, until his
next appoi ntnent, and the green gridstone showed this was hal fway across the world. That was
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crowding it. He punched the zeroing button-and sure enough, the timing hands clicked back several
m nutes, providing hima full ten minutes. In that time, he knew, the Death nobile could take him
anywhere on Earth.

What, then, was the hours dial for? It could register up to twelve, but if ten mnutes was
all he could reschedul e, he would never need to read hours.

Zane decided to ponder that later. R ght now he had to organi ze hinsel f. He needed to
figure out what to do with the baby soul, for one thing. He was not going to send it to Hell, and
m ght not be authorized to send it to Heaven. Probably he should take it to Purgatory for expert
designation. He assunmed that if Heaven and Hell were literal, so was Purgatory-but where was it?

"There is so much | don't know " he excl ai ned.

"This, too, shall pass," soneone answered him

Chapter 3 -- EWES AND DCES

Zane junped. A nan sat in the adjacent seat. He was perhaps fifty, with a nustache and
goatee and piercing blue eyes. He held a small double cone in his hand.

"You nust be immortal ," Zane said, after a noment of fevered thought.

"In a sense,” the man agreed. "l am another Incarnation, |like Fate and Death."

Zane studied him suspecting that he should recognize the man, but he did not. "Wwo -- ?"

"I am Chronos, colloquially known as Tine." He tilted the cones, and fine sand sifted from
one to the other. It was an hourgl ass.

"Tinme!" Zane exclainmed. "But you're young!" Only that was inaccurate. "At |least, not old --
"I am agel ess,"” Chronos corrected him "I realize | have been depicted by ignorant
artisans as ancient, but | prefer to operate in ny prine."

"Did I-the watch -- ?"

"Yes, Death, you summoned ne. | am of course, attuned to all nanner of chrononetry,
especially that practiced by key figures. You signaled ne by |ocking the countdown on ten ninutes.
Odinarily Death either freezes the timer where it is or resets it to gain necessary travel tineg;
to do both is a code. Naturally | cane to see what you wi shed, as we Incarnations do try to
acconmodate one another. It is, after all, one firmanent."

"I didn't realize | was signaling you," Zane said sheepishly. "I"'mnew at this. In fact, |
hardly realized you existed as a person.”

"As a personification,” Chronos corrected him "An Incarnation of an essential function of
exi stence. Persons differ, but the role continues."

"That's another thing it's hard to get used to-the notion that things |like Death and Tinme
are offices, not physical |aws or whatever."

"We are roles and offices and | aws and nore," Chronos assured him "W are al so hunan
bei ngs, and that human quality is inportant.”

"I was just trying to find out how the watch worked. There doesn't seemto be any function
for the hours dial."

"It records your schedul e backl og," Chronos said easily. "You have recycl ed your next
client by seven minutes and thirty-seven seconds; you have al so placed the entire program on hol d.
This is, of course, your prerogative; you are Death. You can even halt the passage of all tine by
pul ling out the center button. But if you nmaintain the hold nore than half an hour, it wll
regi ster on the hours dial as a tardy schedule that needs to be nade up. |If you run nore than
twel ve hours late, overflowing the capacity of the watch, there will be an investigation by the
authorities at Purgatory that could damage your perfornance rating."

"Ch? What happens to ne if ny rating i s bad?"

"That counts as evil on your soul, shifting your balance toward Hell. O course, you are
in perfect bal ance during your initiation period; every officeholder needs tine for trial and
error. But when that passes, and at such tine as you give up the office, for whatever reason, a
negative rating could make your soul nost unconfortable."

Zane was getting it straight. He held the office of Death, but he remained alive, and the
account of his soul was yet to be settled. "My predecessor-where did his soul go?"

"He had done an adequate job, generally; I'msure he found his way to Heaven, which is the
| ast refuge of adequacy."”
That nade Zane feel easier. "And if | do a good job, I will go to Heaven, too-when the

ti me comes?"
“I'f it comes. You should. Since you conmence the office bal anced, and perfornmance is
fairly straightforward, it should not be difficult for you to inprove your position."
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"How do you know ny soul is bal anced?"

“I'f it were not, Death would not have had to come for you individually --

Zane | aughed. "You know, | never thought of that! My good and evil were even, so when |
tried to suicide, | had to be collected by Death hinself. And if | hadn't seen Death arriving, |
woul d be dead now "

“I't is an unusual situation," Chronos agreed. "But at the sane tine nornal. Each Death
assassi nates his predecessor, thereby burdening his own soul with nore evil, but postponing his
own reckoning indefinitely. I hardly envy your system™

"Your systemdiffers?”

"Certainly. Each office has its own nechanismof transmttal, sone gentler than others.
But all of us work together as required, treating one another's offices with due respect. | fee
i ndebted to the prior Death, who did ne a favor on occasion, and regret that it was necessary for
himto |l eave the office. Now |l will facilitate things for his successor, as he would have w shed."

"He doesn't hate ne?" Zane asked, benused.

"There is no hate in Heaven."

"But | nurdered him"

“And you will be nurdered by your successor. Do you hate hinP"

"Hate ny successor? | don't even know him"

"“Your predecessor did not know you. Ot herwi se he woul d have been nore careful ."

Zane changed the subject. "I have just taken a baby. It is perfectly bal anced, a uniform
shade of gray. | don't know how it can have so nuch evil on its soul, so well integrated, or what
I should do with the soul. Can you advise ne?"

"I can clarify the matter. The baby is probably the child of incest or rape, so carries

the burden of intensified Original Sin. Such children, conceived in evil, do not commence life
with a clean slate.™
"Original Sin!" Zane exclainmed. "I thought that was a discredited doctrine!"

"Hardly. It may not be valid in non-Christian parts of the world, but it is certainly
operative here. Belief is fundanental to existence, and guilt is very inportant to religion; so
guilt does carry across the generations."

"I don't like that!" Zane protested. "A baby has no free will, especially before it's
born. It can't choose the circunstances of its conception. It can't sin."

"Unfortunately, you do not determ ne the systeny you only inplenment it. Al of us have
objections to aspects of it, but our powers are limted."

"And | don't know where to take the baby soul. | don't know how to get to Purgatory,
assum ng that is the proper place."

Chronos | aughed. "It is the proper place, and it is sinple enough for you to reach. You
reside there."

"1 do?"

"When not actively pursuing souls. You have a fine Death house, a mansion in the sky."

"Well, I've never seen it," Zane said, nettled. "Howdo | -- ?"

"You ride your fine pale horse there."

"My pal e horse?"

"Death rides a pale horse. Surely you were aware of that. Mrtis is always with you."

"Of course | know about Death's traditional steed! But |I don't know where any such horse
ist"”

Chronos sniled indulgently. "You know where; you don't know what." He patted the dash
panel . "This is Mrtis."

"The car?" Zane was baffled. "I knowits plate says MORTIS. But it's a machine!"

"Press this button." Chronos indicated one on the dash that Zane hadn't noticed before. It
had an enbossed notif of a chess piece-the knight, the imge of the head of a horse.

Zane pressed the button-and found hinmself astride a magnificent stallion. The hide of the
horse was as pal e as bl eached bone, his mane was |i ke flexible silver, and his hooves were |ike
stainless steel. He lifted his great equine head, perked his ears forward, and snorted a snort of
pal e vapor.

Zane had daydreamed of owning a flying horse. Now he knew his dream had been anply
fulfilled. This horse had no wi ngs, but he could go anywhere!

"Anything el se you need to know?" Chronos inquired wyly. He was seated behi nd Zane now.

"There nust be volunes of information | need to acquire,"” Zane said, awed by the
transformation of car to animal. He had known nmmgi ¢ and science were allied, but had never seen
anything like this before. He felt the warm powerful nuscles of the horse beneath him and was as
thrilled as any child. "Sonmehow it doesn't seeminportant at the nonent."
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"The nonent is frozen, in a certain respect," Chronos rem nded him He disnmounted. "I wll
| eave you now." The hourglass in his hand flashed, and he vani shed.

"Time flies," Zane nuttered. He shook off the nood and patted the horse. "You and | wll
get along just fine, I know But | haven't had nuch experience riding, so | suppose | had better
use your car formfor routine city calls. Unless we should go to Purgatory now -- "

The stallion issued a snort of negation. Zane deci ded the horse knew best, so he did not
argue the case.

He | ooked at the saddl e and di scovered a button on it. "Is this what turns you back into
the pal e sedan?"” he inquired, touching it.

Abruptly he was back in the car. Good enough! He would have nore to say to Mrtis the
horse, nmuch nore, in due course. But now duty called. He punched the START button on the
Deat hwat ch, noting that half an hour how registered on the hours dial; he would have to nake up
that time. At |least he was getting to understand the system

He oriented the Death nobile and put it in hyper drive. Animal to nachi ne-amazi ng but
convenient! WAs the horse a robot, or was the car alive? He would have to inquire later. At |east
this clarified why driving was so easy; there was an aninmal mnd assisting it. Absent-ni nded
peopl e sonetines drove into trees, but that never happened to an absent-m nded horseback rider
for the horse knew better. But it seenmed strange to be riding inside a horse!

This tinme he arrived in the parking lot of a big stadium It was night, but floodlights
illuminated the area, so that it alnpst seened |ike day. Zane | ooked closely at the gens of the
bracelet to see if there were a m stake, but the cat's eye was large, the two dots juxtaposed on
the grid, and the arrow pointed firmy to the stadi um

"So be it," Zane said. He got out and wal ked to the structure. The man behind the ticket
wi ndow di d not challenge him taking himto be a functionary of the prenmi ses. He wal ked right on
i nside, followi ng the arrow.

The gane was in session. It was professional pigskin, with banners proclaimng the teans:
the Does vs. the Ewes. The ball was on the ninety-foot line of the Emes, and the girls were ni xing
it up in a good ol d-fashioned hair-pull.

The arrow pointed to the playing field. But there was no one in that section. The action
was in the other half.

Zane wal ked around the edge of the field with a certain difficulty, for the stadi um
thronged with people. The arrow on the gem shifted, orienting on a spot on the Does' fifty-foot
line. An enpty spot.

Had his gens mal functi oned? No-he realized imediately that his recycling of the tinme had
caused himto arrive early; three mnutes renai ned before the death was due. He would sinply have
to wait for it.

Zane took a seat on the convenient bench near the hundred-and-fifty foot line. Severa
Ewes sat on it-big, husky, well-padded young wonen, attractive in a violent way, wth generous
endowrent s wherever he | ooked. The nearest one glanced at him did a double take, then realized
she had suffered a delusion and turned away. After all, no one saw Death sitting on the players
bench at a pigskin gane!

The Does were pressing hard. They wore bright blue suits whose protective paddi ng accented
their fermale qualities enornously. To Zane it was really too much; even prize-w nning nilking
goats | acked udders as nassive as these appeared to be. Maybe he was too close; in tinmes past,
wat chi ng tel evision, before his set was repossessed by the finance conpany, he had admired the pig
proportions.

The Doe quarterback snatched the skin and faded back for a throw. She heaved it forward
just as two Ewes stanpeded toward her. There was a flash as the spell on the ball fought off the
bl ocki ng-spells and freed it to fly to its target. The receiver levitated at an angle, surprising
t he defender, who had evidently anticipated a bringdown spell. The Doe caught the missile with a
cry of glee, clutched it to her massive bosom and cannonballed to the turf, plowing up a divot.
It was a beautiful play, and the audi ence squeal ed.

But there was a black flag. The referees, striped |Iike skunks, consulted and concl uded
that an illegal spell had been cast, nonentarily blinding the defending Ewe. The play was
di sal l owed and a penalty assessed. Because the Does were in field-goal range, the BEwe captain
chose magi c rather than footage-the generation of an adverse wind. That would |l ast two nminutes and
shoul d be enough to foil the drive.

The Does pressed on determnedly. Their fans in the crowd encouraged them "Dose! Dose!
Dose! " they bawl ed. Zane thought they were yelling for the team until he saw the name of the
quarterback on the marquee and realized that her initials were OD. Naturally she was called the
Dose. Now he renenbered seeing her play, when he was alive and had his TV.
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O D. took the skin and made an end run, skillfully fending off tacklers with a series of
| egal straight-armspells. But as she crossed the scrimmage line at the near side of the field,
someone caught her with a dis-able spell. Suddenly she was naked, or at |east visible. Zane
realized that her uniform had been rendered invisible, so that she was physically protected,

t hough visually exposed. She really was a fine, healthy woman under all the padding. The cheers of
the crowd redoubl ed.

O D, | ooked down and di scovered what all the shouting was about. She blushed to the waist,
not with enbarrassnent, but with fury. Wen the next Ewe tackier cane, the Dose grabbed her by the
hair and whirled her hal fway around.

The Ewe reciprocated, grabbing O D.'s hair and spinning about, trying to use the hank of
hair to haul the wonan over her shoulder in a judo throw. But the Dose turned around herself,
haul i ng back. The two spun in a circle, back to back. "Dos-a-dos!" the crowd screaned, deliriously
delighted by the extracurricular action and its own wit, and the band struck up a dancing tune.
Indeed, it was very much |ike a dance, and soon others were enulating it, until the spoil sport
officials broke it up with a riot-control enchantnment and westled the girls apart.

Naturally there was a penalty flag when the dust settled. Hair-pulling was not nice. The
Does | ost nore ground.

The quarterback retired fromthe field to get a counter spell for her uniformto restore
its visibility. The kicking teamcane in, chuckling. Apparently the nudity-spell was not illega
since it had not hurt Dose physically and probably not socially; a number of fans were slavering
"That quarter-B sure ain't no half-Al'" someone shout ed.

The magi ¢ wi nd caused the field-goal attenpt to fall short. The Ewes were given the skin
on the fifty-foot line. They wasted no tine; their first play was a run through the center that
gained thirty-five feet. There was no magi ¢ about it; they had sneaked through a nundane play, and
it had worked, causing the opposition to waste its counter spells.

Then the Doe defense grew tougher. Antimagic bl ocked magic, and the stout pursuit stiffed
the BEwe offense. It |ooked as if the BEwes would have to punt-and their two minute penalty w nd had
died, so the ball would have no extra carry. Their fans in the audience were silent.

Suddenly there was a break. The Ewe quarterback | aunched a desperation toss, buttressed by
a levitation spell, that hurtled a hundred and twenty feet. The receiver closed on it-and the
def endi ng Doe, Number 69, shoved her out of the way and intercepted the ball.

There was an exclamation of adnmiration fromthe Doe fans, and the Doe cheerl eaders went
crazy, for an enchantnent of obscuration had concealed the foul fromthe officials. But there was
a bleat of purest wath fromthe Ewes. They turned, galloped down the field, and tackl ed Nunber 69
so hard she flipped endwise in the air and | anded in a heap

Now t here was a hush-for 69 did not rise. The team doctor rushed over to exam ne her

Abruptly Zane renmenbered his job. His watch had zeroed, and the arrow pointed at the
fall en Doe.

He hurried out, knowi ng she was done for. He did not even pause: he squeezed between
oblivious players, squatted beside the body, and hooked out the soul

No one seened to notice. Nunber 69, who had been quivering as if in terrible pain,
rel axed. Now she was dead, and it was a relief, for her neck was broken

Zane wal ked away, folding the soul as he went. He knew he shoul d not have all owed hinself
to be distracted by the ganme; that was unprofessional. Because of his neglect, the woman had
suffered as nuch as a minute |onger than she shoul d have.

Unpr of essi onal ? Who was he to fancy hinself a professional in this grimbusiness! Still),
he did have a job to do, and he mght as well do it properly. At the very least, he could do it in
a manner that relieved distress, rather than pronoted it.

H s watch was counting down again. He had five minutes. He hurried to the Death nobil e,
clinbed in, started it, oriented it, and hit the hyper drive button so hard he bruised his finger.
Yes, he was angry with hinself! He resolved never again to allow extraneous events to divert him
fromproper attention to his client.

He brought out the two analysis gens to review the new soul, but in his unsettlenent he
dropped one. By the tine he picked it up fromthe floor, he knew the reading had been invali dated,
and he didn't want to start over; there would not be tinme for a proper job now. He fol ded the sou
away for future handling.

Then, idly, he passed the brown gem down his own body. It glimered. It was reading his
l'iving soul

Wl |, why not? The stone was concerned only with the evil in a given soul, not with its
state of life or afterlife.
Actual ly, the soul was eternal; it was only the body that died. Wth these stones, he
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coul d assess the bal ance of good and evil in any person, living or dead.
How did his own tally stand? Zane knocked his forehead with his hand. He was an idiot to
cheek his own soul, since he knew it was fifty-fifty and would renmain so until his trial period in

this office was done. Like the illegitinmte baby, circunstance had | ocked himin.
Yes, he had reason to do his job well, however unqualified he nmght be for the office. Hs
soul remained in peril of dammation. He hadn't really worried about that during his normal life,

but now that he was sure that Hell was really literal, he cared. He didn't want to go there when
he died! Al he had to do was a good enough job so that his soul would be slated for Heaven. Then
he woul d not have to fear Eternity, at such time as he got carel ess and was sent there forcefully.

The car stopped in another parking lot. This appeared to be a school. Zane got out and
followed his arrow through the conblike serrations of the building conplex. It was class-changing
time, and children in the range of ten to twelve were scurrying every which way, generally
i gnoring both Zane and the posted WALK signs. One boy, however, plunged directly into him
natural ly paying no attention to the obstacles in the way of his headl ong rush

The contact was enphatic. Zane suffered a mld | apse of breath. The boy righted hinself
and | ooked up. "Gee- Halloween!" he exclaimed. "A skull-face!" Then he zooned away.

Hal | oween? Cl ose enough. The | ad had seen nore accurately than he knew. Perhaps this was a
tal ent of the young.

He passed near a cl assroom where conputers were being described to bored students. The
virtues of conpeting brands were highlighted on posters posted al phabetically around the room It
was good to be part of the computer age; Zane wouldn't mind owning any one of those fine data
processors. He understood they could al so be used to sunmon quite powerful denons safely, for a
conputer never erred in setting up the tricky protective spells required to prevent the
supernatural fromgetting out of hand. But al as, he was now beyond that.

The next classroomdealt with nodemtechnical applications of magic. Its students were
equal ly inattentive; they had little interest in required basics of any type. Here the posters
descri bed conpetitively marketed brands of amulets, |ove potions, curses, magic mrrors,
comuni cati on conches, cornucopi as, voodoo dolls, mail-order ghosts, sophisticated spell books,
and sundry gens of enchantnent. Zane knew about those |ast from personal experience!

He arrived at the cubby that served as the school infirmary. There was another boy the
size of the one who had bunped Zane. This boy was deathly ill. Beside him the school's part-tine
nurse was on the phone, exasperated. "...can't wait for parental perm ssion," she was saying. "I
can never reach themduring the day anyway. We need an anbul ance-carpet inmmediately! He's got to
get to the hospital before he -- "

She paused as her eyes fell on Zane. "Ch, no!" she breathed, setting down the phone. "It's
too late, isn't it?"

Zane gl anced at the Deathwatch. It was tine. "Yes," he said. He reached into the boy and
drew out his soul.

The nurse covered her eyes with one hand. "I nust be hallucinating,” she said brokenly.
"It's terrible when they are taken so young."

Zane stood there, the small soul dangling fromhis hand. He felt guilty. Wy should such
an innocent child have to die? "I nust do nmy job," he said to the nurse. "But if you would be so
ki nd-pl ease tell nme the nature of this boy."

"l nust be crazy," she said, looking directly at Zane. "Talking to a delusion. But | wll
answer. He was the youngest drug addict |'ve dealt with-well, not the youngest, if you count the
pot heads, but the worst for this age bracket. He was hooked on anything he coul d get-coke, heroin
acid, magic dust-anything at all that zonked himout of dull existence. He lied, he stole, he-you
know, lured clients to illicit activities-anything to get nmoney for a fix. This tine he got
somet hi ng too strong-nust have been uncut helldust, and he didn't believe it-and Satan took him
in"

"Not necessarily Satan,"
may yet be saved.”

"I hope so. He was a decent kind, underneath. Sonetinmes we tal ked, while he was recovering
froma siege. He wanted to quit; he just couldn't control his habit. | think it was genetic, sone
chemical inbalance in himthat threw himinto an irrational depression, so he had to escape by any
means available. | know he didn't want to be that way. | turned himin a dozen tines, for his own
good, and he never held it against ne. But they tend to go easy on juveniles, and-oh, | should
have taken stronger measures! But | kept hoping, each tinme, that he'd straighten out -- "

O hers were coming, and Zane felt it prudent to withdraw. But he had food for thought.
First, he knew now that sone people could see himand recognize himfor his office, even if they
weren't dying thenselves, and even if they didn't quite believe it. Maybe it was a matter of

Zane said. "H s soul is in near bal ance between good and evil; it
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circunmstance; the nurse was in a distraught condition, ready to perceive Death; and, of course,
she really did care about the client. Second, the young could i ndeed have much evil on their
souls. This boy had evidently comrmtted heinous acts to support his drug habit. So it nmade sense;
had the boy not OD d now, when the good still matched the evil in him the bal ance woul d have
shifted irrevocably, putting himin Hell for certain when he died |later. Maybe he was | ucky he had
gone today.

Yet that conment about the genetic origin of the |lad s conpul sion bothered Zane.
Depression was an insidious thing, as he knew fromhis own experience in life; it manifested in
obscure ways; indeed, it could be biologic rather than psychologic. Was it fair to charge sin
agai nst a person's soul when he couldn't really help what he did? Zane did not have the answer,
but he wasn't easy about it.

The wat ch was running agai n, sw ngi ng backward into the next countdown. Zane knew he'd be
crowded until he caught up to his original schedule, but he felt the need to pause again. He
pressed the STOP button.

What was bothering himwas this: death was a serious business; he could not blithely
coll ect souls without devel oping sonme rationale for hinself. Was this really what he wanted to do
for all eternity?

He sat in the car, in the parking |ot, thinking. He needed an answer, but sonehow coul dn't
get a grasp on the nature of his wish. He didn't know what he wanted to do, only that sonething
about his present course was w ong.

H's reverie was jarringly interrupted by noise fromthe radio of a slowy passing car. It
was a Hellfire commercial, sung to the tune of a popular hym: Hark, the herald angels shout. Ten
nore years till you get out! Ten nore years till you are free, fromlife's penitentiary!

Sat an never quit canpai gni ng! Zane knew hinself to be no angel, but this open nockery of
Heavenly things disturbed him Could it really lure wavering souls to Hell? Surely he hinself, in
Iife, had been considered a candidate for such infernal blandishments. Even if his soul had not
proved to be entirely bal anced between good and evil, he would have known he was of questionable
virtue. There were blots on his conscience that could never be erased. He was, in secret fact, a
nmur derer-now he had to adnmit it to hinmself! -- and he had believed for sone tine that he was
destined for Hell, though he had not quite allowed hinself to believe Hell existed. Who was he to
judge the souls of others? So the school boy had the sins of drug addiction on his soul; was Zane
hi nsel f any better?

Yet what choice did he have now? It al ways cane back to that. If he didn't do his job, how
woul d that inprove anyone's situation? Sonmeone el se would replace himin the office of Death, and
the grimgane woul d conti nue.

“I't mght as well be ne," Zane said, pressing the button to resune the countdown. But he
remai ned unsatisfied. He had not really answered his question. He was doing this job because he
didn't know what else to do and wasn't ready to quit what formof life remained to him H's own
sui cide attenpt had been a passing thing, a wild inmpulse of the moment; he really did want to
live. Since he had to performor face sone sort of Divine accounting, he perforned. That really
was not nuch credit to him

In fact, Zane realized, he was not much of a person. If he had never lived, the world
woul d not have been a worse place. He was just one of the blah nmediocrities that cluttered the
cosnos. It was ironic that he shoul d have backed into the significant office he now held.

He had started and oriented the car. He was zooning across the surface of the world,
hardly paying attention. This was, if he renenbered correctly, his sixth case com ng up; he was
getting the hang of it. O course there was still nmuch to learn-assuning he really wanted to | earn
it.

Ocean gave way to land. There was a fleeting beach, and a green shore region; then they
pl owed t hrough nmountains and across a desert whose sands were winkled into dunes |ike the waves
of the sea, frozen in place. On south, still in hyper drive; this was a huge island-in fact, a
continent!

The Death nobile stopped at last at the dead end of a dirt road in nountainous country.
Four minutes remained on the tiner. Where was the client?

The arrow stone for once seened uncertain. He turned it about, and the arrow was
i nconsistent. In any event, there was no human habitation in sight in this wild |and.

A blinking light on the dash caught his attention. It was the one with the horse head
sil houette. Zane pushed it.

He was astride the great stallion, his cloak swirling in the breeze. "Wat next, friend
steed?" he inquired.

The Deat h horse noved forward, galloping up the steep slope to the side. No ordinary horse
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coul d have noved this way-but of course this was a unique animal. Mrtis |eaped to the top of the
mountain ridge, where a prinitive cottage perched.

This was the place. The arrow stone had not gui ded hi m before, because he had been hol di ng
it level instead of angled. It had not been able to point upward to the cottage. The car had not
driven here because no ordinary car could, and the approach of Death was al ways circunspect. As
they traversed the sonmewhat harrow ng slope of the nmountain, Zane thought again about hinself and
his office. There was sonethi ng about the appearance of danger, such as a possible fall, that
caused himto review his nost norbid thoughts. If he felt unfit for the office of Death and did
not want to judge others when he knew he was no better than they were, why should he do it? If his
abdi cation neant he would die the death he had aborted before, nmaybe that was proper. |f he went
to Hell, naybe that, too, was proper. After all, he had killed his nother; he could hardly go to
join her in Heaven! The fact that he now clung to a kind of life had no relevance; it was fitting
that he pay his penalty.

Yes-that was what he had to do! "I resign the office!" he cried inpulsively. "Take ne
directly to Hell!™

Not hi ng happened. The horse trotted toward the cottage, ignoring Zane's outburst.

O course. He could not blithely resign. He had to be killed by his successor, who would
probably be a client |ike hinmself and who would turn on him

Very well-he had a client conming up. He would pass the office on to that person and be
done with it.

Two minutes remained as he rode up to the cottage. A worman canme out to nmeet him "I am
ready, Death,"” she said. "Lift ne to your fine horse and bear ne to Heaven."

A woman! He had thought it would be a man, nmaybe with a gun. Wuld a wonan as readily turn
on hin? She ni ght need some convinci ng.

"I can not pronise you Heaven,"
ei ther way."

"But | took poison so | could go at a tine of ny choosing!" she protested. "I've got to go
to Heaven!"

"Take an antidote or an enetic quickly," Zane urged, wondering whether this was feasible
Wul d he have been sunmoned, had demi se not been certain? And how coul d she turn the poison she
had al ready taken against hin? This was not working out at all! "Extend your life, and we shal
talk."

he said. "Your soul is in virtual balance; it could go

The woman hesitated. "I don't know --

"Hurry!" Zane cried, seeing his chance slip away. If she had to die, he would not |eave
his office this time, and might not have the courage to nmake the next client turn against him

"l do have a healing potion that should neutralize it, but -- "

"Take it!" he pl eaded.

Doni nated by his urgency, she conplied, drinking the potion

"Now find a gun or a knife," he told her.

"What ? Why should | neutralize the poison, only to use sonething nuch nore nessy?”

"Not for you. For ne. | want you to kill me."

She gaped at him "I'Il do no such thing! What do you think |I an?"

Zane saw that this wasn't renotely feasible. OF course she was not a murderess! He
di srounted, took her hand, and led her to a patio where there were chairs and a table. "Wy did
you want to die?" he asked.

"What do you care, Death?" she asked, wary of him but curious, too. She spoke with the
strong Down under accent of this region

"Not |ong ago, | sought to die,"
explain. Now | want to die again."

"How can Death die even once?"

"Believe me, Death can die. It is only an office | hold, and that office can be yours if --

he said. "I changed ny nmind when-well, that's hard to

"This is conpletely appalling!" she cried. "I'll not listen to this!"

Zane sighed. "Tell nme your problem"™ He knew hinself to be no psychol ogi st, but he needed
to extricate hinself fromthis awkwardness he had put hinmself into.

"My husband left me," she said grimy. "After fifteen years-a younger wonman-1'11 show
him"

"Isn'"t it a sin to conmt suicide, according to your religion?" he asked.

She paused, frowning. "l suppose it is, but -- "

"And should you do such a thing to spite hin? Wiy match the wong he did you with a wong
done to yoursel f?"
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"l ama worman," she said with a wy smile. "I owe nore to enption than to logic."

Zane returned her snile, showi ng that he appreciated her hunor. No worman real ly thought
herself illogical, however strongly she mght feel, but it was fashionable to seem otherw se. "But
your soul is so close to balance, the evil matching the good, that these wongs could tip you into
Hel I. Do what you know is right, and your bal ance should favor Heaven."

"“Ch, | hadn't thought of that! | don't want to go to Hell!"
"Believe nme, you stand at the very brink of it now. You have done evil before, and this --

She sighed. "It is true. | have nmuch evil to account for. | drove himaway. | suppose you
know how bitchy a woman can be when she tries."
"Not really. | always thought of wonen as pristine and pure," Zane admtted. "Most of the

evil resides in nen. Wnen should go to Heaven when they die."
She | aughed bitterly. "You idiot! There is nore sin concealed in wonen than in nen! My

husband errs because it is his male nature; |, at |east, should have known better. | was fooling
nmysel f when | dreamed of Heaven."

"Not at all," Zane said. "I didn't say you were dooned to Hell; | said you stood at the
verge. Heaven is within your potential. | amsure of this. You can redeemyourself. | amin a

position to know, for | collect the borderline souls. Go and do good with what renai ns of your
life, and you will go to Heaven. This pronmise is surely worth sone sacrifice."
"Yes, surely it is," she agreed. "But howis it you, the GimReaper, urge this course on

me? If | live, doesn't that cost you points or sonething?"

"I don't know," Zane admitted. "I have not held this office long. | just don't like to see
alife wasted or a person damed who coul d be saved."

"Yet you were asking ne to kill you!"

"l see now that was wong of ne. | will make you a deal: you live, and | will live."

She sniled nmore openly, looking rather pretty. "I'lIl do it! | don't need ny husband
anyway. "

Zane stood. "l regret | have other appointnents. May we never neet again." He extended his
hand.

She took it, though it seemed skeletal. "This I will renenber-shaking hands with Death."
Zane | aughed. "That's better than what you contenplated."

"Also better than what you contenplated!" He nodded agreenent, then returned to the horse
and nounted. He waved to her as he departed.

Chapter 4 -- MAGQ Cl AN

The Deat hwat ch was counting down again. Only ninety seconds remained. "No time to ride
down the nountain," Zane said. "Can you take ne there directly, Mortis?"

The stallion neighed, reared, and | eaped into the air. Couds raced by, and | and and sea
and nore |land. This was hyper drive! Wen the horse | anded, they were back in Arerica. In fact,
they were in Kilvarough; he knew his home city well. Well, of course people died here as well, and
sone woul d be in near bal ance; no need to be surprised.

They stopped at an affluent suburban estate. A fence of iron spikes surrounded it, and two
|l ean young griffins patrolled the grounds. They were beautiful creatures, with powerful beaks and
talons and rippling nuscles on their bodies. Crossbreed of eagle and lion, with certain nagica
endownents, yet |oyal to whatever person or creature they gave their loyalty to, they were just
about the best protection an estate could have. This, nore than the obvious wealth of the
property, inpressed himwth the status of its owner.

But when the creatures nmenaced Zane, the Death steed lifted one steel forefoot in
unm st akabl e warni ng, backing themoff. Few griffins feared horses, but these were smart enough to
perceive that this was no ordinary horse.

Still, Zane wasn't eager to |leave the protection Mrtis provided while the griffins
remai ned. But he would have to, for he was sure the horse woul d not enter the building. He glanced
about - and spied an object strapped to the saddle. He lifted it out and found two pegs nounted on a
I ong, curving shaft. He gripped it by these, and a massive, gleaning bl ade snapped out at right
angles to the base. Sure enough-it was a swi tchbl ade scythe.

Zane had had only very Iimted experience with a scythe in a class on archaic farm ng and
harvesting. Certain magic crops suffered heavy | osses when worked by machi nery, so ancient tools
were still used for them and nost schools had a course or two in the application of these. So
Zane knew what this was and how to swing it, but would have trouble using it as a weapon. Still,
as he held it now, felt the proper heft of it and its fine balance, and eyed the deadly expanse of
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the bl ade, a certain nervous confidence suffused him This was a magi ¢ weapon, surely; its
enchant nent nmade the wi el der at |east hal fway conpetent. He believed he could use it and that its
power and quality would enhance his ability. After all, the scythe was Death's traditiona
instrunment, the grimtool of the Gim Reaper, and he was now that entity.

The horse stopped, and Zane disnounted. Yes, he was Death, standing here holding this
deadly instrunment. He began to believe. Perhaps he could do the job the way it should be done.

Thirty seconds remai ned. He strode toward the house. The two griffins spread their w ngs
and rose up to the ranpant posture, their elevated front claws springing out |ike narrow daggers,
their beaks gleam ng. A kind of screaming grow started in the two throats.

Zane drew his Death cloak close about himand Iifted the scythe. The griffins reared back
wary of its terrible blade. He strode toward them glaring through the narrow aperture of his
hood.

That did it. The nonsters night fear nothing living, but all creatures feared Death, if
they recogni zed him

As his watch signaled tine, Zane wal ked into the main room of the house. There was an old
man, seated in an easy chair.

"Stay your hand a nonment. Death," the nan said. "I would converse with you."

“I"'mrunning late," Zane denurred, no |longer as surprised as he had first been when peopl e
saw hi m and addressed himdirectly. It was evident that anyone who really wi shed to could relate
to him

The man smled. "I nust advise you that | ama Magician of the thirty-second rank, whose
name you woul d not recogni ze because ny nmagi c protects ny anonymty. | can stay your hand-yea,
even yours. Death! -- for a tine. But | do not seek to oppose you, only to converse a nonent wth

you. Put away your weapon, grant nme a period of your attention, and | will reciprocate with
sonet hi ng of greater val ue."

"Do you seek to bribe Death?" Zane asked, half angry and two-thirds curious. He folded the
scythe and leaned it against the wall near the door. "Wat possible thing could you offer ne?"

"I have al ready given you nore than you can afford to know," the Magician said. "But |
will couch ny offer succinctly. Stop your watch, and if after five nmnutes you do not wish to
converse longer, | will yield you my soul with singular grace. In return, | proffer you the
domi nant option on the |ove of ny daughter.”

This did not please Zane. The bitterness of his foolish |oss of Angelica to the proprietor
of the Mess O Pottage shop was still fresh. "Wat use does Death have for any wonan?" he asked.

"You renmain a man, behind the Death mask. Even Death does not exist by souls alone.”

"What am | to nake of a nan who would prostitute his daughter to gain a few nbre m nutes
of Iife?" Zane asked, repelled.

"Especially one who would prostitute her to the person who killed his nmother," the
Magi ci an agr eed,

Zane punched the STOP button, freezing the overextended countdown. "You have my attention
Magi ci an,” he said between his teeth.

"I shall sunmmon her," the man said. He tapped one gnarled finger against the armof his
chair with a sound like the clang of a small bell

That was not what Zane had nmeant, but he kept silent. The Magician was evidently a
conpl ex, know edgeabl e man who had done his research on Zane's past. Wiy he chose to bring his
daughter into it, Zane could not guess, but that was the Magician's business. Maybe the girl was
so honely that no one woul d seek to take advantage of her anyway.

The girl entered the room She was naked. Her hair was bound under a bathing cap
evidently she had just stepped out of an air-shower. Her body was sl ender and well formed, but not
spectacul ar. She was just a normal, healthy young woman of perhaps twenty years. "Wat is it.

Fat her?" she inquired, her voice gently nelodious. "I have offered your love to this person
Luna," the Magician said, gesturing to Zane.

She gl anced about, perpl exed. "Wat person?”

"You can see him if you try. He is the new Death."

"Deat h!" she exclaimed with mild horror. "So soon?"

"He has cone for nme, not you, my dear, and | shall go with himshortly. But | wanted you
to meet himbefore | gave himthe | ove-spell with your nane on it."

She squinted, |ooking at Zane, beginning to see him "But |I'mnot dressed!" she protested.

"Dress, then," her father said, as if indifferent. "I wi sh you to make an i npression on
himso he will desire you."
"As you wi sh, Father," she said dutifully. "I have yet to neet the man | couldn't inpress

when | tried, but | doubt | have rmuch future with the Iike of Death." She turned and departed the
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way she had arrived, poised but still not special. It seemed to Zane that Magici an and daughter
bot h had consi derabl e arrogance, assuming so blithely that the office holder of Death could be
swayed by such obvi ous neans.

Per haps, he thought further, his glinpse of lovely Angelica had forever spoiled himfor
ot her women, even if his new office had not.

"My nessage is this," the Magician said abruptly. "There is a conplex plot afoot that

af fects nmy daughter, Luna Kaftan. | have protected her hitherto, but | shall no |longer be able to
do so. Therefore | am asking you to do so."

"I nmust have m sunderstood. | thought you were offering me your daughter's favors in
exchange for five mnutes of ny tine."

The Magi cian smiled. "Death, you are rightly cynical. It is a barbed offer, of course. If

you accept the bait, you will find yourself enptionally committed and you will guard her in a
manner few others could."

"How can | guard anyone?" Zane demanded, sensing that he was being managed. "I am Death!"

"You are uniquely qualified," the Magician insisted. "Wen, through ny black arts, |
perceived the nature of the conspiracy against nmy child, I knew she woul d have to have a chanpi on
to guard her as | could not. | researched diligently to |ocate that chanpi on, neglecting ny health
in the process, and at length identified you."

"Mel" Zane exclainmed. "As Death, | can do only a thing you would not want for your
daughter. As a nman, not as Death, | amunqualified to do anything at all for her. You should know

that!"

"As a man, it is true, you are unrenarkable,” the Mgician agreed. "But you are
nevert hel ess uniquely qualified for the need. | believe you will growwith the office and becone
what you presently are not."

"You know sonet hi ng about how | got the job of Death?" This was indeed interesting.

"I was the one who persuaded Fate to arrange your placenment at that office," the Mgician

sai d.
"Persuaded Fate! You -- ?"
"l suspect you are not yet aware of the significance of your role.”
"Well, every person has to die sonetine -- "

"But any person can serve, however indifferently, in the office of Death. This particul ar
situation requires your personal expertise."

"You're not making much sense to nme!" Zane said. "It was sheer chance that brought me to --

He broke off, for the Magician's daughter Luna had re-entered the room She was cl ot hed
now she was evidently efficient about getting dressed-and wore nakeup and had | et down her hair-
and it did nmake a difference. Her tresses were shoul der-1ength, chestnut brown, and shone with
such a rich luster that Zane was sure an enchantnent of enhancenment had been applied. Her eyes,
whi ch had seenmed nondescript before, now were huge and beautiful, their color a deep gray like the
hide of a fine racing horse, or the Death steed hinself. Her cheeks had warned and her |ips were
bright and sensual, the teeth showi ng white and even. She wore two Saturn-stone earrings that
projected little colored rings and illumi nated the snoboth colum of her neck on either side.

But she had hardly finished her makeover there. She wore an of f-shoul der gray bl ouse that
clung lightly to the contours of her arms and bosom nmaki ng what had seened nodest before cone to
life now as a fully respectabl e endowrent. Her belt was wi de and heavy and set with col ored
stones; probably it was a flying belt. Her brown skirt, matching the shade of her hair, caressed a
configuration of hip and leg that was elegant in its artistry of form Zane had not before
realized how striking a slender wormman coul d be. Even her feet were pretty, in delicate, w nged,
green slippers that were crafted to resenble her nanesake, the Luna noth. About her neck was a
chain of gold in the nmode of fine serpentine, and on the chain, suspended artfully between her
breasts, was a | arge noonstone, its brightness at crescent phase. Such stones waxed and waned
magically with the changes of the real noon, the ultimately fenmal e synbol. She was magically
| ovel y, as stunning as any nodel at a fashi on show

O course she had nmagic, Zane reninded hinself. She was a Magician's daughter! Naturally
she had becone inpressive; it was an artifice! Yet he could not help being inpressed, for it was
i ndeed the sane girl he had seen before, in a new aspect. Luna's present presence was like a

sel ected precious stone, dull in shadow, suddenly enhanced by the brilliance of a spotlight that
caused it to project its awesone |uster

She had been nude before. Truly, in seeing her uncovered, he had not seen her at all. Not
even Angelica could rival --

"Shall | do a dance for you?" Luna inquired with a charming quirk of a smle.
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"I don't believe it," Zane mnuttered.

"Well, you should," she said m schievously. "You saw nme nude."

Zane shook his head. "I don't believe a creature |like you can be casually offered to a
nondescri pt character like ne. It just doesn't make sense."

"Ch, she is no gift," the Magician said. "Luna has to be won, and the winning is not
straightforward. What you get is the first option to conpete.”

"I don't care to conpete," Zane said, distrusting this.

He was aware that the Magician was offering | ess, now that Luna had mani fested as nore.
Zane didn't |ike being nanaged.

"Suit yourself. The Love stone is here.
tabl e beside him

"I have no use for Lovestones!" Zane snapped. He now w shed he had never seen Angeli ca;
how much grief that woul d have saved him

"Perhaps you mi sunderstand,"” the Magician said. "This is not your conmon | ocater stone;
this one conpels love. Merely hold it and | ook at the wonan you desire, and she will be instantly
afflicted with overwhel m ng passion for you. You do not find these on sale in kni ckknack shops."

Zane eyed the stone with new respect. |If he took that and | ooked at Luna, she woul d becone
his | ove slave. Probably its effect was linted to a single session; otherw se the user would
never be able to get away fromthe subject. But it meant the man-or woman- possessi ng such an
artifact could take advantage of any ot her person encountered. What was he to make of the father
who openly offered to subject his |ovely daughter to such influence, or of the girl who know ngly
permtted such enchantnment to be used on her? "Thanks, no."

Luna nodded slightly, perhaps in approval. Had this been a test? The Magician had said his
daught er needed to be won, and the use of the Love stone was hardly fair conpetition. Maybe the
stone i nduced passion but not |ove. Gven the choice between passion and | ove, Zane preferred the
latter.

The Magician settled slightly in his chair, relaxing. "I must proceed; the spell that
extends ny life beyond its appointed tine is weakening, and | dare not use another."

"You dare not?" Zane asked, increasingly suspicious. "Aren't you a powerful Magician?"

"Magi c is addictive and often daming. The white nagi c which has beconme so popular is
generally harm ess, but it can | ead stage by stage to the nore potent black nagic, which gradually
corrupts and eventually damms the user. All serious practitioners enploy black magic, because of
its versatility and power. | have used nore than enough to damm me to Hell."

"But you are in balance, or I would not have been sumoned!"”

"Technically true. It was necessary that | sumon you, and this was the only way possible
wi thout alerting the Unnentionable."

"The -- "

"Do not utter the nane, for he is attuned to it. My enchantnent protects us from chance
di scovery, but against his direct inquiry there is no protection, and his nanme woul d bring that.
Thi s discussion has to be private. Once | talk to you, nmy fate hardly matters, except that | rmust

The Magi cian indicated a small blue gemon the

stay free of Hell long enough to give the plan a chance to function. The Unnaned quickly picks the
brains of his incomng victims. So we had to seemto neet in the nornal course, to avoid
suspi cion. "

"You set up your own death, just to talk to me without a certain entity know ng-when you
yoursel f had gotten Fate to put me in office?"

"It does seemto be a cumbersonme nechani sm But a conplex conspiracy is abroad, and
devi ous sacrifices are required.”

"Such as your life-and your daughter's virtue?" Luna smled, taking no offense. "Father is
like that. That's why he's a great Magici an-one whom even the Incarnations respect."

Evidently so- "What conspiracy?" Zane demanded

"That | may not tell you," the Magician said. "How can | help you if | don't know what you
want ?"

"I have told you what | want. My daughter's salvation."

"Sone way you have to guarantee it!" Zane said, glancing neaningfully at the Love stone.
"Your daughter is obviously only a pretext for some nore sinister schene. What do you really
want ?"

The Magician stared at the floor for a moment as if considering. "I want what every
hal fway decent man wants: the belief that his life has in some small or devious fashion benefited
the cosnmbs. My use of black magic has so weighted ny soul that ny daughter had to assune a share
of my evil in order to put nme in technical balance. Now she, too, is in peril. But she should have
time to redeem herself, if our ploy is successful."
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"She can take sone of your evil?" Zane asked, surprised. "I thought every soul had to be
judged on its own nerits."

"It does, ordinarily. But sophisticated magic can alter cases, and this case has been
altered. At the nonment, both of us are in bal ance."

Zane | ooked at Luna again. Her face was unlined and innocent. He was relieved to know that

the evil in her soul was not truly hers; she was basically a good girl. He was well aware that
physi cal beauty bore no certain relation to the condition of a person's soul, but he still felt
nmore at ease when the two mat ched.

Now the girl |eaned over her father. "It is tinme. Father," she said. "I'll never know your

equal ." She kissed him Then she straightened up and faced Zane. "Death, bring thy sting," she
said, and turned away.

Zane started his countdown timer again. He wal ked up to the Magician, who had abruptly
settled into the final seizure, and drew out his soul. Qickly he folded it and put it away.

Still facing opposite, Luna spoke. "My father nade an agreenment with you. | will honor it
wi thout the use of the Love stone. You will understand if | do not pretend any personal joy in the
matter. Cone this way." She wal ked toward the doorway through which she had entered.

The Deat hwat ch was counting down for the next client, but Zane paused. "You father, whom
you professed to | ove deeply, has just died," he said, shocked. "How can you think of a thing |ike-
like that-at this monment? \Where is your grief?"

She halted, but did not face him "I can do what ny father asked ne to do because
respect his judgnent above that of any other person. Wien | realized that his death was upon him
I invoked the enchantnent he had prepared for this occasion. | put on a gemthat elimn nated
i ncapacitating enotion. After you depart, | will renove that stone and suffer as much as | can
stand before | have to don the gemagain. My grief will run its course in neasured stages. But ny
grief is not yours, and while | amw th you, | shall not share it with you."

Zane shook his head, appalled at this explanation. "I don't claimto be a good nan or a
good Death. Mstly | have been satisfied to take what | can get. | was a fool not |ong ago and
threw away nmy chance to |love and marry a wonderful woman -- "

"Fate arranged that |loss, at ny father's behest, "
responsibility there."

So that, too, had been no coincidence! Zane was shaken, but plowed on. "Now |'mgoing to
be a fool again. | have not done your father any genuine service | know of and, in any event,
don't deserve the sort of attention you -- "

Luna turned back to face him She seened prettier than ever. Her eyes were pearl as they
fixed on his. No, she had not been bluffing about her ability to inpress a nan! "Yes, you are
correct, of course. You don't want false rapture. Use the Love stone; then ny passion will be

Luna said. "You need feel no

genuine. | should not have tried to avoid that. | will also, if you wish, use it on you, so that
your reservations will dissipate.”

"That's not what | neant!" Zane excl ai ned, enbarrassed. "I don't deserve the attention or
the love of a wonman |i ke you. Keep the Love stone; | will not abuse your nature by using it. Maybe
when | was a living nman | woul d have done so, but now | am Death, with an inportant
responsibility, and I must honor the dignity of the office as | perceive it. | will |leave you to

your grief." He turned to the exit, half-cursing hinself for his perversity. This was not typical
behavi or for him why hadn't he sinply taken the proffered paynment?

"Why?" she asked. He could tell by the sound of her voice that she had turned again. They
were both facing away, the dead Magician's body between them

Zane hinself wasn't sure. He had spoken of the dignity of his office-but not |ong ago he

had tried to give up that office. "lI-look, | admt you're the kind of woman | |ike. The kind any
man woul d |ike. You set out to inpress nme and you certainly did. You didn't seemlike nmuch when-
when you weren't trying-well, right now|I'msure you' re everything | nmight want, but-1 guess it's
what your father said. | want to make sonething good of ny life, or of my office, while | stil
have the chance. Otherwi se, what's the point? If |I had been good before, |I wouldn't have cone to
the point of death nyself so soon. I'mtrying to be good now, for what it's worth, so at |east |
can think of nmyself as hal fway useful for sonmething. To-to take advantage of you-especially at
this time-1 know that would- | did sonething like that once inlife, and it remains a blot on ny
soul -well, it's just not the way | think someone as inportant as Death should be. So |I'mgoing to

try to play the part the way | think it should be played, even though I'mnot-I know |I'm not a
worthy actor.”

"You are going counter to ny father's wi sh," she said. "He scheduled his death to bring
you here so you would neet ne. Fate took that other woman fromyou so that you would be free for
me. | amowed to you in a very real sense."
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"l have net you. | don't think you owe me anything for what Fate did. Maybe I'mon the
rebound fromthat love | threw away before it started. Maybe |I'mjust angry at bei ng managed. |
think I would-1 don't know. Maybe your father m sjudged ne."

"Maybe he did," she agreed. "Still, | nust acquit my own debts and try to honor his wll.
I would be false to nmy father's menory if | did otherwise. Wuld you settle for a date?"

“I'f | start seeing a worman of your quality, I'll soon want too nuch."

"You can have too nuch."

"I-no, | nean Death should not be distracted."

"Then come when you're off duty."

Zane felt guilty, but also sorely tenmpted, "One tine," he agreed. "One tine."

Not hing nore was to be said. Zane opened the door, picked up his scythe, and went out to
hi s horse

He mounted. "On to the next, steed," he said.

The stallion | eaped into the sky. Dawn was just arriving here, and a bank of clouds to the
east was starting to glow. Mortis trotted over clouds as if they were sand, flying w thout w ngs,
then plunged down through them somewhere on the day lit portion of the globe.

But it was not |and bel ow. The horse came down on the expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. H s
feet touched and held; naturally this aninmal could run on water

Ahead, the cloud cover dipped to intersect the water: a storm The stallion galloped right
at it. Zane viewed the | ash-whi pped waves with increasing alarm The person who held the office of
Death was inmortal only as |long as he was not killed. Suppose he drowned? The sea was becom ng
mount ai nous, the waves already surging higher than his head, and nuch hi gher nearer the storm

"I don't like this," he said. "Wwo will replace me if | drown here?" That wasn't really
his worry, however. He didn't care who next assuned the office; he didn't want to vacate it

He didn't? Then why had he tried, so ineptly, to get his client to turn on himand kil
hi n? What did he really want?

He wasn't sure, but suspected it related to sone personal aspect. He could accept his own
dem se nore readily if he deliberately handed the office to a chosen successor than if an
i nani nat e ocean washed himout. It was control and self-esteemat the root of his disquiet.

A spot near the saddl e horn blinked. Zane touched it- and the horse becanme a doubl e-hull ed
speedboat, cutting through the fringe of the storm

Wonders never ceased! "You are sone creature. Mortis!" Zane excl ai ned.

But the waves were so horrendous that the craft was soon tilting precariously. The pale
boat was steering itself aptly, to avoid being swanped, but the sea seened determned to
out maneuver it.

"I prefer you as a horse!" Zane cried as the craft crested a pinnacle and tilted
si ckeningly forward. He punched the blinking button on its control panel

The horse returned, galloping along the shifting contour of the wave. Yes, this was
definitely better! The aninmal could not be swanped or overturned. "I couldn't nmanage w t hout you
Mortis," Zane said, hanging on desperately.

Then the client cane into sight. It was a young nan, clinging to a bit of flotsam The man
saw Zane and lifted a hand weakly. Then he sank into a wave.

"He doesn't have to die!" Zane protested, speaking as nuch for hinself as for the client.

Mortis snorted noncommittally. After all, Death had been summopned here to collect the
client's soul

"I"'mgoing to rescue him" Zane said. "To watch himdrown-that would be |ike nurder!"”

The horse did not react, except to cone to a halt on the water beside the drowni ng man
Zane di smounted and found that his feet stood firmy on the surface. Fate had said his shoes woul d
make t hat possible, but he had not quite accepted it until now

He reached down, caught the man's projecting arm and haul ed hi mupward. The wave was
liquid for the client, solid for Zane's feet-and Zane's gl oved hand did not pass through the man's
flesh when he didn't want it to. Hi s magi c accormmopdated itself to his specific needs.

But a surge crossed their location, burying the client and al nost jerking himaway.
Irritated, Zane punched the center button of the Deathwatch, seeking to freeze tinme itself.
Not hi ng happened, and he renenbered that this button had to be pulled, not pushed. He pulled.

The water halted in place: waves, bubbles, and spune. The racing fog stopped as if
phot ographed. Al was still and silent.

Zane got a better grip on the client and haul ed himout of the sea. Apparently tine did
not abate for Death or Death's pale horse, or for what Death touched. What an anazi ng power
Chronos had bequeat hed! But it was not enough, for it was evident that the client was far gone; he
had i nhal ed water during his final subnersion
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Zane got the man up on the runp of the horse, arnms dangling down to one side, legs to the
other. He pressed on the man's back, trying to squeeze out the water fromhis lungs, but this
wasn't very effective. Then Mrtis bucked, bouncing the man, and that did it; the water dribbled
out of his nouth, and he began to choke and gasp

Zane hel ped hi mstand. The nman's eyes w dened. "You are Death-but you haven't killed nme!"

“I will take you to shore," Zane said. "Munt behind ne and hold on."

They mounted. "I don't understand,"” the nman said somewhat plaintively.

Zane pushed the button in the watch. The stormresuned. The horse wal ked up the
progressi ng slope of the wave. The wind tore at them but they were secure against it.

"Why?" the man asked

Zane couldn't answer. He feared he was violating his office and woul d sonehow be puni shed,
but he still had to save this nan.

Soon they exited fromthe storm There was an island ahead; the pale horse knew where he
was going. They came to a deserted beach, but stray bottles showed it was at tinmes frequented by
tourists. There was civilization w thin range.

The man got down and stood on the wet sand, still unbelieving. "Why?" he repeated. "You
of all creatures -- "

Zane had to nake sone response, if only to justify his irrationality to hinself. "Your

soul is in danger of Hell. Go and do good in the world, to redeemyour afterlife."

The man stared, nmouth open. This was the twentieth century; no one took such cautions
seriously!

"Farewel | ," Zane said.

Mortis took of f, prancing once nore into the sky. Zane realized that nore magi ¢ nust be
i nvol ved to prevent himfromfalling off when the horse nade such notions. Hs office was failsafe
in various ways!

He | ooked back and glinpsed the erstwhile client still standing, staring after him

Had he done the right thing? Probably not. For the second tine, he had actually interfered
with a death, changing the course of a client's life. Maybe he was acting in an irrational manner
al l owi ng his personal hang-ups to affect his office. Yet Zane knew he would do it again.
Apparently he was unable to rise above his human linitations to performthe office inpartially.

The Deat hwat ch was counting down agai n. Zane punched the STOP button, halting the

countdown wi thout stopping regular tine. "I've had enough of this for the nonent," he said to the
horse. "I want to pause and reflect. Do you have a favorite pasture where you graze? Take ne
there.”

oedi ently the horse galloped farther up to a thin cloud layer. As they cane level wth
it, Zane saw the topside open out into a lush, green plain. "So your pasture is in the sky!" he
remar ked.

The horse | anded on the greensward and trotted across it to a large, confortable gi nkgo
tree. Zane disnounted. "You will be near when | need you?"

The stallion made an acqui escent ni cker and proceeded to graze. Zane noticed that the
ani mal was now unfettered by bridle or saddle; these accouternents had sinply ceased to exist when
not in use.

Zane sat down and | eaned back against the massive trunk of the tree. "Wiat am| doing
here?" he asked hinmself aloud. "Wy aren't | doing ny job?"

No answers cane. Mortis grazed in the lush field. The light breeze rustled the odd gi nkgo
| eaves. A snall spider dangled on a thread before Zane.

"What's the matter with ne, Arachnae?" he asked the spider. "I have a good job here,
fetching in the souls of the borderlines. Why am| letting themgo, when | thought | wanted to act
in accordance with the standards of the office? AmI| a hypocrite?"

The spider enlarged. Four of its |egs dangled down, fusing into two larger linbs, and four
lifted up, becoming two | esser extremties. Its abdonen contracted and el ongated. Its head
rounded, and the eight eyes nerged in much the manner the | egs had, two pairs formng two | arger
orbs and the other two pairs sliding to the sides to formears. In nonents the arachnid becane a
wonan, hol ding a strand of web between her hands. "Ch, we call it the del ayed-reaction syndrone,"
she said. "You can't step fromordinary life into inmortality w thout suffering systenic
dislocation. You will survive it."

"Who are you?" Zane demanded, surprised.

"How short your nmenory is," she teased him shifting to a younger form

Now he recogni zed her. "Fate! AmI| glad to see you!"

"Well, | did bring you into this, so it may be ny responsibility to tide you through the
break-in period. Al you have to do is accept and adapt to the newreality, and you're all right."

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (36 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

"But | know the new reality," he protested. "I know |'m supposed to take souls. But I'm
not taking them Not consistently. | talked one woman out of suicide and | actually rescued a
drowni ng nan. "

"That does conplicate things," she said thoughtfully. "I never heard of Death hel ping
people live. I'"'mnot sure there's a precedent. Except -- "

"Yes?"

“I"'mafraid | can't tell you that. Death.”

Zane's brow wrinkled. "There's sonething you know that you won't tell ne?" She had said
sonmet hing |ike that before, annoyingly.

"That is the case. But in due course all shall be known." He realized that it was usel ess
to try to coerce Fate. "Well, is there anything useful you will tell nme?"

"Ch, yes, certainly. Wat you need to do, to get yourself settled in, is to take sone
souls to Purgatory. Once you conprehend that aspect of the system you won't be so reluctant to do
your duty."

"Purgatory? |'ve thought of it, but | don't know where it is. Chronos said | could ride ny
horse there, but somehow -- "

She pointed. "Right there."

Zane | ooked. There, across the field, was a nodem buil di ng conpl ex, sonewhat |ike a
university. "That's Purgatory?"

"What did you expect-a nmedi eval dungeon guarded by a dragon?"

"Well-yes. | nean, the concept of Purgatory -- "

"This is the twentieth century, the golden age of magic and science. Purgatory noves with
the tines, as do Heaven and Hell."

Zane hadn't thought of it that way. "I just go there and enpty out ny bag of soul s?"

"Those you haven't been able to classify yourself," she said.

Zane becane suspicious. There was somret hing devi ous about the way Fate phrased things.
"What happens to souls there?"

"They get properly sorted. You'll see. Go ahead."”

Zane considered. "First let ne sort out whatever | can."

"Do that." Fate shrank back into the spider, who clinbed up its strand and di sappeared
into the dense foliage of the tree.

He | abored over the souls for some time. He nmanaged to classify all except two: the baby
and the Magician. The former was so evenly gray that no reading was possible; the latter was so
conpl exly convoluted with good and evil that it was an inpenetrable maze, even for the stones.

He wal ked to the Purgatory main building. It was a structure of red brick, with green
vines clinbing the walls.

The great front door was unguarded. Zane wapped his cl oak about himand pushed on in.
There was a desk with a pretty receptionist. "Yes?" she said, in exactly the manner such
decorations did on Earth.

"I am Death,"” he said, slightly diffidently.

"Certainly. Followthe black line."

Zane saw the line painted on the floor. He followed it down a hall, around comers, and
into a nodern scientific |aboratory. There were no people present, and no devils or angels; it
seened he was supposed to know what to do next. He was, in fact, a bit disgruntled by the
receptionist's cool reaction, as if Death were routine. Maybe Death was, here.

He | ooked around. He spied a conputer term nal. Good enough

Zane seated hinself before the term nal. He | ooked for a brand name, but there was none;
this was a generic machi ne, as was perhaps appropriate. It had a standard typewriter keyboard and
assorted extra function buttons. He punched ON, and the screen illum nated.

GREETI NGS, DEATH, it printed in bright green letters on a pal e background. HOW MAY WE
SERVE YQU?

Zane was not a good typist, but he was adequate. | HAVE TWDO SOULS TO CLASSI FY, he typed,
and saw the words appear on the screen in red, below the conputer's query.

The nmachi ne nade no response. After a nonent he renenbered-he had to ask it a question or
give it a directive if he wanted it to react. WHAT SHOULD | DO WTH THEM? he added

PUT ONE IN EACH DEVICE, it repli ed.

Zane | ooked about again. He saw a |line of devices. He started to get up

A buzzer sounded, recalling his attention to the conmputer. TURN ME OFF WHEN NOT | N USE
the screen said.

Ch. Zane made a pass at the OFF button, but held up. VWHY? he typed.

IT 1S NOT NICE TO WASTE PONER
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Zane typed again. NO | MEAN, WHY DON' T YOU HAVE A CIRCU T TO TURN YOURSELF OFF WHEN THE
OPERATOR DEPARTS? THAT WOULD BE FOOLPROOF.

HAVE YOU EVER TRIED TO GET A GOOD SUGGESTI ON THROUGH A BUREAUCRACY? The print was turning
reddish, as if fromjustifiable irritation.

Zane snmiled and hit the OFF button, and the screen faded. He suspected there was nore to
this conmputer than showed.

He went to the first device. It looked Iike a spin-drying nachine. He brought out the baby
soul and fed it into the hopper.

The machi ne purred. The soul dropped down into the spinner, which started to rotate.
Faster and faster it went, plastering the soul against its rim

"A centrifuge!" Zane exclainmed. "To spin out the evil! So it can be neasured!" Suddenly it
made sense. Presunmably after the evil was out, there would be another spin to extract the good,
and sone way to match them agai nst each other.

But no evil spun out. After an interval the machine stopped. The soul was ejected to a
| ower hopper.

Zane picked it up and returned to the termnal. He turned on the conputer. IT DIDN T WORK,
he typed. WHAT DO | DO NOWP

DESCRI BE THE SOUL.

I T"S A BABY, PURE GRAY. NO SHADES.

OH, NO WONDER, the screen said with unnechani cal expression. THAT'S A DEFI NI TI ON DECI SI ON.
TURN I T I N TO RECYCLE.

Thi s made Zane pause. He wasn't ready to let go of this yet. WHAT'S A DEFI NI TI ON DECI SI ON?

A CATEGORY OF CLASSI FI CATIONS, the screen infornmed himblithely, adopting a blue tinge. It
seenmed the conputer |iked being didactic. SOUS THAT ARE AUTOVATI CALLY | N BALANCE.

In bal ance. Half good, half evil, Zane had been dealing with that kind all along; in fact,
he was one of that nunber hinself. BUT HOWN COULD THI S BE, FOR AN | NNOCENT BABY? he asked.

A BABY CONCEI VED IN SIN, the screen explained. AS BY RAPE. | NCEST, OR GROSS DECEPTI ON,
VWHOSE Bl RTH CAUSES | NVI DI QUS HARDSHI P TO A PARENT, | S DEEMED TO BE | N BALANCE UNTI L FREE W LL
COVWENCES. NORMALLY AT THAT STAGE THE BALANCE SHI FTS, AND YOUR OFFI CE |'S NOT REQUI RED.

So that was the way it was. Chronos had conjectured as nmuch. This baby had died of illness
and negl ect before it attained enough free will to change. Thus Death had been sunmpned-and had
found the infant soul al nost unsullied by experience.

VWHY? he typed. WHY DO THAT TO A BABY?

TO GUARANTEE | T HAS A CHO CE.

BUT I T HAD NO CHANCE! Zane protested. | T DIED BEFORE | T HAD FREE W LL!

THAT | S THE REASON, the conputer explained patiently, taking Zane's statenent to be a
question. NO SOUL MAY BE RELEGATED TO ETERNI TY W THOUT A CHANCE TO ESTABLISH I TS OAN RECORD. A
SOUL W THOUT A RECORD MUST BE HELD.

Zane began to understand. It wasn't fair to allow a soul to be dammed to Hell without at
| east a chance to redeemitself, and probably Heaven had rul es about accepting the children of
iniquity.

Zane thought about that and concluded he didn't like it. There might be iniquity, but it
associated with the erring parents, not the child. If he were in charge, he would change a
definition or two.

But of course he was not in charge. He was not God- or Satan. It was not his business to
make the rules.

Yet he was involved, for he was Death. He had collected this soul. He felt responsible.
WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A SOUL |'S HELD? he typed.

| T REMAI NS FOREVER | N PURGATORY, the screen replied.

FOREVER! he typed, appalled. EVEN CRIM NAL SOULS ARE NOT CONFI NED HERE FOREVER, ARE THEY?

TRUE. CRIM NAL SOULS GO TO HELL FOREVER

That realigned things. Purgatory was surely better than Hell! WHAT DO THE HELD SOULS DO
HERE?

THEY RUN PURGATORY.

Ch. THE RECEPTI ONI ST | S ONE? CORRECT.

That didn't seemso bad, if not exactly good. Desk work could get insufferably dull over
t he passage of centuries. But, of course, this was the in-between place. Eternal neutrality was
surely better than Hell.

Zane turned off the conmputer, noved to the second device, and drew out the Mgician's
soul . The device resenbl ed a seal ed robot, looking at a pile of papers on a desk. The soul got fed
into a slot in the robot's back. In a nonent the nachine aninated, its eye lenses glowing, its
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metal |inbs noving.

The robot gl anced at Zane. "Am | dead yet?" The Magician's voi ce asked.

"Yes," Zane replied, taken aback. No soul had tal ked to him before.

"Where am |, then?"

"Purgatory. Your soul is so precisely in balance, | couldn't clarify it for Heaven or
Hell, so | brought it here."

"Excellent," the Magician said.

"You want to be stuck here?"

"I have to be here, as long as possible. My calcul ati ons were nost precise, but there is
al ways that el enent of uncertainty. A lot hangs on this."

"A |l ot hangs on what?" Zane asked, perplexed again.

"Did nmy daughter Luna reward you for your consideration?"

"Aren't you avoiding ny question?"

"Aren't you?"

Zane smled. "Your daughter offered, again, but | declined, again."

"But you mustn't decline!"” the Magician-robot protested. "Luna is for you. | left you the
Love stone."

“I'f you wanted ne to neet her, there nust have been sone better way than bringing ne to
your own death."

"No," the robot said. "No better way. Pay no attention to her protestations; she will do
what | wi sh her to."
"She didn't protest! | protested! It just isn't -- "

"Go after her. Death. She is worth your while."

"She's not interested in ne!" Zane said. "Wiy should | force ny attention on her, by
magi cal or nonmagi cal means, when | am such a personal nonentity? She surely deserves much better
and can get it." That, Zane realized now, was part of his objection. He could not afford to get
enotional |y hooked on a wonan who woul d surely | eave himsoon for a better man.

"You nust,"” the Magician insisted. "It is essential."”

"Why?" Zane was quite curious now.

“I can't tell you."

"That's what you said before! And Fate tends to speak in riddles, too. That annoys ne."

"The rest doesn't matter. Luna is a good girl," the Magician said sonewhat |anely.

"CGood reason for her not to be taken by Death.”

"I must get on to ny chore,” the Magician said, his nmetallic gaze resting on the desk

"What is your chore?"

"Cbviously | nust tote up the bal ance of good and evil on nmy soul nyself. These are the
tote-fornms." The netal hand touched the pile of papers. "One for every day of ny life."

Zane | ooked at a form "Enter sixteen percent of bal ance from Form 1040-Z on Line 32-Q "
he read. "If figure is greater than that on Line 29-P of Schedule TT, subtract 3.2 percent of Line
69-F. If less than ambunt shown on Line, vT5 on Schedule 11, go to Form 7734 Inverted." He | ooked
up, his mnd spinning. "This is alnost as bad as an incone tax form"

"Al nost," the Magician agreed wearily. "Were do you think the Revenue Departnment gets its
inspiration? It will take me eternity to get through this paperwork."

"How do you think it will come out when the final total has been figured. WIl you go to
Heaven?"

"By the time | conplete the final form | will have to start searching for errors,” the
robot said. "That will take a few nore centuries."

"Maybe there won't be any m stakes," Zane suggested.

"Such forms are designed to be inpossible to conplete correctly the first tine," the
Magi ci an said. "What would be the point if they were conprehensible?" He picked up a feather
quill, dipped it in a pot of red ink, and commenced his | abor. Soon oily sweat beaded his neta
br ow.

Zane left the robot to his endless |abor. Such a task would drive any nornmal person crazy,
but perhaps the Magi ci an had special resources.

He dropped the baby soul off with the receptionist on the way out. "Ch, good," she said,
this time showi ng some human ani mati on. "We need new personnel !'"

Zane wondered how a tiny baby would be able to perform but decided not to inquire.
Purgatory surely had ways to facilitate such things and, of course, it had eternity to do so.

Chapter 5 -- LUNA
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H s horse still grazed outside. "Hey, Mrtis!" Zane called, and the gallant Death steed
trotted across to him Wat a beautiful animal

He nmounted. "Take ne home, wherever that is." The horse trotted to the edge of the green
pl ai n and stopped before a handsome funeral hone with white colums on a spacious front porch. The
name on the nmail box was DEATH.

It Figured. Where el se would Death live but in a nortuary?

Zane | ooked at the horse. "Is it okay for me to stay here a while? At |east |ong enough to
fam liarize nyself with the prenises?”

Mortis flicked an ear forward affirmatively.

"Do you have a stable or sonething here? Do | need to provide you with feed, gasoline, or
anyt hi ng?"

The horse told himneigh, and wandered away to graze sone nore. The pasture | ooked
exceedingly rich; it was probably all Mrtis needed. There was a small | ake nearby, so water was
al so available. This was a nice region

So Death had a nail box! Wio would be witing to this office? Zane wal ked to the box and
opened it. There were four letters inside. He took themout, noting that the return addresses were
Earthly. Interesting.

He turned to the front entrance of the Death house.

Should he ring the bell? Not if this drear nansion was now his hone. Still, he was new
here. He rang.
A toll like that of doom sounded inside. In a noment the door opened. A black-clad butler

stood there. "So good to see you again, sir. Let ne take your cloak." He noved around to ease off
t he garnment.

“I-1'"ve changed," Zane sai d sonewhat awkwardly. "I'mnot the sane nan."

"Of course, sir. W serve the office, not the man." The butler hung the cloak in the hal
cl oset and bent to touch Zane's feet. Zane realized the man intended to remove his protective
shoes. Well, if he wasn't safe here, where else could he be safe? He acqui esced, and soon shoes
and gl oves joined the cloak, while Zane stood in confortable robe and house slippers.

He snell ed sonething strange. "Wat is that odor?"

"That is myrrh, sir," the butler replied. "This mansion is scented with it traditionally."

"The House of Death has to be scented?"

"Myrrh is associated with the office, sir."

Now Zane renenbered lines froma Christmas carol

Myrrh is mine, its bitter perfunme Spells a life of gathering doom Suffering, sighing,
bl eedi ng, dying, sealed in this stone-cold tonb.

"Wel |, substitute something nore pleasant," Zane said. "And change that deat h-knel
doorbell. If | have any real influence, Death is going to devel op a new i nage."

The butler conducted himto a pleasant sitting roomdeep in the building. "Please nmake
yoursel f at ease, sir. Do you care for an aperitif? Tel evision? A restoration spell?"

Zane sank down heavily in the overstuffed chair. He did not feel at ease. "All of the
above," he said.

"Presently,"” the butler agreed. "And shall | take the mail, sir?"

"The mail ? What for?"

"For destruction, sir, according to normal policy."

Zane clutched the letters to his breast defensively. "Absolutely not! | don't care if it's
all junk mail, 1'"Il look at it first."

"Of course, sir," the butler said snoothly, as if pacifying a child. The tel evision set
cane on in front of Zane as the man departed.

"Two changes in Purgatory personnel,"” the nondescript newscaster said. "The office of
Death has a new occupant. The former Death, having acquitted hinself satisfactorily, inproved the
bal ance of his soul and went to Heaven. Death is dead; long |live Death! The policies of his
repl acenent are not yet clear; he is running behind schedule, has allowed two clients to escape,
and is annoying the staff of his mansion by demandi ng petty changes in routine. An anonynous,
hi ghly placed source conjectures that a Reprimand nmay be issued if inprovenent does not occur
soon. "

Zane whi stled. The Purgatory News was really current and specifi c!

"One infant has been added to the staff,"” the newscaster continued. "He will be trained as
a file clerk, once he grows to cognizance. He will, of course, be pernitted to choose which age to
fix for eternity. This will help relieve the congestion caused by increasing nunbers of clients
bei ng processed, owing to the general increase in hunan popul ation."

Zane was becom ng suspicious. Wiy was the news so directly related to his own invol venent ?
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The butler reappeared, setting a glass of red wine before him "The spell is included in
the formula, sir."
"Why is the news so relevant to ny interests?" Zane demanded. "It can't be coincidence."

"This is Purgatory, sir. There is no coincidence. All news relates to the listener."

"Purgatory? | thought that was the building conplex across the way."

"This entire region, sir. The larger building is nerely the Adm nistration and Testing
Center. Al of us in the intangible zone of Purgatory are |ost souls."

"But |1'mhere, and |I'm not even dead yet!"

"No, sir. You five are not, technically. The rest of us are."

"Five? Wo?"

"The I ncarnations, sir."

"Ch. You nean Death, Tinme, Fate -- "

"War and Nature, sir," the butler finished "These are the living residents of Eternity.
Al'l others are dead, except, of course, the Eternals."

"The Eternal s?"

"God and Satan, sir. They are not subject to ordinary rules.”

Zane took a gulp of the wine. It was excellent and did indeed invigorate him "I see. You
yoursel f are dead?"
"Yes, sir. | was collected by the holder of your office twice renoved. | have served here

for seventy-two Earthly years."
"So you watch Deaths come and go, every thirty years or so! Doesn't it get dull for you?"

"It certainly is better than Hell, sir."
There was that. Anything was better than Hell! "Maybe you'd better introduce ne to the
remai ning staff. | presune a nmansion |like this has several enpl oyees?"

"True, sir. Whomdo you prefer to see first?"

"Who i s here?"

"The gardener, the cook, the maids, the concubine --

"The what ?"

"The living have needs, sir," the butler renm nded himdelicately.

"And t hose needs can be served by the dead?"

"I ndubitably, sir."

Zane shook his head, repelled. He gulped the last of his drink. "I have changed ny m nd
I"lIl neet the staff another tine. I'msure | have clients accunul ati ng. Earthside."

"Certainly, sir," the butler agreed, as Zane got to his feet, and hurried to fetch his
of fice accouternents. In nonents Zane was back in uniformand striding outside.

Mortis was waiting, having anticipated his master's need. Zane nounted and di scovered the

four letters still in his hand. He had naintained a death grip on them since being challenged by
the butler. "I should read these," he nuttered.

He found hinself in the Death car. No, it was a small airplane, on automatic pilot. The
remarkabilities of his steed were still manifesting!

Zane tore open the first letter. Dear Death, it said. Wiy did you have to take ny nother?
I think you stink. And it was signed Love, Rose

Zane considered that. Cbviously a child. Probably Death had not even serviced that account
personal ly, as the odds were that the girl's nother had been strongly enough oriented to find her
own way to Heaven or Hell. But how could the child know that? Perhaps he should tell her.

Answer her letter? Did Death correspond with children? Cobviously that had not been the
case in the past.

Well, why not? If Rose's letter could reach him his letter could reach her. Only-what
difference would it nake to her? Her nother would still be dead.

Yet who was nore deserving of an answer than an orphaned chil d? Zane deci ded to respond.
He would find out where her nother had gone, hoping it was Heaven- that seened likely, since there
was evidently |ove between themand informthe little girl. Maybe he could get a nmessage fromthe
not her to rel ay.

He opened the next letter. Dear Death-Last night | caught ny old goat cheating again. |
want you should take himright away tonorrow so | can get the insurance. Sincerely, Qutraged Wfe.
P.S. Make sure it hurts!

No need to answer that one. No wonder the ol d goat cheat ed!

A light was blinking in the Deathplane's control panel. There was a word there: WATCH
Startled, Zane glanced at his watch. It renmined frozen. "Thanks for rem ndi ng ne.
Mortis!" he said, restarting the tinmer. He put the letters in the dash conpartnent. He had clients

to attend to.
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Death traveled all over the world, harvesting souls, and managed to get current on his
schedul e. Along the way he encountered anot her obnoxious Hellfire sign series comercial: WNTER
IS COLD YOUR LIFE I'S SHOT; GO TO WHERE I T'S REALLY HOT! When he had spare tine, Zane answered his
fan mail, explaining to Rose that her nother had a term nal ailnment and had been in great pain
until finally it had been kindest to send her on to Heaven, where there was no pain. He had gone
to Purgatory to l ook up the records, so he knew this was true. The child's nother had been a good
woman. He had not been able to get any answer from her in Heaven, however; apparently those who
went there lost all interest in Earthly things. O her letters he answered as appropriate, trying
to keep the tone polite. He asked hinself why he bothered, in sone cases, and could only concl ude
that it was the right thing to do. The fact of death was so significant to the average person that
any aneliorating factor was worthwhile.

The job of collecting and handling souls got easier as he gai ned experience, but still he
did not |ike aspects of it. People died for such foolish reasons! A nman nmade hinself a cup of
coffee while his wife was out and used rat poison instead of sugar; he was half-blind and
forgetful and ignorant of the l|ayout of the kitchen, but this renained an avoidable folly. At
| east he should have been warned by the taste! A child got out her nother's collection of curses,
i nvoked themall at once, and was cursed to death before her screans were heard. |If only those
curses had been stored securely in a | ocked safe! A teenager went joy riding on a stolen witch's
broom naturally the joystick threw himoff-half a mle above the ground. A young nan, seeking to
inmpress his girlfriend, jousted with a zoo's fire-breathing dragon and got fried. An old woman,
grocery shopping in her car, nade a thoughtless left turn into a cement truck. Five souls, three
dooned to Hell-when all could have gone to Heaven at a |ater date, had those people lived nore
carefully and tried to do nore good. And these were only a fraction of the total-that tiny
fraction that was so nearly in balance that it required Death's personal attention. Wat of the
vast majority who went to Eternity by thensel ves, requiring no nore than Death's tacit approval ?
How many of them had ignored their salvation until it was too late and suffered the early deni se
they shoul d have avoi ded? Was manki nd a hopel essly nuddl ed speci es?

Morbi dly curious, Zane ordered a conputer printout from Purgatory and checked it over. Now
he had the exact statistics, and they confirmed his suspicions. MIlions of people were dying from
heart and circulatory conplications that could have been abated by sinple diet and exercise.
MI1lions were dying fromcancer because they had not had it checked or diagnosed until too |ate
and refused to desist fromtheir carcinogenic ways, such as snoking tobacco even when it was fata
for them A huge number were lost to traumatic causes-car crashes, carpet crashes, falls, firearns-
it was horrible how many were shot by their own guns, or nurdered by their own supposedly captive
denons!

Yet what could he. Death, do about it? He | acked Satan's enornmous publicity budget and
doubt ed peopl e woul d change much, even if clearly warned. By the tine he was called in, the damage
was in nmost cases too far progressed to be reversed. People really needed to reorder their lives
fromthe start-and he knew that very few would do that voluntarily. They were aware that their
lifestyles were at best silly and at worst suicidal, yet they continued unchanged. Exactly as he
hi nsel f had continued, until he actually saw the face of Death.

If this was a contest between God and Satan, it was evident that Satan was w nning. O
course, Satan was constantly canpaigning, with periodic Hellethons on television urging people to
GET FIRED and making the ludicrous promi se that HELL BU LDS MEN! and of fering group plans for
fam lies. According to the Covenant, neither Eternal was supposed to interfere in the affairs of
living people, but God was the only party to honor it. Wat good was a pact of noninterference
that one party violated freely? Yet if God were to act |like Satan, He would be no better than
Sat an. . !

Zane didn't know the answer, but still he felt the need. Perhaps, he chided hinself, if a
nore conpetent man had assunmed the office, he would have been able to do sonmething really
positive. But as long as the office of Death was passed al ong al nost randomy, the officehol ders
woul d be mediocre, like hinself. Wiat could be expected of someone who had to nurder his
predecessor to obtain the position? He, Zane, was probably typical of the breed. He coul d not
expect his successor to be much better. If any good were to be done, he would have to do it
hi nsel f, inadequate though he ni ght be.

Oddly, that realization gave hima new kind of strength. Probably he would fail, but at
| east he would try. He didn't know what he would do or could do or should do, but hoped he woul d
acquit hinsel f appropriately when the chance cane.

He gl anced up. He happened to have parked in a northern latitude, during a break between
cases, where snow lay on the ground. There was yet another of Satan's ubiquitous billboards: HELL-
O I TS WARM BELON SI GN UP EARLY FOR PREFERENTI AL TREATMENT. The picture showed a | uscious ferale
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denmon in a hal f-open bed, beckoning with her mddle finger. In the corner, the niniature female
Dee was restraining the male Dee from |l eaping into the bed.

Zane was tenpted to knock down the billboard by driving the Death nobile through it, but
checked hinself. This was a free cosnps; Satan had a right to advertise. Decent folk had to |et
the indecent folk do their thing; that was the paradox of decency. Was it worth it?

He continued his routine. Several nore cases turned out to be optional, so that he was
able to arrange to spare them He still didn't know whether this was proper, according to the
rules of the job, but the Purgatory television reporting did not take nore than routine gossipy
notice of them with a "Look at what the bad boy's done this tinel" attitude, so he assuned that,
while it mght be considered bad form it was in fact one of his prerogatives: to take or not to
take, at a given tinme. It was possible that a soul that m ght have squeezed through to Heaven if
taken on schedul e woul d | ater degenerate and go to Hell, but he thought it nore likely to be the
ot her way around. Wat person, confronted with the specter of Death, would not hasten to reform
his ways to some extent? Whoever was fool enough to ignore that type of warning and descended to
Hel | probably deserved his fate.

Still, Zane's underlying msgiving was sharpened by what started out as a routine case. It
was a boy of perhaps fifteen, victimof a rare formof cancer. He was resting confortably at hone,
thanks in large part to potent nedication and an optim smspell. He | ooked up in surprise when

Zane entered.

"l haven't seen you before, though you seem sonehow faniliar,"
doct or ?"

"Not exactly," Zane said, realizing that the boy did not recognize his nature. He was
uncertain whether to inform him

"A psychol ogi st, then, cone to try to cheer nme up?"

"No, just a person cone to take you on a journey."

"Ch, a chauffeur! But | don't feel like riding around the park again."

"It's a longer trip than that."

"Can't you just sit down and talk a while? |I get |onely
his tousled yellow hair, as if to clear his head of |oneliness.

Zane sat on the edge of the bed. H s watch showed fifteen seconds on the countdown; he
froze it there. This boy was dyi ng-and woul d no one keep him conpany? Probably because his famly
and friends knew what the victimdidn't. That was one of the ironic cruelties of the situation. "I
will talk with you."

The boy smiled quickly, gratefully. "Oh, I'mso glad! You will be ny friend, I know " He
put forth his hand with sonme difficulty, for he was weak and it took muscle to hold the hand
hori zontally fromthe body. "How do you do. |I'm Tad."

the boy said. "Are you a

The boy ran his fingers through

Zane took the boy's hand carefully. "Pleased to neet you. Tad. | am-- " Here he stopped
The boy did not know he was going to die. Wuat kindness would it be to tell himnow? Yet to
conceal the information was to lie. Alie by default was still a lie. Wat should he do?

Tad smled. "You ve forgotten? O you're here to give ne a shot and you're afraid ||
screanf?"
"No shot!" Zane said quickly.

"Let me guess, then. You're a bill collector? My dad handl es that departnment. | guess
t hese happi ness-spells are costing hima bundle, but I don't think they're worth it, because
still get depressed sonme. | think he should use those spells on hinself, because he's | ooking
pretty peaked these days. Miust be due to the cost of all ny nmedication and stuff. | feel guilty
because of that, and sonetines | wish it could just end, right now, and stop costing himso much."
It was going to-but Zane knew that woul d not make the boy's father happy. "I'mnot a bil

collector," Zane said. "Though | suppose nmy job is related."”
"Maybe you' re a sal esnan, then. You' ve got a product | can use. A new home-conputer

programthat will keep me riveted for forty-eight hours straight."

"Longer than that," Zane nuttered unconfortably.

"Aw, | don't care. |'ve played those ganes till | can't stand any of them any nore. And
the magi ¢ ganes, too; |'ve conjured nore harm ess nythol ogical animals than | ever knew exi sted.

There's a pink el ephant under ny bed right now. See?" He pulled up the trailing coverlet, and Zane
saw the pink trunk of an elephant. "What | really want is to go out in the sun and wi nd and j ust
run, and feel the dry | eaves under ny feet, crackling. |I've been in this bed so long!"

O course the boy was too weak to run. Even if Zane took himalive out of the building, it
woul dn't work. How rmuch did Tad actually know or suspect of his condition? "What's the matter with
you?" Zane asked.

"Ch, it's sonething to do with my spine. It hurts, so they invoke a |ocal antipain spel

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (43 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

and give nme a spinal shot, but then nmy legs get nunb and | can't walk. | wish they'd get it fixed;
I"'mmssing a lot of school, and | don't want to repeat a grade. | had a B average. Al ny friends
will be noving on up, you know, and I'd |l ook pretty silly."

So they had actually told himhe woul d get better. Zane found hinsel f turning angry. Wat
right did they have to deceive him so?

"What's the matter?" Tad asked.

Now Zane had to make a decision. Should he tell the truth-or continue the lie? If he

avoi ded the issue, he would in fact be lying by inaction. "I amon the horns of a dilemm," he
adm tted.

"Watch how you sit on them" the boy advised.

Zane smiled. Trust a youth to nake a pun of the horns! "I'd rather be astride ny good
horse. "

"You have a horse? | always wanted one! What breed?"

"I don't know his breed: |I'mnot expert on that sort of thing. | inherited him He's a
big, pale stallion, very powerful, and he can fly."

"What's his nanme?"

"Mrtis."

"A Morgan? That's a good breed."

"Mrtis."

"Mons?"

"Mortis, with a T. He's a -- "

Tad was not stupid. "Mortis neans death,” he said. "I made a B plus in Latin."

Zane felt a sinking sensation. He had given away nore than intended, not being a student
of Latin. "He is a Death horse."

"But no living man can ride a Death horse!"

"Unl ess the horse pernmits," Zane said, know ng what was comi ng. Wiy hadn't he had the
courage to state his business honestly?

The boy turned his head to stare at Zane. "That cloak!" he said. "That black hood. Your
face-1 see it nore clearly now. It's just a skull!"

"So it appears. But | ama man. A nman perforning an office."

"You nmust be -- " Tad took a shuddering breath. "I'll never see school again, will [|?"

"I"'msorry. This thing is not of my choosing."

"I guess | knewit. | never really believed those doctors. The drugs and spells made ne
feel good, but ny deepest dreans were screaming. |I'd be scream ng now, but they've got nme so doped
up on optimsmmgic | can't really feel depressed at all. You don't seem hal f bad, you know At
| east you stayed to talk with ne."

“I amhalf bad," Zane said. "Fifty percent evil. But you -- " He paused. "Is there sone
great sin on your conscience?"

"Well, | stole a yo-yo froma store once -- "

"That's mnor evil. | mean sonething |ike murder.”

"I wished ny aunt was dead once, when she punished ne for bad | anguage.™

"Wshes are mnor, unless acted upon. Did you ever actually try to kill her?"

Tad was horrified. "Never! | wouldn't even think of doing a thing like that!" Then he
smled ruefully. "Well, | guess | did think of it, but I knew | never really wanted to."

"Perhaps you told a terrible lie that got someone else in very bad trouble or caused a
death. There has to be sonething very bad, sone great sin on your conscience, as | said. Sonething
you know is really wong."

The boy considered. "There're sone |I'd have liked to get on it, but | never got the
chance. |'mreally pretty clean, | think. I"'msorry | haven't anything better to offer."

Sonet hi ng was ami ss here. Zane brought out the two diagnostic gens "This will not hurt,"
he said reassuringly.

"That's what all the nurses with needl es say."

"No, really. It's painless. |'mnerely toting up the evil in you."

The yel |l ow stone brightened into brilliance as Zane passed it near the boy, while the
brown one darkened only slightly. "You're ninety percent good," Zane said, surprised.

"I told you | wasn't nuch."

"But | only come personally for those in bal ance, whose souls can't get free by
t hensel ves. There's been a ni stake."

"You nmean |'mnot going to die?"

Zane sighed. "I don't know, but | doubt that's the nature of the nistake. | think you were
slated to die alone, and sonehow a wire got crossed and | was sumoned. Purgatory is short-handed
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at the nonment; mnistakes will happen. I"'msorry | intruded on you. It was not necessary for you
ever to know what was awaiting you-until it happened.”
"Ch, no! I nmay be artificially happy, but I'mstill lonely. I'"'mglad you cane. It was a

good glitch. If I've got to go, I'd like to go with conpany. May | have a ride on your fine
hor se?"

Zane snmiled. "Indeed you may, Tad."

"Then | guess |'mready."

Zane pushed the button on his watch, and the dread countdown resuned. In fifteen seconds a
sudden sei zure shook the boy, and Zane reached out and drew forth his soul before there could be
nore than nonentary pain.

He carried the soul outside to where the horse waited. Zane had arrived in the |inousine,
but Mortis had sonehow anticipated his need. Zane mounted, hol ding the soul before him The
stallion | eaped into the night sky.

At the top of the arc, Zane let the soul go. It continued to float up toward Heaven, while
the horse fell back toward Earth. "Farewell, Tad," Zane murmured. "You go to a better place than
that which you left."

Zane w apped up his remaining collections, classifying nost of the souls and delivering
the rest to Purgatory. Then he went to Death's mansion in the sky for a meal and sone sl eep. The
doorbel |l now played light classical nusic, and the scent of the house was of lilies. He might dea
in death, but he was alive and had to maintain hinself.

He was preoccupied with Tad's case, even after it was over. Had he done the right thing,
talking to the boy while other clients waited, telling himthe truth that had been deni ed hinf?
Wul d this be another bad mark on Zane's record for the tel evision news to announce gleefully? It
seermed Death was beconing the butt of much Purgatory hunor because of his erratic ways. This tine
he did not turn on the TV set.

The staff of the Death house seened alive and solid to him though Zane knew he was the
only living person there. He wasn't certain whether the office of Death made himeligible to
interact with the dead, or whether the dead were spelled to seem nore physical than they really
were. Regardl ess, when he shook a spirit's hand here in Purgatory, that hand was solid and warm
But he remmi ned keenly aware that these people were not of his world. They were dead and he was
alive. He did not feel confortable in Purgatory.

Then he renmenbered the Magician's daughter, Luna. Luna Kaftan. He had nade a date with
her, and her father had been insistent that he keep it. H s curiosity had been aroused-and as his
menory of his fleeting acquai ntance with Angelica, the wonan he shoul d have romanced, the one he
had sold for the worthless As-as that inpression faded, his inmage of Luna sharpened. She had been
amazingly attractive in clothing! Wy not get to know her better? She, at |east, was |iving.

He drove the Death nobile to Luna's house. But as he arrived in Kilvarough, he suffered an
attack of misgiving. Was it proper to involve the office of Death in a personal matter? In fact,
hadn't he intended to meet Luna as hinmself, rather than as Death? He decided to present hinself
i ncogni to, as Zane.

He stripped away his cloak and gl oves and shoes. That |eft himvul nerabl e physically, but
nore secure socially. There was a lot to be said for anonymty.

He rang the bell. It occurred to him belatedly, that she night not be home. He had not
set a particular date; in fact, he was not certain what day this was. A glance at his watch could
tell him of course. It was just that the things of the living world had not been much in his
awar eness t hese past few days.

In a monent she answered. She was in a yellow housecoat, her hair bound under a net. She
was neither lovely nor plain, but in a sonewhat formnl ess, in-between state that was apparently the
fermal e neutral condition. Gief was evidently taking its toll; she seened to have | ost sone
wei ght, small lines were fornming about her face, and her eyes were shadowed. He did not need to
i nqui re what she had been doing for the past few days; she had been honme suffering.

Luna | ooked askance at him and he realized how strange he nmust ook in shirt, worn
trousers, and stocking feet. "My nane's Zane," he said. "I would Iike to be with you this
eveni ng."

Now her gl ance was piercing; She did not recognize him "I believe you have the wong
address, stranger. How did you get past the griffins?"

"It's the right address, but perhaps the wong uniform You have net nme before in the
gui se of Death. The griffins gave nme w de cl earance when they recognized ne by snmell. W have a
date."

She was quick to reappraise him "Then conme in." She opened the door
Zane stepped inside-and sonething like a heavy talon fell on his left shoul der. He craned
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his neck to | ook at his attacker, but there was nothing. Yet his nose was winkling with the
heavy, nusky odor of something animalistic or insectoid or worse.

"My invisible guardian,” Luna explained. "A trained nmoon noth. If you had some notion of
robbi ng this house -- "

Zane smiled with a certain difficulty. "I should have known you woul d not be defensel ess.
But | amwho | say I am | can summon the Death steed and don ny cloak if necessary; then | think
your invisible nmonster would not find ne as easy to handle. But words should suffice; | cane |ast
week to take your father, the Magician Kaftan, and he told me | should, er, make your acquaintance
if I wuld talk with hima while. | saw you nude, and then dressed up, and after | took his soul
you offered to -- "

"Let himgo," Luna nmurnmured, and the claw at Zane's shoul der rel axed. Just as well, for
the grip had been increasingly painful

"Thank you," Zane said. "It doesn't have to be today. | just came when it was conveni ent
for me; I'mafraid | didn't think of your own convenience. | forgot about your grief."

"Today will do," she said, sonewhat curtly. "I find | don't enjoy being alone at this
time. Let nme change and pick up the grief-nullifying stone -- "

"No, please!" he cut in. "I prefer to know you exactly as you are. It is right to
experience grief; I'"'msure your father warrants it. Artificial abatenent of a natural feeling-I

don't want that."

She considered him head held slightly askew. "You don't want to be inpressed?”

"You inpress ne as you are. Human."

She snmiled quickly, and her beauty flashed into being with the expression. "I think you
mean it, and that flatters ne. That's al nbst as good as a spell. What is your pleasure, Zane?"

"Just to honor your father's wish. To talk with you, get to know you. He was nost
insistent, in Purgatory, when -- "

"Purgat ory?"

"He is figuring out the balance of his soul there. It will be a tedious task."

She shrugged. "He is good at tedious tasks. He is not in pain?"

"None. "

"Then | can let himrest for a while. Wat were you saying?"

"Just that | came to talk with you. It-1 don't see it going any farther than that."

"Why not?" she asked, frowning.

"Ch, it's not that you're not attractive. You showed ne before! It's-1 don't --

"Attractive," she nmuttered darkly, apparently not flattered this tine. "You refer to ny
body, of course, not to ny mind or soul."

"Yes," he said, feeling awkward. "I don't know your mnd, though |I do know a good portion
of the evil on your soul is not truly yours. But | said it wasn't that. | know you can mnake
yoursel f as beautiful as you want to be. But even if you were ugly, you're-you' re soneone, and |'m
no one, so -- "

She | aughed. "Death tells me this?"

"Death is nerely the office. I"'mjust the man who happened to blunder into that office. |
don't think |I deserve it, but I"'mtrying to do it properly. Maybe in time |I'll becone a good
Deat h, instead of nmking m stakes."

"M stakes?" she inquired. "Sit down, Zane." She took his arm guided himto the couch, and
sat down beside himat an angle, so that her right knee touched his left. "Howis it going?"

"You don't want to hear about that sort of thing," he dermurred, though he did want to talk
about it.

"Listen, Zane," she said earnestly. "My father picked you for that office. To you it may
have been a bl under, but -- "

"Ch, | didn't nmean to criticize your father! | neant --

"He believed you were the proper person for it. | don't know exactly why, but | have faith
in his judgnent. There nust be sone quality in you that makes you best for the position. So don't
question your fitness for the office."

“Your father picked nme for Death-and for you," Zane said. "I don't see the w sdom of
ei ther choice."

She renoved her net and began adjusting her rich brown hair. "I don't see it either," she
admitted with a smle. "Wich sinply neans | have nore to discover. My father always, always nakes
sense, and he never mistreated ne in any way. He's a great man! So I'll try to ascertain the
meani ng of his will. You show ne sone of your mind, and |I'll show you some of mine. Then perhaps
we' || both understand why ny father wanted us to interact."

"I suppose he did have sone reason," Zane agreed. He hardly objected to inproving his
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acquai ntance with this increasingly |ovely young woman-for she was growi ng prettier by the nonent
as she fixed herself up-but didn't Iike the feeling of being accepted by her only because she had
been ordered to do it, "He was a Magician, after all."”

"Yes." She did not bel abor the obvious, and now he felt foolish for having done so
hinself. This was an odd sort of date, and he was hardly easy with it.

"I can see why a man |like me would be interested in a worman |ike you, but not why a man
like himwould want-I mean, surely you are destined for better things, and he would want those
things for you."

"Surely," she agreed, shaking out her glistening | ocks.

That did not help. Luna was not only turning beautiful again, she was becom ng nore
poi sed, her gaze |evel.

"Well," he began. "I was just going to tell you about m stakes. Like one of ny |ast cases,
in the office of Death- a boy, a teenager-only no one had told himhe was going to die. But he
knew it when he recognized ne. | don't know whether it was right tolie to him as they did, or
tell the truth, as | finally did. Either way, | think | mshandled it, soit's a m stake."

"You regard an indecision as a m stake?"

"I don't know. | guess so. How can you do what's right if you don't know what's right?"

She nmade a nove. "Score a point for you! | suppose you just have to | earn from experience,
hopi ng you don't do too nuch harmin the process."

"I never really appreciated the significance of death before," he said, troubled. "Now
that 1'mdirectly involved init, the force of it becomes nuch greater, al nost overwhel mi ng. Death
is no mnor thing."

"How do you nmean?" Luna asked gently. Her eyes were nacreous.

"l know every living creature nust eventually die; otherwi se the world would be
intolerably crowded. Even on an individual basis, death is necessary. W would really want to
live forever on Earth? Life would be like a gane grown over familiar and stale, and what pleasures
it offered woul d be overwhel med by the intol erable burden of mnutiae. Only a fool would carry on

regardl ess. But here I'mnot necessarily dealing with the normal course of full lives and the
termnations of old age. I'"'mtalking to people who aren't ready to die and taking their souls out
of turn. Their full lives have not been lived, their roles have not been played out. Their threads

have been cut short through no fault of their own."
"No fault?" She was leading him in effect interrogating him but he didn't m nd.
"Consider ny recent clients. One was a seven-year old boy. He was having lunch at a schoo
cafeteria, and a valve nalfunctioned and caused a water heater to explode. It brought down the
ceiling, and five children and a teacher died. My client had a difficult hone environnent, which

was why his soul was bal anced between good and evil-but he should have had a full life ahead to
put his soul in better order. Through sheer random chance, he was denied that life. And the five
ot hers who died, not needing ny personal attention-maybe they all went directly to Heaven. | hope
so. But this was still grossly unfair to them for they m ght have gone to Heaven sixty years

later, after having their full chances on Earth. The world m ght have benefited by their |ives;
certainly they deserved their chances. \Wat possible nmeaning can there by in such catastrophe?"

"Fate might know, " Luna said.

"And there was a giant flying carpet taking off from Washi ngton, carrying seventy-nine
peopl e south. lIce forned on its forward fringe and interfered with its levitation-spell, and it
grazed a bridge and crashed into the Potomac River, killing ninety percent of the passengers.
was there for a client and saw the crash-and it was so unnecessary. The sinpl est deicing spel
woul d have prevented -- "

"I thought they always deiced | arge carpets in winter."

"They do. But they used a weak one this tine, and the ice built up again nore rapidly than
expected, and no one checked. Al those innocent people killed-and |I thought why, why? If it made
any sense at all, maybe | could accept it. But this was nere caprice! Al those people subjected
to the indignity of neaningless termnation, their famlies saddened-1 don't know whether | can
continue to be a part of this."

“I would justify it if | could," Luna said. "My father believed there was a purpose in
death, however untinely it might seem He said there was always a rationale, if we could only see
it."

"What possible rationale for children killed by an explosion, or famlies smashed in a
carpet crash?" he demanded bitterly. "Can God have any hand in this?"

"I don't know. My father had a dream of a benevol ent universe, wherein Heaven, Purgatory,
and Hell are all necessary aspects of a Divinely functioning whole. He would have believed that
there was a specific reason for every out-of-turn death, and that Fate had directed each person to
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be on that particul ar carpet."

"Do you believe that?"

She sighed. "My soul is burdened with evil, and nmy faith is weak. | don't have the
infornmation ny father had."

"You are nortal, like nme," he said. "You are not provided with ready answers."

"Al'l too true. But | still think we can work out a rationale, if we try. How, exactly, did
you get to be Deat h?"

"I shot my predecessor," Zane adnitted. "I was going to suicide, because |I'd been gypped
out of agirl-a girl like you, beautiful and wealthy and | oyal -but when | saw Death, | killed him
i nstead. Then Fate cane and told ne | had to be the new Death. So | was."

"Agirl like ne," Luna said. She had continued adjusting herself and now was vergi ng from

| ovely to ravishing, approaching the physical appeal she had had on their |ast neeting.

“Yes. Not only pretty, but pure -- "

Luna choked on a fit of laughter. "How little you know about wonen!" Zane shrugged. "I've
known ordi nary wonen. But -- "

"Death came for you personally,’
were half evil."

"Yes. | never clainmed --

"If you were to pass your definition genms near ne, you would find me nuch the same. My
outer formis as fair as nature and cosnetic nmagic can make it; ny inner personality is suspect.
Don't put me on any pedestal, Zane. | can match you evil for evil."

"Ch, I"'msure -- "

"No, you aren't. But you might as well find out. That should settle whatever ny father had
in mnd." She got up and strode across the room |ithe and purposeful. Her housecoat seenmed to
have changed along with her attitude and now | ooked nore |ike a gown. Whatever magi c she had
wasn't all magic, he realized. "Cone to the stone chanber."

Zane followed her, anticipating sone kind of crypt hewn out of bedrock, but the chanber
turned out to be a bright wood-panel ed roomarranged like a nuseum with small stones of every
type set out on shelves and in cabinets. "These-are magi c?" he asked, anmzed.

"Certainly. That was ny father's busi ness-enchanting stones. Sone of the nobst intricate
magic in the world is concentrated here. The stones you use to analyze souls nay have been Crafted
by my father, as he was one of perhaps only four living people capable of that precision of magic.
He surely knew nore about you than you knew about yourself. That's why we need to get to the
bottomof this. | confess I'mnot keen on any relationship with you, and your interests obviously
woul d have preferred to focus el sewhere, but ny father selected you and ne for reasons we are
bound to fathom before we part. Wt can't afford to take the risk of rejecting what he set up
unl ess we first understand the reason for it. If we discover a continuing relationshipis
necessary, we can grit our teeth and use the Love stone to facilitate -- "

she cut in with a fem nine non sequitur. "That neans you

"I doubt | need a Love stone,"” Zane said. "All | need is to ook at you closely."
She shrugged that off as if irrelevant. "But first we nust separate reality fromillusion
My father said that a person is best defined by the nature of his evil. H's own evil was in

dealing with Satan for the sake of increased nmagi c power. Wthout denonic hel p, he would have been
merely a world-class Mgician instead of a grand naster. So he is defined by his lust for conplete
prof essionalism and | know that dammed him but | also respect himfor it."

"Yes," Zane agreed, inpressed. He had heard that a world-class Mgician could virtually
dermolish a city with a single fission-spell. Wat could a grand master do? Zane didn't know and
suspected no one el se knew, because of the secretive nature of such Magi ci ans.

"Now you and | will exchange evils in the presence of these stones and see what we shal

see." Luna lifted several gens fromtheir casings

"I really don't understand -- "

"Hold this stone in your right hand; it glows only when you tell a lie." She handed him a
dusky dianond. "And this in your left; it is a Sinstone, |ike the one you use to evaluate souls."”

Zane held the stones, not at all certain he liked this. Luna took simlar stones in her
hands. "I will lead the way, so you can see howit's done," she said.

"Urn," Zane said nonconmittally.

"My name is Venus," she announced. Her Truthstone flashed warningly. "I nean Luna." The
stone remained dark. "I only did that to prove it's working," she explained, and the stone did not

object. "Now test yours."
"My nane is Jehosephat,’

Zane said, and saw his own Truthstone flash. "Zane." The gl ow
faded.
Luna took a deep breath that did things for her torso. She | ooked pained. "Ch, | don't
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like this! Wiy am| doing it?" she asked rhetorically.

"Let's not do it," Zane said. "I don't want to know your secrets." But his Truthstone
fl ashed.

"1 have fornicated with a denon of Hell,"

Zane's jaw dropped.

She faced himdefiantly. "There, | did it. Note that nmy Truthstone did not gl ow but ny
Si nstone brightened."” She gestured with her |eft hand, showi ng how the stone had cone to life.
"Whose Sinstone gets brightest-that's the nost evil one of us."

Zane swal | oned. How had he gotten into this? But Luna's sincere disconfiture nmade her

Luna announced.

prettier than ever, and sonehow he felt he had to prove she was better than he. "I enbezzled funds
fromm enployer," he said. H s Sinstone brightened, but not as nuch as hers.
"I amworse than you," Luna said, like a child teasing.

"l never had the opportunity to make it with a | ady denon," he pointed out. But he
remai ned shaken by her revel ation. She | ooked so innocent!

"And | never had an enployer fromwhomto enbezzle. Qpportunity is only part of it." She
took another breath. "I practiced black magic."

"I thought that was your father, not you." But he saw that her right stone was dark, while
her I eft one had brightened another notch. She was guilty, all right, though he, personally,
didn't care about black magic. Magic was magic, wasn't it? Wiat did it really matter what color it
was?

She was waiting for his second confession. "I ganbled away al nost everything | had,

i ncludi ng friendships."”

"Ganbling is not really evil," she said. But his Sinstone had brightened significantly.

"I need to clarify that," he said grimy. He understood why Luna had found this so
difficult! "There was a girl who |oved nme-who said she did-but | wouldn't marry her, because she

wasn't beautiful and because she was poor. | wanted to marry wealth. She-later | |earned she
committed suicide. That was the main friendship | ganbl ed away-ganbling on a richer one."
"That's bad,"” Luna agreed. "Did you know she was going to kill hersel f?"

"I never thought of it-until after the fact. Then | realized | should have seen it com ng
| should have narried her."

"Though you didn't |ove her?"

"She was a good girl! It would have been much better to marry her than to kill her!" But
his Truthstone flickered, for he knew he had not really killed her

"W tend to assune nore evil than is our due, after the fact,” Luna said, spying that
flicker. "You think she died because you didn't narry her-but that's no basis for marriage. Maybe
the noney you hoped for was just a pretext for you to turn off a relationship that you knew
woul dn't have worked anyway. "

"l don't think so." But his Truthstone fluttered again. "I thought about it a lot, after.
| decided | had not considered her feelings enough, only my own. | resolved not to be that way any
nmore. | should have realized she was pregnant. If she had told ne -- "

Luna smled briefly. "Sone girls don't. You would have done what you deened to be right,
but you didn't know. | wouldn't try to trap a man by telling himl was pregnant."

“You woul dn't have needed to! But she really was!"

Still, he appreciated the point. The girl had wanted his | ove, not his baby.

It was her turn again. "l deceived ny father. He thought | knew no creative magic nyself."

"You claimto be evil,"” Zane chided her. "You ve done bl ack magi c and hidden it from your
father, hinself a black Magician. That's not nuch."

"Apart fromprostituting nmyself to a denon," she rem nded hi msharply.

There was that. Zane found it very hard to accept the notion of her being intinate with a
denon, but the Truthstone had confirmed her statement. "Wy did you do that?"

"To learn the black magic. My father wouldn't teach nme, of course. He wanted to keep ne
clean. The man | respect nost-and | deliberately deceived him Now what do you have to beat that?"

It was Zane's turn to breathe deeply. "I killed nmy nother."

Now she gaped. "You can't nean that!"

Zane held up his Truthstone, which remained dark. "I did it. Then | wasted ny inheritance
ganbling, and tried to replace it by enmbezzlenent." And now his Sinstone gl owed nore brightly than
hers.

"You have made your case," Luna said. "But | still have nore total evil than you, because -

"Because you took some of your father's burden of evil," he said quickly. "He thought you
were in balance, including his evil, but you' re not. \Were does that put you?"
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"Destined for Hell," she adnmitted. "Of course he didn't know about ny other evil. He
thought | was pristine, so a twenty-five percent share of evil fromhimwould not inperil ny
status."

"And, in fact, you are about seventy-five percent evil- or at least, that's what's charged
agai nst your soul," he said.

"Cl ose enough."

“I"'msurprised he didn't check your bal ance and catch you at it.

Her smile was wan. "Men are easy to deceive."

Zane studied her with new appreciation. "You seempretty good to ne."

“Your Truthstone is glimering," she advised him

So it was. "Il guess that's a half-truth. You do seem good to ne, but that business about
the denon -- " He paused, watching the stone. It was dim "Wasn't there sone other way to | earn
the magi ¢ you wanted? Study a book, or sonething?"

"A book!" she exclaimed scathingly. "Black-nmagic texts are illegal!"

"But you can find themon the black market."

"My father woul d have known. Only black magic could counter his black magic, even to the
limted extent of concealing this information fromhim'

It would indeed require special neasures to hide sonething froma nagical grand naster,
Zane realized. So maybe she had required input fromHell. Still --

"Why did you want black magic if your father said no? You al ways obeyed himin other
things, didn't you?"

She winced. This betrayal of her father was evidently an extrenely sensitive natter to
her. "It always fascinated ne. | knew the power ny father had, and | wanted -- " She broke off,
for her Truthstone was glinmrering. "Ch, fudge! | should have set that stone down." She took
anot her breath. "I was afraid for nmy father. Some of those minions of Hell-they frightened ne.
don't mean little child-bugaboo. -- type frights; these things were truly, fundanmentally evil and
they had such power, such malign awareness-you really can't appreciate such horror unless you find
it near. | knew they regarded nmy father as a rare prize, and though | al so knew he was snarter
than they, still he was riding the tiger. | didn't want to see ny father dammed, and | knew he
woul d be, but there was no way | could help himunless | |earned nore about his business. So |
learned all | could, legitinmately-and sone of the things in the legitimte, unexpurgated texts
gave me screani ng nightmares-then finally | had to nove on into-you know, and the only coin | had
to offer was- you know." This time her stone was qui escent.

Zane considered. "I think | could get to like you pretty well. 1 know |I'm nothing speci al
but-well, can we set another date?"

She seened surprised. "Date?"

"Go out for a walk, or to eat-a pretext for being together, for tal king sone nore."

"You can have what you want right now, " she said, her voice sharpening. "You don't have to
clothe it in ronmance."

"I don't think so."

"It's true! Try nme. After the denon, nothing you want will be so bad."

Zane cringed inside to think of her opinion of the needs of men. She really had not had
much experience in this regard, and no doubt thought of the denobn as nothing nore than an

exaggerated man. "l want your respect."”
She tilted her head, peering at himquizzically. "My what?"
"Your respect. You have mine. Your father was right; you are a good person. | don't care

how the sin | edger stands. There seemto be a nunber of artificial standards of good and evil that
don't really relate to true nmerit or denerit. Maybe the official systemof classification has
failed to keep up with the changi ng nature of our society. You haven't done anything | consider
really wong, except-well, even the denon, if you only did it to help your father-and you did help
your father, because w thout your help he would have gone directly to Hell wi thout passing
Purgatory. So it was nore |ike a sacrifice."

"Avirgin sacrifice," she agreed, glancing at Zane with a new appraisal. "It's the only
type that kind accepts. It was horrible."

"So | suppose after that, no ordinary nan represents a threat to you. Certainly | don't.
But a woman who woul d do that to protect her father-I1'd just |like to know you better, that's all."

"Yet you killed your nother," she pointed out. "What do you care about anyone's parent?"

"I cared about her," he said, somewhat stiffly. "But she was dying anyway, and in pain,
and she knew it was hopel ess; when she asked ne to-1 just had to do it, that's all, even though
knew it was a crine and a sin that would damm ne. It wasn't right to |let her suffer any |onger."

Luna's eyes narrowed. "Just what happened?"
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"Ch, you wouldn't care to hear -- "

"Yes, | would."

Zane cl osed his eyes, suffering in retrospect. "She was in the hospital, and her hair was
falling out and her skin turning rough like that of a lizard, and there were tubes and wires and
things going into her and comi ng out of her in a continuous violation of her body, and different
colored fluids bubbling, and gauges pulsing with every breath she took and every beat other heart,
so that any stranger passing by could read at a glance the nost intimte secrets other
functioning. She would have died |long since, fromnortification as nuch as physical failure, but
the artificial heart and ki dney and stomach wouldn't let her. She had periods of disorientation
and these were getting longer. | think sonetines she hallucinated. But on occasion she was | ucid,
and that was when the horror of it was clear.

“"One tine when | was visiting and she saw the nurses were away, she whispered to nme the
truth. She was hurting physically and nmentally and enotionally, she felt degraded by all the
par aphernalia, and she just wanted to die before she ran down her estate entirely with the nedica
bills, so | would have sonething to inherit. | didn't tell her that all the noney was al ready gone
and that the debt was nounting horrendously; even her life insurance would hardly cover it. She
begged ne to nake themlet her die so she could be in peace at last. She had cone to hate |ife.
She was in such nisery and so urgent about it that | pronised. Then she | apsed into nore
hal | uci nations-1 think she was reliving sonething that happened a long time ago, in her chil dhood-

and tal ked of picking flowers and getting stung by a bee-and | had to go. | knew the doctors woul d
never let her die in peace; it was part of their code to nake a patient suffer as |ong as humanly
possible. So I bought a penny curse-it was all | could afford-and set it on the heart machi ne
where it wouldn't be seen and left. Two hours later | had the call: she was dead because of

equi prent failure.

"The hospital thought it was at fault and offered to settle out of court, and | let them
think that, because it eased the nedical bill considerably. But | knew | had killed my nother and
that nmy soul was damed. | tried to pay off the remaining bill by ganbling, hoping to nultiply the
money | was supposed to use for those debts, but | lost it all and tried to steal fromny enpl oyer
to ganbl e into enough to square everything, but | was caught, so | lost ny job and had still nore
sin on ny soul and debts on ny account. | skipped town, went to Kilvarough, set up a new identity,
and sort of scraped along for several years with my guilt and grief, still hoping for some source
of nmoney to square things, hoping nmaybe to marry nmoney, until this other business -- "

He stopped. "I think I've said too much."

Luna was watching himintently. "That Truthstone never flickered."

"Why should it?" Zane asked, glancing at the gemin his hand. "This is the gutter of ny
life. | have had nightmares about it, until the dreans becone nore real than reality, and | try to
wash of f the blood on ny armor to blind nyself so | can no longer see ny nother's face as she
died."

"But you weren't there when she died!"

"In ny dreans | was there." Zane rubbed his arm feeling the blood again, the horrible
dr eam bl ood.

“Your nother-it was a mercy killing."

"Killing is a sin. | knowthat now, | knewit then. Al else is rationalization."

"That's not the way you were judging me a nonent ago."

"Why should | judge you? | hardly know you."

Luna set down her stones, then took his stones and put themaway. "I think you have earned
the privilege of nmaking nmy acquai ntance, Zane. Cone this way."

She showed himinto what appeared to be an artist's studio. There were a nunber of
pr of essi onal paintings and several half-finished ones on easels. The subjects were ordinary
peopl e, places, and things-but the treatment was extraordi nary. Each outline was fuzzed by a faint
wash of color, as if each person stood within his own private fog. "Wat do you make of this?"
Luna asked.

Zane felt a growing excitenent as he gazed at the paintings. "These are yours?"

"My father wanted ne to be an artist,"” she said. "Now | know why he brought ne to you!"
Agai n she cocked her head, prettily. "Wy?"

"He surely knew ny interest! You said he must have researched ne and known a | ot about ne.
And he arranged to die, at half-and-half, when | was Death. He could have lived longer if he had
wanted to, couldn't he?"

"Yes," she agreed. "He told ne the timng was inportant, but he wouldn't say why."

"To sumon ne, not the prior Death! Because | have artistic aspirations. | aman aura
phot ogr apher-or was, or tried to be, before | became Death. | really didn't have the proper

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (51 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

equi pment. That's why | needed noney right then-but that's another dull story."

"You recogni ze ny thene?" she asked, brightening.

"Of course | recognize it! |I've been photographing auras all ny life! Mst people can't
see them but | can, with ny equipnent, and now | know you can. Your paintings are beautiful! |
never was able to get the full effect on film Wen | tried to sell ny pictures, the best offers
got were fromthe porn publishers, because ny technique fuzzed out the clothing of wonmen, but that
wasn't the point at all."

"Not the point at all," she concurred. "But this still doesn't add up. If ny father knew
about you, he could have invited you to visit, or sinply conjured you here, and dosed you with a
spell of ammesia if not satisfied. He hardly needed to die."

Zane's revel ation collapsed. "That's right! But he nust have had sone reason."

"He nust have," she agreed soberly. "He was a nost intelligent and sensible nman. There is
obvi ously nore here than we know. "

"You-you said you have gone into black magic. Could you find out?"

Luna considered. "I have learned to use nany of the stones ny father crafted. Sone do
enabl e the user to ascertain the notives of others. But black magic is the power of Satan, and
Sat an knows when any of it is used. | don't want his baleful eye on ne unless there is no other

way. "

"Don't you have any white-magic stones?"

"The beatific eye of God is on white magic. I'mnot sure | want that gaze either. Not when
I"minvestigating ny father, whose Eternal fate remains uncertain.”

"What's the difference, really? Isn't magic the sanme, whether it's black or white?"

"The power is the same, but the aspect differs. Magic is |ike nmagnetism with a white pole
and a black pole. If you orient on the white pole, you are aligning with God; the black pole draws
you to Satan."

"Then why doesn't everyone stick to white magi c?"

"Only good people can do that. Evil people relate nore to the black pole. It's-this is not
exact, of course, as the science of magic is as conplex as the nmagic of electronics-it's like
traveling past a nountain. The white pole is at the apex, and it is an exhilarating height, but it
takes a lot of work and few missteps to ascend to it. The black pole is at the nadir, and it is

easy to wal k downhill; sonetines you can just sit down and slide or roll and, if you fall, you can
get there very fast indeed. If you don't pay attention to where you're going, you'll tend to go
down, because it is the course of |east resistance. Since the average person has only the vaguest
noti on where he is going and tends to shut out awareness of the consequence of evil, he inevitably

drifts dowward. There is nuch nore space at the base of the nmountain than at the peak! Even those
of us who know the situation can find ourselves in difficulty, as you did when you had to use bad
means to do something good for your nother. When | becane evil, white magic lost its
ef fecti veness, while black magi ¢ becane proportionately stronger. Renenber the magnetic poles: the
cl oser you get to one, the nore strongly it attracts. So it is much harder for an evil person to
beconme good than for a good person to stay good. Now I can acconplish rmuch nore through the
bl ack. "

"But if black nmagic draws you to Satan --

"Precisely. Evil facilitates evil, accelerating the slide. |I don't dare use any nore bl ack
magic, if | want to achieve eventual salvation. |I'malnost too deep already."

"So you can't use magic to find out what your father really wanted."

"I already know that-to introduce the two of us to each other. | don't know why."

Zane nodded agreenent. "It's a puzzle. Let's neet again; naybe we can figure it out."

She snmiled. "Yes. | think we understand each ot her better now. W have plunbed the depths

of each other's evil and not been repelled."
How true that was! Zane had told no one before of his guilty secret of nurder and he was
sure Luna had not | et any other person know hers. As it had turned out, there was a certain

simlarity in those secrets, for each of them had descended into evil in order to help a respected
parent. No, there would not be condemmation fromeither. That, and the aural art, showed affinity
between them Still, it did not seemto warrant the extraordi nary neasure the Magici an had taken
in sacrificing his own life.

Zane turned to leave. "I need to get back to ny business."

She | ooked up at him her gray eyes seenming |larger and brighter than before, |ike noons.

But it was no | onger her physical beauty he saw so nuch as the character of a person who had
sacrificed herself for a parent. "Yes, of course. Life is art, and your art is now in your office.
When do you wish to visit agai n?"

“"I'mhardly aware of the calendar now. | can't tell how crowded ny schedule will be. Does

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (52 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

it have to be a set date?"

"Naturally not! Cone when you can. | will be here."

She glided close and ki ssed him

Zane found hinself in the Death nobile, driving out of town, before he was able to focus
on the significance of that abrupt act. He had held his enption in abeyance during their
di scussion, uncertain whether he would be seeing Luna again. She was, after all, hardly the type
of woman Angelica was-well, no, he had to qualify that, for now Angelica was nmisty in nenory,
whil e Luna was preternaturally clear, as if outlined by sone Divine retouching pen. And if Luna
was no pristine creature, she certainly had nore character than he suspected the other wonman had

Luna's very inpurities matched his. How could a soiled, sullied person |ike himexpect to
win the love of an angel? Only a fallen angel could be within his grasp! Luna's artistry attracted
him for it was exactly the talent he had tried to evoke in hinmself wthout sufficient success-and
her abrupt kiss had stunned him because now she knew himfor what he was-a man who had ganbl ed
and enbezzled and killed his nother-yet found himworthy of this mark of favor. True, she had
offered himnore than that, and he could have used the Love stone to conpel her feeling as well as
her physical cooperation, but he had never been one to seek the favor of a woman under duress. He
wanted to be loved for hinself alone, unworthy as he knew hinself to be, and the significance of
the kiss was the suggestion that this was possible. Still, that business with the denobn-he had
heard horrendous things about the sexual appetites of denons and the uses to which they put
acqui escent or unacqui escent girls. Especially pretty girls. Some were no |longer pretty, after the
denmons finished with them To fall into the power of a denbn was to be ravaged in nore than the
physi cal sense. Luna had not suffered | oss of beauty, however.

Zane punched his watch. Six minutes on the countdown. He had a client to attend to.

Chapter 6 -- DEATH S DOM NI ON

The Deat h car phased south, energing in dense jungle. The rutted nud trail here was too
difficult for the mechanical vehicle, so it shifted to the stallion Mrtis and trotted readily
t hrough the steany growth

"Halt!" someone cried in Spanish, the translation sounding in Zane's |left ear. He | ooked
around and spied a canoufl aged sol di er whose rifle was pointed nmenacingly.

Zane halted, drawi ng cloak and hood cl ose about him just in case. "Were is this?"

"Il ask the questions!" the soldier snapped. "Who are you and what is your business?"

Shoul d he tell the truth? Zane knew that could conplicate things. Yet he was increasingly
disinclined to deal in fal sehood for any reason. "I am Death, cone to collect a soul."

"Ch. Yes, sir," the soldier said, snhapping to attention

Surely he had not heard what Zane had said! The words nust have conme across as the

recognition code for a high officer of this army. Wll, if that was the way of it, he would play
the part, as he didn't want to get lost in a region of violence. "ldentify yourself and your
nm ssion," Zane said curtly.

"Sir, | am Fernando of the Loyal N queldimea Army, on patrol to rout out the Seventh

Communi st renegades. "

Zane renenbered now. Ni quel di nrea was a banana republic, where guerrilla infiltration had
been occurring for sone years as the Conmuni sts sought to topple its unpopul ar autocratic
government. Naturally there would be many killings here, and sone would require Death's persona
servi ce.

Hi s watch showed thirty seconds. "Carry on, Fernando,
t he rendezvous.

In a moment he entered a rather pretty jungle clearing. But as he did so, snmall-arnms fire
erupted. A bullet bounced off his inpervious cloak. There was a scream beside him and a
Ni quel di nean sol dier junped up, stiffened, and spun to the ground. Zane needed only a glinpse
before the man was buried in the brush below to see that the right side of his head was gone. He
was definitely dead- in fact, it was amazing that he had been able to junmp- but this was not
Zane's client. This soldier could make it to Eternity on his own.

More governnent soldiers charged into the clearing, intent on obliterating the sniper. The

he said, and urged Mortis on toward

ground gave way under three of them and they fell, screamng, into a pit. Yet the surface of the
ground renai ned unbroken. Zane realized that this trap was concealed by a spell of illusion. In
one sense, illusion wasn't real, but it could be just as deadly as tangi bl e nagi c. Enchant nent was

countering bullets quite effectively.
Zane | ooked at his orientation stone. Hs client was in that pit, it seened. Zane
di smount ed and stepped forward cautiously, followi ng his gemarrow as his watch countdown swung to
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zero.

Hi s foot found the edge. He squatted, then sat, putting his feet down into the invisible
hol e, leaning forward, and getting his head inside the spelled region. Now he could see reality.

It wasn't pretty. It was a |large, open cavity, with a dozen sharpened wooden stakes set
upright in the bottom The three soldiers were skewered on these. Two were dead, the third dying.
The third was his client.

Zane slid carefully down the steep side of the pit and | anded on his feet. This required
only a few seconds, but in that tine he becane aware how t he man was suffering.

The sol di er had sonehow turned as he fell, and the cruel spike had penetrated his back and
energed fromthe side of his abdonen. He had been inpal ed excruciatingly, his head and feet
dangling dowmn to the ground. H's blood was hardly flow ng; the stake filled the puncture.

Zane tried to retch, but clanped his nouth shut. He |lurched across and hooked out the
soldier's soul, relieving himof his agony. Then he turned and | eaned against the pit wall,
breathing in | ong, shuddering efforts.

"You're new at this, aren't you?" someone said.

Zane turned about, still feeling dizzy and sick. A large man stood between the stakes. He
wore brief, polished arnor, a short, woven-netal skirt, and sported an ornate gol den hel net, just
like the picture of a Greek god of --

"War!" Zane excl ai ned.

"Death!" the man returned sardonically.

"I didn't know -- "

"That | existed?" WAr made an inperious gesture. "And who but Mars do you suppose shoul d
supervi se this altercation?"

"No one else," Zane acknow edged, relaxing. "I just didn't think it through."

"l have been meaning to neet you," Mars said. "After all, we nmust often associate
closely."

"Yes," Zane agreed distastefully. "I"mstill breaking in. |1've got the routine down well
enough, but scenes like this -- "

"This is a good scene,"” Mars said. "Small, but intense. It is the best that offers between

maj or engagenents. "

"You |ike your work?" Zane asked, hardly concealing his revulsion. "Wuat is acconplished
by conbat and bl oodshed?"

"I"'mglad you asked that question," Mars said expansively, and suddenly Zane was sorry he
had asked it. Speeches of self-justification were seldomworthwhile for any but the speaker. "Wr
is the final refuge agai nst oppression and wong doing. You have another client on your watch.
I"1l walk with you while you attend to him"

Zane saw that it was so. Now he | acked even the excuse to quit the conpany of this grim
warri or.

Mars wal ked to a corner of the pit where an earthen ranp led to the jungle floor. Zane
gl anced again at his watch, verifying that he had five mnutes to reach another client close by,
and fol | owed.

"What refuge do these dead sol di ers have?" Zane asked, disconfited. "How did this battle
hel p t hen®?"

"They have glory," Mars explained. "All nmen nust die sonetine, and nost go ignomni niously
fromage or illness or nmshap. Only in war do | arge nunbers get to expire in decent glory."

"d ory?" Zane thought of his recent client, inpaled agonizingly on a wooden stake. "Seens
nore |ike gory to ne."

Mars bel | owed out his laughter. "Cute, Death! You perceive only the instant of disconfort;
| perceive the eternal reputation. A nonent of pain for eternal fane! These nmen are sacrificing
their blood on the altar of righteousness. This is the term nation that renders their entire
mundane |ives subline."

"But what about those who die fighting for the wong cause?”

"There is no wong cause! There are only alternate avenues to glory and honor."

"Alternate avenues!" Zane exclained. "It's pointless brutality!"

"You speak of brutality," Mars said, as if pleased to neet the challenge of opposition
"You are as brutal in your own office, | believe. How many of your clients go sweetly to Eternity
on blithe wings of song? | will answer that-dammed few Even your reforns are savage things, |ess

defensible than what | offer ny clients."

"Your clients are ny clients!" Zane protested. "Your clients, ny clients," Mars said,
shruggi ng. He had excellently broad shoul ders, making the shrug inpressive. "Sonme coincide. Mst
don't. Consider the node of executions. Do you approve of stoning a person to death, regardl ess of
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his crinme, which may have been sinply naking tine with a willing woman? O crucifying himfor his
religious beliefs? O breaking his body on the wheel because he stole a | oaf of bread to keep
hinmself fromstarving, or pulling his linbs off by neans of chains attached to six horses because
he refused to pay sufficient graft to get out of it, or burning himat the stake on a fal se charge
of witchcraft?"

"No, of course not!" Zane said, taken aback by this savage catal ogue. Mars had a rough-and-
ready tongue! "But execution has been refornmed."

"Reformed!" Mars snorted. "I remenber the French reform Doctor Guillotine invented a huge
humane bl ade to sever necks quickly and cleanly. No nore of this nessy and sonetines inaccurate
choppi ng that could cut into the shoulder or lop off the top part of the head or even take out the
hands of the innocent person hol ding the condemmed head in place. This nodern nethod brought
elitismto the poor, for before then only nobles had warranted execution by the sword. But do you
remenber what they did with that invention? | will informyou. They discovered that it could bring
mass production to political nurder! They could kill thousands in a day, chop-chop! The French
Revol uti on becane notorious for that humane reform”

Zane didn't answer. Mars was too ready to fight.

They cane to a ranshackl e peasant house. A governnent soldier was passing it. Suddenly a
child of about ten, a little girl, dashed out. The soldier swng his rifle around, but paused when
he saw it wasn't a guerrilla. The girl rushed up to him carrying sonething in her hands. As she
reached him she did something to the object.

"Hey-that's a grenade!"” the soldier exclainmed, aghast.

The girl flung her arnms about him still clutching the grenade. The soldier tried to get
hold of it, but she clung like a | eech, her thin frane possessing the strength of fanaticism Then
t he grenade detonated. She had arned it as she approached.

Pi eces of the two of them sprayed outward. Blood splatted agai nst the side of the house.
"That was beautiful,” Mars said. "That child brings great honor on her fanmly."

"Honor!" Zane cried, outraged. "I call it horror!™

"That, too," Mars agreed equably. "They do tend to associate on such occasions. That's
part of what nakes even a minor fracas intriguing."”

Anot her sol di er appeared. He had heard the expl osion and now saw t he carnage. This one had
a hand-held flane thrower. He ignited it and swung the flame around toward the house

Anot her child, a boy, younger than the first, ran fromthe house toward the soldier. But
the man played the flanme thrower directly on him and in an instant the child was a mass of fire.
Then the sol dier concentrated on the house, starting it burning.

There was a whi nper fromthe snoking nmass on the ground. "Your client, | believe," Mrs
rem nded Zane.

How coul d he have overl ooked this! The Deathwatch stood at zero and the arrow pointed at
the boy. Zane hurried over and took the child' s soul. The whi npering ceased. "Wat honor was there
for this child?" he demanded.

"Not much,"” Mars admitted. "He failed in his mssion. Failure does not deserve reward."

"That wasn't ny point! Wthout this war, there would have been no deaths at all! | would
never have been sumoned. All this horror woul d never have existed!"

"On the contrary," Mars responded tolerantly. "Wthout this war, the oppression of this
popul ace woul d have continued indefinitely, grinding the people down, dispossessing themof their
property, starving themout. They would have died later, it is true, but in a worse manner- that
of sheep led to the slaughter. Now they are learning to die in the manner of wol ves defendi ng
their territory. Violence is but the nost visible aspect of a necessary correction, nuch as an
earthquake is a rel ease of enornous subterranean pressures. Blane not the synptom ny good
associ ate; blanme the fundanental social inequities that stifle innovation and freedom and can be
corrected in no other way. | conme to right wongs, not to wong rights. | amthe surgeon's scal pe
that removes the cancer. My edge may hurt for a nmonent, and some blood may flow, but nmy cause is
just, as is yours."

Zane found hinself unable to refute the ready and roughhewn | ogic of Mars. But as he
| ooked at the still-snoking little corpse of the child whose soul he had harvested, he feared it
was not God whom Mars served so nuch as Satan

"I think in due course you will find yourself at war," Mars continued. "I recomend t hat
you prepare yourself for that occasion by famliarizing yourself with your weapon."

"My only weapon is the scythe,” Zane nuttered. "And an excellent one it is," Mars agreed
"Mortis!" Zane called, and the good Death steed appeared. Zane nounted and departed, w thout
speaki ng again to Mars.

He arrived early, as he was doing nore often now. The address was a rundown nursing hone

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (55 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

inaslumdistrict in the resort city of Mam, wedged between a rickety dance hall and an old
evangel i stic church. The interior was gloony and stank of urine. A d people sat unnoving, perhaps
asl eep. There were no ganmes or nmgazi nes, and no conversations. The general nood was hopel essness.
Zane didn't |ike such places and had fought to keep his nother out of one-too successfully.

Hs client was an old nman with a white shock of hair and a dribble of brown where the
corner of his nmouth | eaked. Zane wal ked toward him but paused as he saw the rope. "You're tied to
your chair!" he excl ai ned.

The man | ooked up. "OGtherwise |I'd fall," he expl ai ned.

Zane realized that adequate facilities and conpetent attendants were beyond the neans of
this establishnent. The poor and honel ess could not afford a |uxurious retirenent.

"One favor," the man said. "If it is not too nuch to ask."

“If | can grant it," Zane said guardedly. "You know | can not grant a reprieve if it is a
termnal illness that -- "

“I'd like to have a hymm, to see nme out."

Zane was surprised. "A hym?"

"Holy, Holy, Holy. It's ny favorite. | haven't heard it in years, and | miss it."

Zane westled with perplexity. "You want soneone to sing a song?"

"Ch, a recording would be fine," the old man said. "Just to hear the sound. It's a great
hym! But | know ny wish is foolish."

Zane considered. "It seens sinple enough.”

The man shook his head, now ready to argue the other side. "They don't allow nmusic here.”

Anot her nman spoke up. "W get enough noi se fromthe nei ghbors, though! That inferna
racket fromthe dance hall, so we can't sleep at night, and those scream ng sernons and rehearsals
fromthe other side, that 'gelical church."”

Now t here was general interest, as the others in the roomcane to life. Zane's appearance
was a novelty, relieving the utter boredomthey were accustomed to. "Everyone else gets to do his
t hi ng-why not us? What's wong with one hym?"

"I think you should have it," Zane said. "All we need is a phonograph, or a cassette
pl ayer, or a nagic music box."

There was a murnur of demurral. "They won't let us have it," another man said.

"You shall have it," Zane said firmy. He wal ked up to the nurses' station, where a male
nurse was readi ng a popul ar nmagazi ne. There was a full-page color ad on the back: HELL-IT ISN T
JUST FOR BADNESS ANY MORE. Bright orange flanmes surrounded a scene of enthusiastic debauchery, and
the Dee & Dee trademark devils were doi ng sonething that made Zane wi nce.

"Nurse," he said.

The nurse glanced up. "No nusic allowed. House rule," he said, and returned to his page.

"W can make an exception," Zane said. "A nman is about to die, tied to a chair like a
condemmed crimnal. H s last w sh shall be honored."

"Are you for real? Get out of here." The man's eyes renmi ned on the page.

Zane, annoyed, reached out and lifted the magazi ne fromthe nurse's hands. He | eaned
forward, gazing into the man's face. "There shall be nusic," he said.

The man started to protest, but froze as he nmet the hollow eye of Death. "There's nothing
here," he nunbled, fazed. "I would get fired if -- "

"Then we shall do it wi thout you," Zane said. "You may register your protest for the
record-but take care that it is not too vigorous. We are going to have one hymm here, with or
wi t hout your cooperation.” He pointed his finger at the man's nose; in the Death glove it | ooked
skeletal. "Do you understand?"

The nurse bl anched. "You aren't going to hurt anyone? | only follow rules, | don't want
trouble, but | don't want anyone hurt."

So the nman did have some neager conscience. He was lazy and indifferent, but not evil

"One man will die, as he was fated to. No one will be hurt."
The nurse considered that, evidently having a bit of trouble reconciling death with not
hurting. He swallowed. "Then I'Il call in nmy protest to the owner's answering service. It usually

takes them forever to get back to ne, especially when there's an energency." He scow ed.
"Energenci es cost noney." He reached for the phone. "But there's no stuff here to use, not even a
radi o. My boss says silence is golden, and he does |ove gold."

Zane turned away, disgusted with that owner. Perhaps one day that character would di scover
hi msel f grubbing for gold in Hell. "I shall tend to this,” he told his client, turning off his
countdown tinmer. "You will not feel disconfort until you have had your hymm." He wal ked out of the
nur si ng hone.

First he tried the dance hall next door. The entry foyer was crowded w th nachi nes
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di spensing candy bars, two-bit |love potions -- "Slip her this, and she'll prom se you anything!"
and spot dressings for blisters. The main hall was enpty, for this was the dead norning shift.
Several shaggy teenagers were on the stage, working out with drums, guitars, and an electric
organ, bashing out dissonance with a deafening beat. This was rehearsal tine, though Zane coul d
not see how such noise could profit from practice.

Zane approached and put his hand on the largest drum the fingers of the glove causing its
sound to die imediately. "I require a perfornmance," he said.

He had their instant attention, though they did not recognize his nature. "Hey, a gig? How
much?"

"One song, for charity, next door."

They | aughed. "Charity! Go soak your snoot in battery acid, mster!" the drunmer said. "W
don't do nothing for nothing!"

Zane turned his potent gaze on the kid. "One song." Like the nurse before him the youth
bl anched. Peopl e sel dom saw Death when they were not clients or closely attached to clients, but
Death coul d i ndeed force his awareness on them when he wi shed. Hardly ever did a person face Death
directly without feeling the inpact. "Unh, yeah, sure. Guess we can do one song, like for
practice."

“A hymm," Zane said.

The | augh was | ouder, though sonewhat uncertain. "Man, we don't do church junk! W' re the
Livin' Sludge! W boom we flow, we fester; we don't damm well hymm!"

Agai n Zane delivered the Death stare. Young punks like this were nore resistant to it,
since they did not believe they were ever going to die. "One hymm. Holy, Holy, Holy." Hi s bony,
square eye sockets bore into the fleshed orbs before him

Again the kid was fazed. "Sure, well, | guess we could try. Like, it's only one tune. But
our singer's out, she's zonked on magic H, and anyway, we'll have to rehearse. It'd take two,
maybe three days, you know, just to start."

"Now, " Zane said. "Wthin the hour. I will find you a singer."

"But we don't have no music or nothing!" the youth protested desperately.

"That, too, | wll provide," Zane said, controlling his ire. Had he ever been this age
hinsel f? "Go now to the nursing home next door and set up your gear. | will rejoin you with a
singer presently."”

"Yeah, sure, man," the kid said faintly. "W'll be ready in half an hour. But you know,

this ain't exactly our bag. It ain't going to be too sharp."

"It will suffice." Zane left them and strode to the church on the other side of the
nur si ng hone.

He was in luck. The church choir was rehearsing for the conm ng weekend service. Severa
black girls were present, doing what to Zane's ear was a mi shmash of notes and ul ul ati ons.

The preacher spotted himinmediately. "Hey, don't you go takin' none of mine. Death!" he
protested. "W're good folk here. W don't want no trouble with you!"

Zane realized that this church m ght be poor and backward, but the preacher was a true man
of God, able to discern a supernatural manifestation instantly. That would help. "I only want a
hymbook and a singer," Zane said.

"Hymmbooks we got," the old nman said eagerly. "This white do-gooder group, they raise
noney, bought us books, don't know nothin' 'bout our nmusic. Got a big pile of 'emunder dust in
the closet. But one of ny girls-Death, | won't stand by and -- "

"Not to die," Zane said quickly. "To sing one hyrm for the fol k next door. For a nan who
is about to die."

The preacher nodded. "Man's got a right to one last nelody. What's it call ed?"

"Holy, Holy, Holy."

"That's in the book, but we don't sing it. Not our style."

"Find a singer willing to try."

The preacher addressed the practicing choir. "Anyone sing white nusic? Hymmbook stuff?"

There was a murnur of confused negati on.

"Listen," the preacher said. "You don't know this person in the hood, and you don't want
to. But | know him The eye of the Lord is on him and he needs one hynmm, and we've got to help
himany way we can. So if any of you can even try to oblige him conme on."

At length one rather pretty girl in her teens spoke. "Sonetime | sing 'long on the radio

stuff, jus' for fun. | guess | could try, if | got the words."
The preacher runmaged in the closet and brought out an arnful of hymbooks. "You got the
words, sister. Cone on, we'll go help this person. Wn't be long."

Zane took sone of the books and led the way to the nursing honme, where the Livin' Sludge
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was setting up, to the considerable entertainnent of the i nmates and the non-protesting nurse.
Probably there had not been an event like this here in decades. Cables and | oudspeakers and
instruments seened to fill the main room "Hey, don't set those big speakers in here," the nurse
was saying. "Small place like this, that noise'll deafen these old folk, and they've got problens
enough al ready. Face those nonsters out the windows." And it was done, for it seened the Livin'

Sl udge was constitutionally unable to function wi thout full-volunme anplification

The young singer eyed the Sludge, and the Sludge eyed her. Each evinced a certain norbid
fascination with an alien Iife form but neither evinced approval. Zane realized it had probably
been a m stake to involve the instrumental group; the girl would have done better a cappella. Too
| ate now;

The preacher stepped in, seeing the need. "You boys don' know hym nusic, okay? This is
Lou- Mae; she don' know junk music, so you're even. So let's try her doing the hymm, you foll ow,
okay?" He was nore or |ess speaking pigeon, in order to get his meaning across to these
foreigners. He passed out the hymbooks.

The nusicians | eafed through the books, bewi ldered. "This scene's worse'n bad-spelled H"
one nuttered. Zane knew that H was bad, enchanted H was worse, and badly enchanted H was a horror.
But addicts had to take what they could get. "We'll never live this down."

"“You boys getting high on S-H?" the preacher asked, frowning. "That'll put you in H" He
poi nt ed down, signaling the change in neaning. "You better find some better interest before it's
too late."

"Wsh we could,” the drummer confessed. "But you know, we're |ocked into the scene. S-H
don't let nobody go."

"Neither does H " the preacher said, with a dark gl ance down. "Nobody hooked on either H
in ny church.”

"“Yeah, sure," the drunmer said wearily.

Zane got themon the page with Holy, Holy, Holy. "Play this," he said.

They tried. They were, underneath, reasonably conpetent nusicians. The tune did not adapt
well to drumand guitar, but the electric organ picked it up easily enough.

The phone rang, the sound al nost | ost amidst the noise of preparations. "But | can't sing
into a mke," Lou-Mae protested. "lIt's in nmy way, and it |ooks funny."

“I'"I'l tell you what it |ooks like!" the Sludge drummer said, grinning.

"Jus' ignore it, sister," the preacher advised quickly. "Jus' sing your way."

"There are people gathering outside,” a nursing home inmate cried gleefully by the w ndow
"Gawki ng at the | oudspeakers!™

"Hey, they nust think we have a party in here!" another said. "Cutting the nmustard!"

"Sure we are! You can tell by the snell!" Laughter burbled around the inmate sector. This
was turning into the biggest event of these old people's lives.

"Hey, mister," the male nurse called through the din. "That was nmy boss on the |line. For
once he checked with his answering service. | told himl couldn't stop the nmusic, so he's calling
the police. Better do that song and get out of here soon.” It was fair warning, but obviously the
nurse was enjoyi ng the ongoi ng event.

The Sludge was still getting organized, piecing out bits of nelody, trying to integrate
unfamliar elements. "I can't do this," Lou-Mae conplained. "Singing a hymzm to a drumroll?"

"Listen, black doll, we don't like it either," the drunmer said. "But we got to have a
beat . "

"You jus' do your best,"” the preacher said soothingly to both. "The Lord will meke it
right."

"“"Man, He better!" the drummer nuttered. "This whole thing's crazier than a doubl e- bum
tript”

"Still worth doing right," the preacher said.

Zane heard the sound of a siren. He went to the door where the other choir singers
clustered, peering in. They gave way nervously before him and Zane saw the police cars arriving.
The vehi cl es screeched up to the nearest corner and disgorged helneted riot police. These were
tough cops arned with billy clubs, hefty side arns, teargas bonbs, and disorientation-spells,
accustoned to breaking heads in the lawful performance of their duty. That nursing hone owner had
really nmade a conpl ai nt!

Zane turned to face inside. "Do the hymmn now, " he said.

Lou- Mae, suddenly nervous, dropped her book and had to scranble to recover it. " 'Sokay,
chick," the drummer said synpathetically. "First-night jitters. W all get "em W'I| start
wi t hout you, a preanble, and you catch your place and signal when you're ready. Like Uncle Tom
says, we'll nerge."
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She flashed hima fleeting smile. The nusic started, drumroll |eading into guitar, the
beat of it blasting |like devel oping thunder out the wi ndows as the police charged up the steps,
billies in hand. The choir girls crowded back fearfully, not liking any close contact with the

big, brutal nmen in uniform

Zane drew his cloak cl ose about himand stepped out to neet the |ead cop skull-to-face.
"Do we have busi ness?" he asked.

The policeman's eyes and nmouth rounded out as he stared into the aspect of Death. He fell
back, literally, and had to be caught by the two behind him The urgency of the intrusion of the
| aw abruptly abat ed.

Now Lou- Mae found her place. The drum faded to a background beat, and the song proper
began. "Holy, holy holy! Lord God Al mghty!" she sang, starting trenul ously but gaining courage as
she sounded the name of the Lord. Sonehow the amplification provided resonance and authority that
her voice night otherw se have | acked. The drumroll behind her growed like the rising wath of
Deity, and the guitar punctuated the thenme with an inspired extenporaneous counterpoint.

"Early in the norning, our song shall rise to Thee!" And the electric organ swelled in an
urge of joyous worship, sounding exactly |Iike the nonstrous pipes of a towering cathedral

The crowd in the street was being rapidly augnented. Sone of the police were trying to
hol d the people back. It was already |ate norning, but the height of the surroundi ng buil dings
sheltered the street fromdirect sunlight. Now that |ight angl ed down, a broad beamthat splashed
across the pale helnmets of the police and faces of the people, illuminating them as if it were
i ndeed the break of day or of a new era.

"Only Thou art holy; all the saints adore Thee!" The sound peal ed out, flooding the
nei ghbor hood, reverberating am dst the buildings. Instruments and voice had integrated perfectly,
as if fromyears of devoted practice.

"Casting down their gol den crowns around the glassy sea!" And the police, stunned despite
their cynicismby the magnificence of it, buffeted by the boom ng sound, began to renpve their
sunl i ght - gol den hel mets. The people followed, conpelled by a feeling they did not conprehend. In a
monment every head in the crowd was bare.

"Cherubi m and seraphim falling down before Thee!" And one of the inpressionable choir
girls by the door screaned in rapture and fell to the sidewal k.

Once triggered, the effect spread explosively. Al around, people in the crowd screaned
and fell, and a few of the policenmen, too.

The nusic surged to thunderous authority, druns and organ shaking the very buil di ngs,
sweepi ng through the crowd, making the entire block a place of worship. Sone people stood; sone
knelt; sonme lay on the street. Al were gazing raptly toward the nursing hone and |istening to the
amazi ng sound.

"Who wert and art and evernore shall be!" Then the hymm ended, and the nusic died away in
a fading roll of the drumand a trailing organ note, as if God were noving on to another station.
Hal f the crowd and all the choir girls were on the ground, and the policemen stared w de-eyed at
what ever personal visions they had. No one made a sound.

Zane turned to face inside again. The innates were sitting dazed, as was the nal e nurse.
The drumrer and Lou- Mae were exchangi ng an awed gl ance. The preacher was gazing toward Heaven, his
hands steepled before him in silent prayer

"Jeez," the guitarist murrmured. "We been wasting our time, all our life!"

"Who the H needs H " the organist agreed. "I never been on a trip like that!"

Zane wal ked across to his client. "Nowit is tinme," he said, restarting his tiner. "Are
you satisfied?"

The old man was smling, "I sure am Death! | just had a vision of the Lord God Al m ghty!
Anything else in life would be anticlimactic after that. | saw two of ny friends here go already."
He col | apsed, and Zane reached out quickly to catch his soul

A sl ow recovery was begi nning as he wal ked back toward the door. The preacher caught
Zane's eye. "Sone folk think the Lord don't intervene," he renmarked gently, as if aware of Zane's
own doubts.

Zane couldn't answer. He wal ked on out, past the choir girls as they righted thensel ves,
and through the quiet crowd to his horse.

A new vehicle was pulling up, with the enmblem of the State Social Services on its side. It
seenmed the commotion had attracted the notice of the relevant authorities, and there was about to
be an inspection of the nursing home facility and operation

Zane allowed hinself a private smle. They woul d di scover one or nore dead nen, tied to
their chairs, in a roomreeking of urine where no nusic or entertainment was permtted -- these
strictures so absolute that the police had been sumobned to enforce them Zane doubted that would
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make a favorabl e i npression on the inspectors. Substantial reformwas about to come to one nursing
hone, and the lot of the surviving i nmates woul d be i nproved.

He gl anced once nore around the nei ghborhood before he left. There stood the church
nursi ng hone, and dance hall in a row. Surely the fate of all three would inprove, now that they
had interacted in this fashion and di scovered what each had to offer the others, and there would
be nmusic for everyone! Maybe the entire city of Mam would experience a gradual renovation as the
spirit of this hour spread.

His next client was in the country. Mortis changed to Deat hnobile form and drove al ong the
super hi ghway, as they were not pinched for tinme. Zane read the billboards and realized there was
an ad war on here.

VWHY DRI VE A LANDBOUND CAR WHEN YOU CAN RI DE A CARPET? the first billboard demanded in
huge, shining print. The picture was of a car struggling through a traffic jam while a nagic
carpet sailed blithely over, its handsone famly smling.

Zane al so smiled. He was at the nonent car bound- but he woul d never be trapped in a
traffic jam Not with Mrtis! "Did you show ne this just to nake nme appreciate you properly?”

The car did not answer, but the notor purred.

The next billboard proclained DRIVE I N COWORT. The picture was of a fanmly huddl ed on a
flying carpet in a rainstorm The man | ooked grimand unconfortable, the wonan's once- el egant
hai rdo was a wet mness plastered about her ears, and one child was sliding off the rear, about to

fall. The material was evidently winkling and shrinking in the rain, heightening the fanmly's
di sconfort and peril. Below, the same fanmly could be seen happily in a closed car, safely seat-
bel ted, untouched by the rain.

"So the car fights back," Zane remarked. "I can see it." He glanced at his watch. Stil

several mnutes to go.

The next billboard showed the carpet sailing blithely over the rain cloud that |argely
obscured the traffic jam bel ow. BABYLON CARPETS OUTPERFORM ANY LANDBOUND VEHI CLE! it procl ai ned.
MORE DI STANCE PER SPELL.

But the auto maker canme right back with a picture of the famly gasping for air aboard the
hi gh-flying carpet, while the car zooned al ong the open hi ghway. KEEP SAFE, KEEP CQZY, it advi sed.
USE A CAR I NSTEAD OF A CARPET.

Per haps the ad war continued, but Zane had to turn off to approach his client. This was a
residential enclave in the countryside; the houses were very sinmlar to one another, the |awn
mani cured. Zane wondered why people bothered to live in the country when all they did was take the
city with them He turned into the appropriate drive and parked in the limted shade of a nedium
pine tree. He noticed there was a disabled sticker on the owner's car; evidently the disabl ement
was term nal

Zane entered and nmade his way to the bathroom There was a young, fairly nuscul ar man
taking a deep bath. He | ooked rel axed.

The man did not react to Zane's appearance and did not seemto be in trouble, yet the gem
arrow identified himas the client. "Hello," Zane said, uncertain how to proceed.

The man gl anced up languidly. "Please | eave," he said, his voice nmld

"First | must do ny job," Zane said.

"Job? Perhaps you are in uniform and assume | recognize your business. | can not see you
for I amblind."

On. That accounted for the disabled sticker. But nere sightlessness wouldn't kill this
man, unl ess sonme bad acci dent were com ng up. "I suspect you will be able to see ne, if you try,"
Zane sai d.

“"You are a faith healer? Go away. | aman atheist, and have no traffic with your kind."

An atheist! One who did not believe in God or Satan, or in their related artifacts. How
coul d Death have been summoned for a nonbeliever?

Two answers offered. It was possible that this man was not as cynical as he professed- and
really did believe in Eternity perhaps unconsciously. O it could be that there had been anot her
glitch, and that the Powers that Be had not realized that no service was required for this
particular client.

Wel |, Zane was here, and the case woul d have to be played through to whatever concl usion
was fated. He | ooked at the water in the bath and saw that it was discolored by a cloud of
darkness. "You are conmitting suicide," he stated.

"Yes, and | rmust ask you not to interfere. My folks are away for two days, so will not
know until it is safely done. | have slashed veins in ny ankles and am pl easantly bl eeding to
death in this hot water. There is no greater kindness you can do ne than to let nature take its
course. "
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“I am here for that," Zane said. "I am Death."

The man | aughed, beconming nore animated as his attention focused. "An actual, physica
personi fication of Death? You' re crazy!"

"You don't believe in Death?"

"I believe in death, and, obviously. | am about to experience it. Certainly |I don't
believe in a spook with skull and crossbones and scythe."

"Wwuld you like to touch nmy hand and face?" Zane asked.

"You persist in this nonsense? Very well, while |I still command ny faculties, let ne touch
you." The man lifted an armfromthe water with sone visible effort and extended it toward Zane.

Zane cl asped that hand in his own gl oved one, curious how the nan would perceive it. He
was hardly disappointed in the reaction

"It's true!" the man exclaimed. "A skeleton!"

"A glove," Zane said, not wanting to deceive him "And ny face is a skull-mask generated
by magi c. Nevertheless, | amDeath, and | have cone to collect your soul."

The man touched Zane's face. "A mask? It could fool me! That's a skull!™

Zane had been uncertain before whether his skull-face was tactile as well as visual; now
he knew. "I ama living man performng an office. | wear a costune and have certai n necessary
powers, but | amalive and have the flesh and feelings of a nan."

The client took his hand again. "Yes, now | perceive the flesh, faintly, the way | do ny
own when ny foot is asleep. Strange! Perhaps | do believe in you, or in your belief in the office.
But | don't believe in the soul, so your effort is wasted."

"What do you believe happens when you di e?" Zane asked, genuinely curious. This man seened
to have a good mi nd.

"My body will be inert and in tine will dissolve into its chenical conponents. But that is
not what you nean, is it? You want to know about ny supposed soul. And | will answer. There is no
soul. Death is sinmply the end of consciousness. After death, there is nothing. Like the flame of a
candl e snuffed out, the animation is gone. Extinction."

"No afterlife? You do not consider death a translation to a spiritual existence?"

The nan snorted. He was slowy sinking in the tub, as |oss of bl ood weakened him
gradual ly, but his mind renained alert. "Death is a translation to intellectual nonexistence."

"Does that frighten you?"

"Why should it? It is the deaths of others |I should fear, for they can cause ne
i nconveni ence and grief. Wien | nyself pass, | shall be out of it, conpletely uncaring."

"You have not answered," Zane said.

The man grimaced. "Damm it, you are putting nmy toes to the fire! Yes, ny own death does
frighten ne. But | know that is nmerely ny instinct of self-preservation manifesting, ny body's
effort to survive. Subjectively, | do fear extinction, because instinct is irrational
bj ectively, | do not. | have no terror of the nonexistence before | was conceived; why shoul d
fear the nonexistence after | die? So | have overridden the foible of the flesh and am proceedi ng
to ny end.”

"Woul dn't you be relieved to discover that |life continues on the spiritual plane?"

“"No! | do not want life to continue in any forml Wat uncertainties or tortures mght |
experi ence there? What tedium existing for eternity with no reprieve in another person's sterile
conception of Heaven? No, ny life is the only gane, and the gane has soured, and | want not hing
more than to be able to lay it aside when its convenience is over. hlivion is the greatest gift |
can look forward to, and Heaven itself would be Hell to nme if that gift were denied.”

"I hope you find it," Zane said, shaken by this unusual view. A man who actually insisted
on obl i vion!

"I hope so, too." Now the atheist was fading rapidly. The | oss of blood was affecting his
consci ousness and soon he would faint.

"A man's death is the nost private part of his life,'
die as you wish."

"That's correct." The voice was sl ow and faint. "Nobody's business but mne."

"Yet shouldn't you be concerned about the neaning of your |ife, about your place in the
greater scheme of things? Before you throw away your one chance to inprove -- "

"Why the hell should | care about inprovenment when | don't believe in Heaven or Hell?" the
at hei st demanded weakly.

"Yet you assune that your own relief is all that matters," Zane said. "Wat of those you
|l ove, who remain in |life? Those who | ove you, and who will find your body here, a horror to them
They will still suffer. Don't you owe them anythi ng?"

But the atheist was too far gone. He had | ost consciousness and no | onger cared who el se

Zane said. "You have the right to
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nm ght suffer, if he ever had cared. In due course he died.

Zane reached in and drew out his soul. It was a typical nottled thing, good and evi
spotting it in a conplex nobsaic. He started to fold it-and the soul disintegrated, falling apart
i nt o not hi ngness.

The atheist had his wish. He really had not believed, and so the Afterlife had been unabl e
to hold him He was beyond the reach of God or Satan. That did seem best.

It was best-but was it right? The atheist had not seened to care about anyone except
hi nsel f-and in that uncaring, perhaps had rendered his own existence neani ngl ess.

Zane rejoined Mrtis. "I think that man was hal f-right," he said. "He is better off out of
the gane-but the game may not be better off without him A man should not exist for hinself alone.
Life made an investnent in him and that investnent was not paid off." But Zane wasn't sure.

His timer was going again. He oriented on the next client, wondering how he was going to
account for the soul that disintegrated. The Purgatory News Center would have a ball with that
one. He visualized the headline: THE FI SH THAT GOT AVAY

He arrived at a hospital. That was not unusual; the termnally sick tended to congregate
there, and he had nmade a nunber of similar collections all over the world. But he still didn't
like hospitals very well, because of his lingering guilt relating to his nother.

At the edge of the parking lot was an ad, for once not Satanic. SHEEPSHEAD HORN O PLENTY-
MORE FRUI T THAN BRANDS X, Y, AND Z HORNS. Just the thing to buy for a hospitalized person
recovering from stomach surgery.

Zane felt worse when he saw his client. It was an old wonan, and she was enbedded in a
mass of lines and burbling devices. Sonme sort of bellows forced her to breathe rhythmcally, and
nmoni tors clicked and bl eeped to signal her heartbeat, digestion, and state of consci ousness. Her
bl ood coursed through the tubes of a dialysis machine. A nurse checked the equi prent regularly,
going on to the others in the ward. There were five other patients here, all simlarly equipped.

The client's hospital gown was draped awkwardly, as such things seened to be designed to
do, so that enbarrassing portions other wasted anatomy showed. She was in pain, Zane could see,

t hough hal f-zonked on therapeutic drugs. She was overdue to die; only the relentlessly life-
sustai ning things enclosing her frail body prevented her from doing so.

Deja vu! H's nother, all over again,

Zane approached. She spied him and her bl oodshot eyes tracked himerratically. The tubes
runni ng i nto her nose prevented her fromturning her head conveniently, and the machine set up a
cl angor of protest when she tried to shift her body.

"Be at ease, lady," Zane said. "I have cone to take you away fromthis."” She issued a weak
hiss of a laugh. "Nothing can take ne away," she gasped, spittle dribbling fromher nouth. "They
will not let me go. All ny pleading is in vain. | may rot in this contraption, but I wll still be
alive."

"l am Death. | may not be denied."

She peered nmore closely at him "Wy, so you are! | thought you | ooked famliar. |I would
gladly go with you- but they won't give nme the visa."

Zane smiled. "It is your right to nake the transformation. That right can not be

abridged." He reached into her body and caught her soul

It didn't conme. The wonan keened weakly with new agony until he let the soul go. It
shapped back into place, and she rel axed.

"You see!" she whispered. "They have anchored ne in life, though it isn't worth it. You
can't take me, Death!™

Zane | ooked at his watch. It was fifteen seconds past tine. The wonan really was being
hel d beyond her desti ny.

“"Let me consider," Zane said, disgruntled. He wal ked down the ward, glancing at the other
patients. He saw now that the details of their apparatus differed, but all were caught beyond
their natural spans and all were sinmilarly resigned to their fate. They m ght have no joy in life,
but they would not be released fromit one second before the machi nes gave out. This was one
efficient hospital; there were no slip-ups.

"I see you. Death," sonmeone nurnured near by,

Zane | ooked. It was a nmale patient in the adjacent rig. Unlike sone of the others, this
one was fully alert.

"I can't take her soul while that equi prent functions,’
bothering to explain to a nonclient.

The ol d man shook his head, causing his own apparatus to protest. "Never thought |I'd see
the day when Death was denied. That |eaves taxes as the only certainty." He essayed a feeble |augh
that nmade his dials quiver and alarmed the nurse on duty, who thought he was suffering a seizure

Zane sai d, wondering why he was
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She seened unaware of Zane.

After a noment, the man spoke again. "If it was me, Death, know what |'d do?"

"That old worman, ny client,” Zane said. "She renmi nds ne of ny nother." And what a mass of
guilt lay there, tying into his conscience |ike the lines of the hospital nachines.

"She's sonmebody's nother,"” the man agreed. "It's her son who pays for all this foolery.

Thi nks he's doing her a favor, naking her live beyond her time or will. If he really |oved her
he'd let her go."

"Doesn't he |love her?" Zane had killed his own nother because he | oved her, but then had
doubt ed.

"Maybe he thinks so. But he's really just getting even. He's a nmean nan, and she brought
himinto this world, and | guess he just never forgave her for that. So he won't |let her |eave."

Sonet hi ng snapped. "Death shall not be denied!" Zane said. He marched back to his client's
section. He found switches on the equipnment and clicked them off.

"Qops!" The nurse was on it imrediately, as the machinery bl eeped alarm She turned the
swi t ches on agai n.

Zane ripped out wires and tubes. Fluid spurted.

Now t he nurse becane aware of him "You did it!" she cried, horrified. "You nust stop!"

Zane caught her in his arms and kissed her on the lips. She felt the skeletal enbrace and
fainted. He set her down carefully on the fl oor.

He saw that automatic fail safes were stopping the leaks in the torn tubes. The bl eep-bl eep
alarmwas nore strident; soon other nurses would hear and cone. He could not be sure the job was
done.

Zane picked up a chair and smashed it into the stand supporting the bottles of life-
preserving fluids. G ass shattered, and colored |iquids coursed across the floor. He put his foot
agai nst a consol e and shoved it over, indulging in an orgy of destruction that was the overt
expression of his |ong-suppressed enotion.

At | ast he stood over the old worman, chair raised to bash in her skull if need be-but he
saw that now the job had been done.

He set down the chair and lifted out her soul, gently. There was a smattering of appl ause
fromthe other patients as he put away the soul and wal ked out through the ward. All these people
were on artificially extended tine, so were able to perceive himfor what he was.

"But | am a murderer-again," Zane protested weakly, now suffering reaction. Never before
had he actually killed-in his role of Death. There had been grimsatisfaction in the act-but
surely he had added an awful burden of sin to his soul

"I wish it was ne you cone for," one of the others nuttered.

"You can't nurder yur kind," the old-nman said. "Any nmore'n you can rape a willing gal."

Zane paused. "How nmany of you feel that way?" he asked. "How many really want to die now?"

A murnur traveled along the ward, like a ripple of water. "W all do," the old nan said,
and the others agreed.

Zane pondered briefly. He heard the running footsteps of others in the bowels of the
hospital, becom ng aware that sonething was wong. Tine was |imted.

He had done his assigned job; he had collected the old woman's soul and in his fashion had
redeened his nurder of his nother. He had now done openly what he had done covertly before. He had
shown that even Death hinself would have nmade the same decision Zane had, |ong ago. But had he
done his human job? These people were being denied their npst fundanental right: the right to let
life go.

"You know it would be mass nurder," he said.

“I't would be nercy," the old nman said. "My grandchild is going broke paying for ne,
because the doctor says she nust-and for what? For this? For eternity in a hospital ward, too sick

to nmove, let alone enjoy life? Hell can't be worse than this-and if it is, I'll take it anyway! At
| east there maybe I'Il have a chance to fight back. Cut me | oose, Death! There's nore'n just us
patients suffering here; it's our famlies, too. They'll cry a while, but soon they'll heal -and
maybe they' Il still have a little sonething left to live on."

Zane deci ded. He was already dooned to Hell for his violations of the standards of his
office. Wiat did he have to | ose? He wanted to do what was right, regardl ess of the consequence.
These were his clients, too.

He went to the service area of the ward. There was the main circuit box. He yanked down
all the handl es.

Power died in the ward. Darkness closed in. The nmachinery stopped running.

There was an i medi ate outcry. Hospital personnel rushed in. Sonmeone groped her way to the
circuit box, but Zane stood before it. The nurse felt a skeletal Hand cl ose on hers, pushing her
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away fromthe box. She screamed in sheerest terror.
"That is the horror you have been visiting on these patients,"” Zane told her. "Death-in-
life."

No one coul d reverse what he had done, this tine.

Chapter 7 -- CARNI VAL OF GHOSTS

A few days | ater, once nore caught up on his schedul e, Zane paid Luna another call. This
tinme she snmiled when she saw him "Cone in, Zane; I'll be ready in a mnute."
"Ready?"

"You're taking me out on a date, remenber? Somewhere interesting, so we won't be bored
with each other."

Zane had really had nore talking in mind, for their |ast dial ogue had affected him
profoundly, but he didn't care to say that. True, aspects of their talk had been unconfortably

candid, and the notion of her paying off the denon still bothered him But a portion of his self-
doubt and di sgust had eased significantly after their last neeting, and he hoped for sinilar
positive inpact in future. After all, how could he object to anything about her, after what he had

done at the hospital ? That had made ugly headlines on Earth as well as in Purgatory!

He | ooked at Luna's paintings as he waited for her. They were beautiful. She was nmuch nore
of an artist than he had been. The colors were clear and true, and the auras realistic. It was
hard to believe that a person whose soul was presently slated for damation in Hell could do such
excel l ent work. He was getting to |like Luna better-and that realization caused hi mto wonder again
why the Magi cian had wanted the two of themto know each other. Surely it was not nerely because
they were conpatible or had a comon interest in auras.

Luna reappeared-and this tine she was stunning. Before, clothes had converted her nost of
the way fromneutral to attractive; this time they had conpleted the transition. Bright blue topaz
glinted froma band placed in her hair, and green enerald was set in her slippers; the rest of her
bet ween these two made the beauty of the gens pale.

"How do you like nme now?" she inquired archly. He was cautious. "I thought you didn't
really care for ne. Wiy are you naking yourself so |ovel y?"

She grinmaced prettily. "I told you ny deepest sins, and you didn't reject me. That's worth
sonet hing. "

"Because |'mno better!" he replied. "How can | condemm you? You were hel pi ng your father
while | -- "

"Was hel pi ng your nother," she finished, conpleting the rehearsal of their excuse for
bei ng together, which sonehow seened necessary for each of them "W're both well tainted. Anyway,
until we know what ny father had in mnd, there's no sense in letting it go. | confess you' re not
the man I woul d have chosen on ny own -- "

"And you aren't the woman | was slated for --

"Do you think Fate had her fickle finger in this?"

"I know she did. She put me in the office of Death by arranging the thread of ny life to
term nate right when my predecessor was getting careless. | suppose Fate even steered ne past
Mol Iy Mal one, where | got the gun | used. Wether Fate woul d have done this w thout the behest of
your father, | don't know "

“"Never trust a wonan," Luna said seriously. "Fate least of all."

Zane smiled. "I'ma fool. | do trust Fate. She hel ped ne get started as Death. The truth
is, ny life was hardly worth it before. O course, | know |I'm nothing special as Deaths go."

"I would hate to encounter sonething special in Deaths, then," she nmurnmured. "That episode
at the hospital-and I think | recognize your touch in that Mam riot, too."

Zane smled. "It was no riot. But it illustrated the point. | let too many clients go
free, when | can, and | take sone |I'mnot supposed to, and | waste tine talking to others, trying
to nake it easier for them The Purgatory News Center is having a field day with ny exploits. |
don't know what Purgatory did for hunor in the news before | came along."

“You're too well-neaning, and too trusting."

Zane | ooked at her, and was daunted again by her sheer beauty. "Surely | can trust you,

t hough! "

"No. "

"No? | don't understand."

"Put on your Death cape," Luna said abruptly.

Zane gl anced at her again, startled. "I don't know This is personal, and | don't like to

mx --

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (64 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

"I want a date with Death," she insisted. She turned her face to himand | ooked himin the
eyes and sniled, and her eyes seened | anbent. He could not deny her, though he knew it was
del i berate artifice.

"My suit is in the car," he said. "But-do you really want to be seen wth Death?"

“"No such worry. People don't see Death unless they are clients."

Not entirely true, but close enough. Zane proffered her his arm and they wal ked out to
the Death nobile.

The night was dark, with a drizzle threatening. He fetched his cape and gl oves and shoes
fromthe car and donned them

"Now you are truly elegant," Luna said. "I never realized before how handsone a well -
dressed skeleton could be. Kiss ne, Death."

"But ny face is not -- "

She | eaned into himand kissed his lips. "Ch. you're right!" she exclainmed after a noment.
"A bare skull! Alas, poor Yorick, |I kissed him An infinite jest!" She brushed off her nouth with
one hand as if renoving sand.

"Death is no pleasant date to nobst people,

Zane said, disturbed by her attitude. Wat was

notivating her? "You should see the mail | get."

She snmiled as if this were a pleasant invitation. "Yes, let's see your mail. Do you
actual ly answer it?"

"Yes," he said, enbarrassed. "It seenms only right. No one seeks out Death, in any nanner

wi t hout good reason.”

"That's touching. You are a decent nan. Show ne a letter."”

Zane reached into the dash conpartnent and brought out a letter, turning on the interior
light of the car so they could read it. It was witten in a rather neat juvenile script; it
normal ly took many years for a person to reduce his script to adult illegibility. Children tended
to wite letters nore than adults-at least they did to his office-for what reason he couldn't
quite fathom Maybe it was because their beliefs were nore literal

Dear Death, he read. Every night Momy makes nme say ny prayers, and thats okay | guess,
but they scare ne. | hafta say If | Should Die Before | Wake | Pray The Lord My Soul To Take. Now
I"'mafraid to go to sleep. | lie awake nost of the night and then | daze out in school and I'm
fl unki ng somet hi ng and pl ease Death | don't want to die right now Is it okay if | sleep a little
at night without having to die? Love G nny.

"Suddenly | see what you mean," Luna said. "That's awful. That poor little girl-she thinks

"Yes. Wien | first read that letter, it nade me so angry | broke out in a sweat. That
prayer seens to equate sleep with death. No wonder she's afraid. How many chil dren expect to die
bef ore they wake-because of that sinister nmessage put in their ninds? | would never do that to any
child of mne!"

"She's pretty literate, but she hasn't mastered the apostrophe yet," Luna remarked. "It
must have been an act of real courage to tackle the source, of her fear like that! Zane, you nust
answer this letter right now"

"What can | say to her? | can't pronm se not to take her; she might appear on ny schedul e
tonorrow. "

"But you can reassure her that death has nothing to do with sleep
"Let's do it now. You can phone her!"

Zane was uncertain. "She would think it was a cruel joke. Wo ever heard of Death
t el ephoni ng peopl e?"

"Who ever heard of Death answering letters? | gather your predecessor didn't. She's a
child, Zane! She'll believe. A child won't be surprised by a phone call froman Incarnation
That's the way children's minds work, bless them" She haul ed hi m back to her house and fetched
the tel ephone and proffered it to him

He sighed. Maybe this was the best way. He accepted the phone and called the Infornation
operator for Gnny's city of Los Angeles, using the child' s address to run down the nunber. Soon
t he phone was ringing. Zane felt suddenly nervous.

"Yes?" It was obviously the girl's nother

"Let me speak with G nny, please.”

"But she's asleep!" Actually, it was not as late in Los Angeles as in Kilvarough, but
children retired earlier than adults.

"She is not asleep," Zane said, his quick ire rising. "She is |ying awake in the darkened
room terrified that if she sleeps, she will die before she wakes. Do not nake her say that prayer
any nore. That's not the way God takes souls."

Luna bri ght ened.
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"Who are you?" the wonan asked sharply. "If this is an obscene call -- "

"I am Death."

"What ?"

O course she couldn't assinilate that. "Please fetch G nny now. "

Flustered by sonething strange, the wonman backed off. "I'll see if she's awake. But if you

say anything to upset her --
"Fetch her," Zane repeated wearily. How nuch damage was done by wel | -nmeani ng peopl e!

In a moment the child answered. "G nny speaking," she said politely. "Gee, | never got a
phone call froma strange man before!"

"I am Death," Zane said carefully. "I received your letter."

"Ch!" she cried, whether in joy or fear he could not tell

"Gnny, | donot think I will come for you soon. You have your |ife ahead of you. But if I
do conme, | promise to wake you first. | will not take you in your sleep."

Her voice was tremul ous. "Gee-you nean it? Real ly?"

"Really. You will not die before you wake." That nuch of a promise it was within his
province to make. He would issue a neno to Purgatory to nmake sure that he personally was sunmoned
for her case, though she would surely be bound directly for Heaven with very little evil on her
soul, so that he could honor that commitnent.

"You nean it?" she repeated breathlessly. "Cross your heart and hope to --
aware of the incongruity.

"Cross ny heart, Gnny. Sleep in peace."

"CGee, thanks, Death!" she excl aimed. Then she thought of her nmanners. "It's not that |
want to hurt your feelings or anything, but -- "

"But you don't want to neet ne yet," Zane finished, sniling, as people were prone to do
even when they knew they could not be seen. "I understand. Few people care to do business with ne,
or even to think about ne."

"Ch, it's all right by day, in play," she said brightly. "Day is different. W don't sleep
then. W tal k about you when we junp rope.”

"You do? What do you say?"

"Doctor, Doctor-will | die? Yes, ny child, and so will I! It keeps the beat, you know "

She paused,

"That's nice," Zane said, taken aback. "Farewell, G nny."

"Bye, Death," she said, and hung up. "Now doesn't that feel better?" Luna asked, her eyes
shi ni ng.

"Yes!" Zane agreed. "It makes ne glad to do nmy job, this one tine."

"I'f nore people knew Deat h personally, fewer people would fear him"

"I would like that. What a world it would be if there were no fear of death!"

"Now we can go on our date," she said. "There's no other way | would have preferred to
start it."

They returned to the Death nmobile. "Where did you have in mind to go?" he asked.

"I don't know. It's enough just to ride with Death."

Zane was not entirely satisfied with this, but let it be. He started the car and drove
slowy through the drizzle.

In the center of town, the headlights picked out a figure with a wheel barrow. Zane sl owed.
"There's Mdlly Ml one," he said. "The ghost of Kilvarough."

"Ch, |'ve never net her!" Luna exclaimed. "Let's give her a ride!"

"Gve a ghost a ride? That's not -- "

"How wi || we know, if we don't offer?" Zane stopped the car and got out. "Mdlly!" he

call ed. The ghost waved her hand. "You can't take nme. Death," she cried gaily. "I'm already dead!"
“I"'mnot on business," he said. "My watch is stopped. W net before | assuned the office
In fact, | think you were ny onen, for | left ny forner life soon after | net you." He drew away

hi s hood so she could see his face.
"Ch, yes-you saved ne fromgetting robbed or worse," she said, recognizing him "You were

so nice. I'"'msorry | signaled your end."
"Signal ed ny end?"
"Didn't you know? Anyone | interact with is dooned to die within a nmonth."
"Ch, yes, | realized that, later. But as you see, | didn't really die."

"Well, you had a date with Death. That's usually the sanme thing."

Luna got out of the car. "Hello, Mlly Mlone," she called.

Zane froze. "Oh, no! You-Luna -- "

"I can't say | like it," MIlly said. "But | renind nyself that | don't cause the death, |
nmerely signal it. So really, it's providing fair warning -- "
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"But if you interact with Luna -- "

Mol Iy showed concern. "Onh, | thought she was one of your clients. You nmean she's a
friend?"

“"Afriend on a date with ne."

"Ch, then it's already been fulfilled. The date with Death."

"Of course," Zane agreed, relieved. "I misread the signal."

"No, you didn't," Luna said.

Zane turned to her with appalled surm se.

"Don't look so horrified, Zane," Luna said. "I knew | was going to die. There are a dozen
good Death stones in ny house.™

“You never told nme |" Zane protested.

She shrugged. "I only learned of it since our |ast date. Suddenly the stones were
signaling. | took a stiff dose of cheer." She indicated the gens in her headband. "Q herw se

woul d not be very good conpany at the nmoment."

"You are using enchantnment-to rmake yoursel f good conpany for ne?" Zane asked rhetorically.
"I would never have asked you to -- "

"Why do you think | wanted a date with Death? If |I'm |l ucky, nmaybe you will collect nmy sou
personally, so | won't sink to Hell alone." She turned back to the ghost. "It nust be very dul
for you, Molly, day after day with no custonmers. Wiy don't you take a ride with us?"

"That's very nice of you," the ghost said. "Were are you goi ng?"

"W hadn't decided. We're having a date.”

"He told ne. Then you don't need ne along. | have not entirely forgotten the ways of
life."

“I't's not that intimate. Yet. Wiere would you recommend we go?"

“"If you really don't mind nmy conpany, | could guide you to the Carnival of Ghosts. Since
you're both marked in one way or another by Death, you're eligible to attend."

"That sounds nice," Luna said. She nudged Zane.

"What do you think?"

Zane cane out of his stasis. "You're going to die- within the nonth! Did your father
know?"

"He surely did," Luna said. "OF course he thought | was destined for Heaven. But | have as
much as two fortnights and night as well nmake the nost of them Let's go to the carnival."

"The carnival ," Zane agreed nunbly.

They | oaded Ml ly's wheel barrow into the |inpusine's capacious trunk, then got into the
passenger conpartnent. There was roomfor three in the front seat, though Mdlly's presence noved
Luna pl easantly snug agai nst Zane's hip.

"Strai ght ahead two bl ocks," the ghost directed. "Then turn left and cl ose your eyes.
Mortis knows what to do."

It seened the Death steed had a good reputation in the Afterlife. Zane foll owed
directions, not really caring whether they crashed. Luna fated to di e-when he was just getting to
appreci ate her! Wat sort of doomwas stal king him even after he had assuned the office of Death?
He had been appalled at the way so many people died; now his feeling intensified. Luna was not
merel y anot her person. She was a personal acquai ntance, and perhaps nore. Surely nore!

"Cone on, enjoy the evening," Luna said. "Do not struggle with the inevitable, wasting
what time we have renaining."

She had | earned she was to die-so she had prettied herself up for him In one sense, this
was utter foolishness, for she surely had better things to do in her last hours. But in another
way, it was very flattering, for she had chosen to do what she chose to do-with him He felt a
warm rush of feeling, conposed partly of appreciation and partly of burgeoning grief. He could
| ove her, he realized; she was the kind of woman he had longed for all his life, wthout ever
realizing it. What had Angelica ever been, after all, but the dream of a nmoment? Luna was the
reality. Beauty, intelligence, artistry, courage- but what use was any of it if she died?

She was right; they nust not waste what tine remmined. If she wanted to be happy, to
cel ebrate-to cel ebrate what-the | east he could do was help her do it. "W shall nmake a ni ght of
it," he agreed, taking the left turn. Then they all closed their eyes.

There was no crash. "Here it is," Mlly Ml one announced.

Zane | ooked. They were approaching a conplex of tents, with colorful banners flying. Loud,
of f-key nusic wafted out. People crowded around. It was a carnival, all right.

"These people | ook alive," Zane renarked.

"To the dead, the dead look alive," MIlly said. "But the two of you are the only living
creatures here. Don't let that spoil your pleasure.”
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"W won't," Luna said. "I have always |iked ghosts." M|y approached the ticket seller
"These are ny guests fromthe land of the living," she said. "Death did me a favor not |ong ago,
and the woman will save the world from Satan in twenty years. Gve themfree passes.”

"Those are good credentials," the ticket seller agreed, handing out the passes.

They passed through the ol d-fashioned stile and entered a broad concourse. G rcus-type
si deshows and kni ckknack concession stands lined either side. "Conme on," Mdlly said
ent husi astically. "The best thing to start with is the historical tour."

Luna took Zane's hand possessively as they both suffered thenselves to be led to the
enbarcation station for the historical tour. Soon the three of themwere ensconced in an open car
on narrow tracks. It began to nove under its own guidance, carrying themthrough a scintillating
curtain.

Suddenly they were in a gl oony cave. "Lascoux," Ml ly announced. She obvi ously had been
here nmany times before. "The fanous cave paintings." As she spoke, the cave illuninated, as if
froma flickering torch, and the walls glowed with assorted wild animls that seened al nost alive

despite being crudely drawn. "It's the glimering light," MIlIly explained. "It changes what we
see, so it is as if the paintings live. That is the genius of these artists."

"I's the genius?" Zane asked. "lIsn't this a replica?"

"Ch, no!" Mdlly protested. "This is the real cave, circa 14000 B.C. W are the ghosts."

“"Literal time travel being problematical," Luna said, nudging him Zane put his arm about
her shoul ders. She night be using spellstones to |ighten her nmood, but she was still herself.

"CGhosts can go where they want, w thout paradox."”

"See, there is the artist painting the first unicorn,” Mlly said brightly.

Zane | ooked. He saw a seemingly vast panoply of crudely sketched aninmals all along the
wal | . Most of them were equine or bovine, sonme overlapping other figures. Yet in the flanme of the
sandst one | anp, whose crude wi ck sent out al nost as much snoke as light, these figures seened to
be a three-di nensional herd, the overlappi ng sketches showi ng not carel essness but the dinmension
of time. This stag would soon give place to that horse; the double picture showed that clearly
enough. This was the great Hall of Bulls; Zane renmenbered it now from forner studies.

The unicorn representation was not apt. It had an enornously saggi ng belly that al nost
touched the ground, a severely truncated tail, several huge, hollow spots, and two |ong, straight
horns. "That's no unicorn," he protested. "It's a bicorn."

"W think they evolved into the single horn," Mdlly explained. "The unicorn nust have had
bot h horses and horned creatures as ancestors, and the first crossbreeds woul d have seened crude
by nodem standards. After all, the human figures depicted in these caves are far nore primtive
than those of the aninals; our species has evolved nuch nore rapidly in the last fifteen thousand
years or so."

"l suppose so," Zane agreed, surprised at the ghost's know edge. But of course Ml Iy nust
have taken this tour many tinmes before, and learned all she wi shed. He was begi nning to understand
what ghosts did with their free tine.

"Primtive art fascinates nme," Luna said, her gray eyes flickering orange in the
| anpl i ght. She was especially lovely , here, somehow enhanced by the primtive surroundings. "Al
true art stens fromthe depths of the unconscious mnd. The nen of these caves were close to the
natural world and they knew, perhaps better than we do, howto relate to its nagic. W can no
| onger summon prey for the kill by painting its likeness on a wall; we have to use technol ogi ca
weapons or highly refined spells. To primtive man, science and nagi c were one-and he nade them
work as one. Only recently have we begun to redi scover the principle of aura that our ancestors
understood intuitively. The whole cave is suffused with that awareness."

"Yes," Zane agreed, seeing it now "l use a canera, you use paints. They used entire
caves. The spirits of these animals are still here,"

"No, we are there," MIlly renminded him "Today the caves of Lascoux, Altamra, Perch-
Merle, and the rest are tourist traps with no soul remaining. W ghosts are trying to preserve the
true spirits, but it isn't easy.”

"Of course it isn't easy," Luna said. "But you nust keep up the excellent work."

The cart passed through a wall, out of the cave, and into a man-nmade | abyrinth. "The nmaze
of the Mnotaur, in old Crete," Mdlly said. "This is our earliest historical reference to the bull-
man. "

"I thought you were an illiterate peasant girl," Zane said. "You don't sound that way."

"Ch, | can't read or anything," MIlly said. "It is very hard to | earn fundanental skills
like that after death. | just sell shellfish; it's the one thing | do well. But |'ve been dead
much longer than | lived, and | have had the chance to educate nyself that | lacked in life.
wasn't stupid when | lived, just ignorant. There's a lot to learn, sinply by watching the follies
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of the living. See, there's the M notaur now "

| ndeed, the bull-nman was pacing about his central chanber, Iifting his horns and sniffing
the air suspiciously, as if becom ng aware of the intruding party. "I don't suppose you want the
gossi p about how he was conceived," MIlly said. "How the Queen Pasi phae of Crete had a passion for
the Bull fromthe Sea, who was really a sort of masculine denon, but the Bull wasn't interested in
her, so she -- "

"We know the story," Luna said curtly. Zane coul d understand why she did not want to
di scuss the matter of |ovely wonmen making | ove to denons.

Then they were out of the maze and rolling along a Roman hi ghway. "Are you enjoying this?"
Zane asked in Luna's ear.

"I haven't been on a date-in a long tine," she answered obliquely. "Mst nmen shun
association with the famly of a Black Magician."

"Their loss," he said, drawing her in nore closely. She nelted against him and it was
very pl easant.

"How can you save the world from Satan in twenty years if you are dooned to die within a
nmont h?" Zane asked, renmenbering sonething the ghost had said.

"Maybe | can influence Satan in Hell," she suggested.

“I don't want you in Hell!" he protested. "I don't want you dead at all."

"W nust all die," Mlly said. "Wat hurts is dying out of turn." She was, of course, in a
position to know.

Zane pondered that, as Luna snuggl ed nost pleasantly close. Those were the clients he had
trouble with, intellectually and enotionally-the ones who were dying early because of accident or
m sunder standing or plain bad luck. A gane that played itself out and was fini shed was one thing;
its score was known. But one that was interrupted before its course was run was a tragedy. Maybe
he was abusing his office by talking a potential suicide out of it, or rescuing a drowning man
while facilitating the dem se of an old and worn-out person, yet that was the way he had to play
it. He had precious little of a worthwhile nature to distinguish hinself, but it was inportant to
care about people.

"Penny for your thoughts,"” Luna nurnured as they cruised through a nedi eval Chinese city.
Zane was sure each setting on this tour was a highly significant historical event, and Mdl Iy was
happily describing it all, but sonmehow he wasn't interested at the nonent. "I don't want you dying
out of turn," he whispered. "You're a lot better wonan than | deserve, and if -- "

"Despite ny affair with the denon?" she asked

Why did she have to renind himof that? "To Hell with the denon!" he expl oded.

"Which is exactly where he went," she agreed. "I had to tell you, or any relationship we
nm ght have would be a lie. | amunclean, Death, and | will never be clean again, and you must know

"We' ve been over this before!"™ he cried. "You did something horrible to hel p your father-
as | did to help nmy nother. How can | condenm you for that?" Yet of course he had condemmed her
enotionally; he had not been able to avoid it. The notion of sone gross denon fromHell sating
hi nsel f upon her body --

"What did you two do that was so horrible?" Mlly asked.

"She gave her body to a denon, to learn the magic that mnmight help her father," Zane said.

"And he used a penny curse to nmake the machinery that was keeping his nother alive against
her will mal function," Luna said.

"I guess those were sins,” Mdlly agreed doubtfully. "I think sonetines you just have to
sinin order to do the right thing."

“If | could have helped ny father with a penny curse, |'d have done it," Luna said.

"And if | had to romance a denobness to spare nmy nother her pain, |I'd have done it," Zane

sai d.

"Some of those denonesses are mighty sexy," Mlly said. "They say there's no sex like
succubus-sex. O course, | wouldn't know. "

"That does sound interesting," Zane said.

Luna reached up, caught hold of one of his ears, and drew his face down to nmeet hers. "Try
this first," she said.

The kiss was electrifying. She had forgiven himhis prior reaction and was giving him her
enotion. It was a wonderful gift.

"And this is Tours," Mlly said, gesturing to a new scene beyond the cart. Zane had no
i dea how many inportant historical scenes he had mi ssed. "Were the French halted the advance of
the Moors, and Europe was saved for the Europeans."

"CGood for the Europeans," Luna said, resting her head agai nst Zane's neck. Her topaz joy
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stones affected himas they touched his skin, suffusing himwith rare joy. O maybe it was just
Luna's touch that did it.

Still he cursed inwardly. He had foolishly |ost an ideal romance and now had anot her
developing in its place- but this one would end within a nonth. That m ght be the reason the first
Love stone had not pointed himat Luna, who in certain respects was a better wonman than Angelica
He had never gotten to know Angelica, but was judging her on the basis of his expectations. Luna
was a poorer match because she would not live long. The Love stone did not care about details; it
merely matched up the greatest good for the | ongest period. That was the trouble with inanimte
magic; it left so much untold.

Yet he realized that this msfortune had a perverse enchantnent. He had been sonewhat
di ffident about approaching Luna, for he wasn't sure whether Death should date a nortal wonan, or
whet her a Magi ci an' s daughter woul d have anything to do with the Iikes of himwhen not conpelled
by magic, or how he felt about a person who had been used by a ninion of Hell. Now, with the
awar eness of her nortality, he knew such diffidence could not be afforded. Whatever she could be
to him she had to be nowfor there would be no tonorrow.

"But you coul d disassociate immedi ately, sparing yourself sorrow," she pointed out.

“"No, that would be Iike a rat leaving a sinking ship." Then he did a nmental doubl e take.
"How di d you know what | was thinking?"

"I inherited nore than Truthstones and Lovestones and Death stones," she said teasingly.
"The right spellstones can enable a person to do anything, even read minds."

"But you aren't using black magi c now, because it -- "

"Brings nme closer to the denon,” she finished for him "You' re right-1'mnot using nagic
I nmerely have a pretty good notion of the nature of your thinking."

"How? You don't know ne that well yet."

"Did you desert your nother when she needed your hel p?"

"That's different -- " He paused, reconsidering. "No, | guess it isn't. | have nuch evi
on nmy soul, but | don't desert sinking ships.”
"So you are a mxed person, with good as well as evil, as | am | amselfish to cone to

you in this fashion, when | did not do so before."

“Yes, you did. You offered -- "

"My body. The | east val uable aspect of nme. Now | offer nore."

"I1'lIl take it."

"This self-serving manner of coming to you will further burden my soul. But since ny
father left, there has been a void in ny life that even the nost potent equilibriummgi c does not

entirely abate. | had thought | was prepared, for | knew he was destined to die, but the shock of
the actuality was worse than | anticipated." She paused, exanining her feeling. "There was a
presence that perhaps | took sonmewhat for granted. Now there is not. | feel unbal anced, falling

into the gap that was the support ny father provided. How does one counter the enptiness?"
"Maybe some ot her support -- "

"And you are the closest nman for ne to lean on. | want to enjoy nmy remaining tine in life
before it is gone forever. Before | nmust go to the denon."

"The denon still lurks for you?" Zane asked, dismayed. He had thought that was over

“Yes. But he can't reach me in life unless I summon him and that | will never again do.
But when | go to Hell, | will be in his power forever."

"You nmust not go to Hell!" he protested. "You nust inprove your balance so you will go to
Heaven!"

"I'n less than a nonth?" She shook her head sadly. "I have stones that measure good and
evil, even as you do, and sone of them operate by white magic, so | can use themas | wi sh, though
they do not work well for me. | know my score. | amtoo deep in debt to Satan to escape at this
poi nt."

"There has to be a way! You can do a |lot of good, contribute to worthy charities, think
angel i c thoughts -- "

She shook her head. "You know better. Death. Good deeds done for such a purely selfish
reason do not count. | had to redress ny evil before | learned | was about to die. Nowit is too
late. "

"What-what is to be the cause of your death?" Zane asked, fearing the answer.
"I don't know. I'"'mnot ill, and I'm not accident-prone. Maybe someone is going to nurder
me. "

"Not if | can help it," Zane nuttered grinmy. He resolved, as soon as this date with Luna
was over, to go to Purgatory and | ook up the relevant records. |If he could find out what was
slated to kill her, he mght arrange to block it. He already knew that a schedul ed dem se was not
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necessarily inmutable; he had changed several such schedul es hinmself. Meanwhile, if she stayed at
hone, her invisible nmoon nmoth should protect her well.

"Pear| Harbor!" MIlly said. "See the airplanes! They caught the defenders with their
spells down. That |aunched the United States of Anerica into World War Two."

Zane wasn't sure how the cart had traveled all the way across the great Pacific Ccean to
this island, but renenbered it was a ghost vehicle not subject to the normal |aws of physics.

Already the cart was noving on to the next display. "The preenptive nuclear strike that
| aunches World War Three," Mdlly said with a certain zest. "This one generates a | ot of ghosts,
believe me!"™ And it was as if they trundled through the heart of the sun, with blinding |ight
ever ywher e.

"World War Three?" Luna asked. "That hasn't happened yet!"

"We ghosts aren't limted by time the way living folk are," Mdlly explained. "W see
everyt hing. "

"When is Wrld War Three happeni ng?" Zane asked somewhat nervously.

"You'd have to ask Mars that; he's been working on it for a long tine, his crowning
achievenent. | think the time is not precisely fixed, because the Eternals can't agree. Satan
wants it when the bal ance of evil favors him

CGod is holding out for H's own side. Right now the balance is so close they can't be
certain where the majority of nowliving folk would go if all their souls were released today. So
neither side dares provoke the final war. But if any significant shift occurs, either way -- "

"The world is in balance, like an individual human soul ?" Zane asked. "That's some
situation!™”

"I's that all God or Satan cares about the world?" Luna denanded. "Wich one gets the nopst
soul s when it ends?"

"That's the way it seenms to us," Mdlly said. "OF course, we're only ghosts, who aren't
privy to the notives of the Eternals. But it does stand to reason that whoever gets the nost souls
has the nbst power. Souls are wealth in the regi on where gold can't go."

"It can't be that way," Zane said, troubled. "Maybe Satan is soul-grubbing, but God has to
want the genuine welfare of nan."

"Then how come God never hel ps man directly?" Ml |y demanded. "Satan has mnions all over
sowi ng di ssension, maeking m schief, publishing commercials for Hell. God remains al oof."

"God is honoring the Covenant," Luna said. "Satan is cheating. There should not be any
supernatural interference. Man is supposed to make his own destiny, by the type of life he lives
when given free will."

"I'f you believe that," MIlly said, the accent of the gutter where she had been raised in
life com ng through nore strongly, "you nust also believe the Tooth Fairy is queer."

Luna was startled. "That's a serious charge."

The ghost | aughed. "See? You argue the case!"

The cart passed through an invisible curtain and emerged at the carnival grounds. "That
was quite a tour," Zane said politely, though he had not paid it nmuch attention

"That's just the beginning!" Mdly said, hauling themoff to the ghostly, ghastly Horror
House. The experience was, of course, awful, for the ghosts really knew how to horrify nortal
peopl e, but Luna took advantage of the darkness to sneak in a passionate kiss that horrified the
ghosts. At |east Zane thought it was Luna.

They had ghostly cotton candy and visited the D nosaur Petting Zoo-the |arger carnivores
were muzzl ed, which annoyed themvisibly-and tried to win a valuable invisible doll by catching a
snoke ring on a glass lance. It didn't work; the ring shattered and the | ance puffed away as
vapor. They concluded with the Tunnel of Love- and here Mdlly had to let themgo al one, for the
boat held only two.

By this time Zane was quite satisfied to be alone with Luna. Maybe it was the hypnotic
ef fect of the constant noise and color of the carnival, or the know edge of her brief tinme
remai ni ng, or that she was soft and pretty-for whatever reason, he found hinself dizzy with
delight at her propinquity, and as close to | ove as he had ever been. They drifted down the calm
channel of water; as the quiet darkness closed in, they held hands and ki ssed again, and that was
nore pl easant than anything el se he night have contenplated with any other wonman. Then, it seened
like only half a nonment later, they were energing fromthe long tunnel, the journey over.

It was enough. They unl oaded Mol ly Mal one's wheel barrow fromthe car and got in for the
drive back to Kilvarough. It had been a good date

Chapter 8 -- GREEN MOTHER
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A light was flashing on the dash. That meant Mrtis had sonething to tell Death. "Brace

yoursel f," Zane told Luna. "We're about to be on the Death horse."
"I love horses,"” she said. "I'ma girl at heart." He pressed the button, and they were on
the stallion, Luna sitting behind him "Wat is it?" Zane asked. "My countdown is turned off; I'm

pretty well caught up on nmy backlist, and | don't begrudge nmy upconing clients a few nore hours of
life."

The horse nei ghed urgently and swished his tail. "ldiot-turn on your translator," Luna
mur mur ed. Zane hastily set the language gemin his left ear. It was unconfortable to wear
continuously, as he had never gotten his ear pierced so he could use it as an earring, and he
normal ly renoved it during off hours. He hadn't realized it could be used to talk to Mrtis!

“Nat ure sunmons you," the neigh-voice said. "I can wait till | get home," Zane nuttered,
consci ous of Luna's presence.

"The | ncarnation Nature,
to pick up one soul."

"Nature-the-person? If she wants to talk to nme, why doesn't she conme herself, as the other
I ncarnati ons have?"

"She is the Green Mdther," Mrtis neighed, and there was an undertone of equi ne respect.
"She governs all living creatures. Do not annoy her. Death."

"You had better go," Luna said. "I don't know which of you Incarnations has the nost
power, but Nature surely is not to be trifled with. You can drop ne off anywhere near Kil varough,
and -- "

the horse clarified. "Gaea. She says to dally only |ong enough

"Do not go near Kilvarough!" Mrtis warned. "Operate fromthe ghost world."

"But | can't |eave Luna anpong the ghosts!" Zane protested.

"Bring her."

“I'd like that," Luna said. "Is it pernitted?"

“I"l1l do it regardless," Zane decided. "I'mnot going to | eave you in any strange pl ace
unprotected.” He turned on the Deathwatch countdown. It showed nine mnutes. He oriented on the
client, using the special gens of his bracelet. He nudged Mirrtis, aimng the stallion in the right
direction. "Take us there," he directed.

The horse | eaped away fromthe carnival. Couds wafted by, and the cosnmps was inchoate.
"Qoo, lovely!" Luna breathed, huggi ng Zane from behi nd.

Then Mortis |landed in a great dance hall in the city of San Diego. Magic clothed the walls
with royal trappings and nade the floor resenble solid silver. It did not at all look like a place
of deat h.

"So this is what your job is like," Luna nmurmured. "You rmust enjoy it well."

"It varies," Zane said. "Parts of it are not fun."

They di snmounted, and Mortis stepped into the background. No one noticed that he was a
horse, for he was protected by the nagic of his own office.

The watch showed four mnutes. Zane went to the spot indicated by the gems. It was a
section of the dance floor. Dancers crossed it and noved on, doing the Squirm he could not tel
who was fated to be there when the tinme cane.

There were two enpty seats beside a young wonman who was not danci ng. Zane and Luna took
t hem

Two young nmen wal ked al ong the edge of the dance floor, engaged in ani mated conversation
or noderate debate. They halted abruptly near Zane. "Well, then, let's try it!" one excl ai ned.
"Random sel ection, yours against mne."

"Done!" the other agreed. "Wnner takes them both. A disinterested judge."

The first turned to a seated youth who was drinking a beverage froma bottle. "Do you know
how to play a guitar?"

The yout h | aughed. He set down his bottle and stifled a burp. "Me? I'mtone deaf! | can't
even play a triangle!"

"He'll do," the second nan said. He turned to Luna. "Do you dance well, m ss?"

"Excel lently," Luna said.

"No good." The man focused on the other girl. "Do you dance wel | ?"

"No," the girl said shyly. "lI've got two left feet. | only conme to watch the others
dance. "

"She'll do," the first nan said

"Do for what?" Luna asked, annoyed about being passed over for whatever it was.

"And you can be the judge," the second man said to her

Zane | ooked at his watch. The countdown tiner showed two minutes. Wio was going to die
here, and how?
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The first young man produced a nondescript guitar and pushed it into the hands of the tone-
deaf lad. "Wien | give the signal, play."

"But I told youl can't -- "

"Precisely. It's an excellent test."

The second man brought out a pair of dancing slippers. "Put these on and dance,
to the left-footed girl.

Suddenly Zane had an awful notion. "Luna!" he cried. "CGet out of here! It may be your
death we're here for!" The watch showed ni nety seconds,

"Don't be silly," she said, "You brought ne here. That woul dn't have been necessary if |
were the client. You could sinply have pushed ne off the horse in md-air. Anyway, |I'mnot in
bal ance; | can make it to Hell w thout your assistance. |'mnot on your cal endar."

Zane had to admit that was true. The death bel onged to soneone el se. But to whonf?

"Begin!" the first man ordered.

The youth put his fingers to the strings with a what-can-1-1ose snirk and played an
excel l ent chord. "See? Pure junk," he said.

"Not so," Luna told him "That sounded nice."

Ast oni shed, he played again, watching his hands-and a fine nelody commenced. His |eft
fingers flew along the frets, while his right hand strumred out an authoritative tune. The hands
seemed to possess lives of their own.

The left-footed girl stood up, wearing the slippers. "You'll see," she said. "I'mno good
at all." Her right leg did | ook slightly deforned, perhaps by sonme childhood injury; it was
unlikely she could nove it well.

She began to dance-and her feet flashed |ike those of a ballerina. Her nouth dropped open
"The slippers!" she cried. "Magic!"

Bot h young nen turned to Luna. "Now you watch and |isten, beautiful,"’
"Tell us which is better-the nusic or the dancing."

Luna smled. "I shall. I'"'min the arts nyself; | can give an inforned opinion, though
these are two different forns of expression.”

The youth played the magic guitar and the girl danced in the magic slippers so well that
soon the other dancers paused to listen and watch. OQthers started to dance to the new nusic. But
none danced as well as the left-footed girl, who fairly flew about the floor, kicking her |egs
with pretty flourishes and throwi ng herself into dazzling spins. She had not been a really
attractive girl when seated, but now her cleverness of foot |ent her a special allure. Physica
beauty, Zane realized as he watched, was not entirely in the body; it was in the way the body was
noved.

he said

the first one said.

The girl's face becane flushed. She panted. "Enough!" she cried breathlessly. "I'm not
used to this!" But the newy formed audi ence was cl appi ng, urging her on, and the guitar was
soundi ng veritabl e panoramas of notes, alnost visibly filling the dance hall. These were two

excel l ent magic itens!

Then Zane saw that the youth was no longer smling. Hs fingers were raw and starting to
bl eed, for they were soft, not calloused in the manner of experienced players. But he could not
stop playing. The nagic conpelled him And the girl --

The watch touched zero on the countdown. The girl screamed and col | apsed.

Now Zane understood. The magic articles did not consider human linmitations. They did not
care if a person flayed his fingers playing, or if an out-of-condition girl exercised herself into
heart failure. They sinply conpelled performnce.

Zane rose and went to the girl, experiencing a certain guilty relief that the client had
not, after all, been Luna. O course he should have realized what was about to happen and
prevented the left-footed girl fromdonning the terrible slippers. He could have saved her life,

i nstead of merely watching her die. Regretfully, he took the girl's soul and turned away fromthe
body. The ot her dancers were standi ng aghast at the sudden tragedy. Luna, too, was horrified. "I
shoul d have realized -- " she said, her eyes fixed on the nowstill feet of the girl. "I've seen
enough nagic to know the peril inherent in second-class enchantnent! You cane here on business --

"And if you had donned those slippers -- Zane began. "That, too! |I'ma Magician's
daughter; | know the type of-but | just wasn't thinking."

Mortis approached, and they mounted. No one el se noticed. The contest between guitar and
slippers had no victor, only a | oser.

"On to Nature, Death steed," Zane directed, stopping his tinmer again. "l guess you know
the route."

Mortis did. He | eaped out of the dance hall and into the sky.
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"l know death is a necessary part of life," Luna said behind Zane. "I w |l experience it
all too soon nyself. But somehow it cuts nore sharply when you see it personally-when you actually
participate -- "

"Yes." How well he knew

"I wish | hadn't agreed to judge that contest. That girl mght be alive now"

"No, she was slated to die. You played no actual part. More correctly, you played a part
t hat someone el se woul d have; your action changed not hing."

"She was so innocent!"

"She was fifty percent evil. It is not safe to assune that the handi capped are free of
sin; they vary exactly the way unhandi capped people do. | don't know what brought her to the point
of equilibrium but -- "

"Ch, you know what | nean! She may have done evil in her life, as we all have, but she

didn't deserve to die so cruelly. Wrked to death in one mnute by enchanted slippers. Her heart
must have burst."

Zane did not answer. He agreed with her. He had increasing objections to the system of
judgnments and termi nations that prevailed.

"I wish | knew the neaning of it all,"” Luna said. "Those two nmen nust have known their
artifacts were dangerous," Zane nuttered. "That's why they tested them on ignorant bystanders.
Magi ¢ in the hands of amateurs can be deadly."

The horse drew up to the abode of Nature. It was a broad, green forest with a road

entering it. A low, sleek, open car was parked at the tunnel |ike aperture.

Mortis halted. "You' re not invited?" Zane asked the horse. "Well, | suppose you can graze
here." The meadow before the forest was lush. "Luna and | can drive that car in; | presune that's
what it's for."

But the car turned out to be a single-seater; no roomfor Luna. "I think Nature wants a

private neeting," Luna said. "I'll wait here, too,"

"I'f she'd given me tine to take you hone -- Zane said, irritated.

"Mot her Nature has her own ways-as do we all." Zane wasn't satisfied, but had to | eave
her. "Keep an eye on her. Mortis," he called, and the pal e horse nei ghed agreenent. Zane doubted
any natural force would threaten Luna while the Death steed watched.

“"Now don't go |l ooking for trouble with that wonan," Luna cautioned him "Renenber, you are
not dealing with an ordinary person."

Did his ire show so clearly? Zane wapped his cloak about himand clinbed into the little
car. He gl anced back at Luna, standing there in the field, all slender and |ovely, her jewels
gl eami ng at head and toe, a dream of a wonman. Damm Nature, to take himaway from her, even
briefly!

The car controls were standard. He started the notor, put the vehicle in gear, and
foll owed the asphalt road into the forest. The trees closed in overhead, fornming a |living canopy.
It was a pl easant drive.

Ahead, he spied an intersection. The |light was poor because of the shade, so he slowed. It
was well he did so, for there was a pedestrian wal king by the side of the road, wearing a dark
cape that rendered himalnost invisible. It would have been all too easy to hit that carel ess
wal ker .

Just as Zane cane up to the pedestrian, a cyclist shot out of the intersection and swerved
to pass the wal king man. This carried the cyclist directly into Zane's path. He tronped on the
brake pedal and screeched to a stop just in time. "You idiot!" he swore at the cyclist, who was
blithely pedaling ahead, unconcerned by the close call. "You could have caused a fatal collision!"
He was al so not pleased with the pedestrian, who had not paid attention to his surroundi ngs and
had taken no evasive action. But he could not dally here; he had an appointnment with Nature that
he wanted to get out of the way so he could return to Luna. He drove on

The road abruptly dead-ended at a bog contai ned by an enbankment. Zane parked, got out,
and | eaned over the rimof the bog to touch its surface. Immediately a spot of nud boiled up
spitting out a gobbet of yellow goop that |ooked hot and snelled terrible. Zane jerked his hand
away, though his Death gl ove would have protected his fingers. The old instincts of |ife renmined
with him

How was he to cross this norass? For he could see, now, the spire of a distant castle,
directly across the bog. Nature guarded her residence well! It occurred to himthat this was sone
sort of a test or challenge; no ordinary person could get through, but an Incarnation could. He
had to prove which kind he was. After that, he m ght have sonething to say to the G een Mt her
She had interrupted what had become an inportant date before it could becone nore inportant yet,
and now was wasting his tine with the riddle of how to approach her. It might not be wi se for the
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ordinary person to trifle with Nature- but neither was it healthy to tenpt Death.

But first he had to reach her. She had neatly deprived himof his steed, who could readily
have handl ed this obstruction. How could he cross without mring hinself in hot nud?

He studi ed the near shore of the bog. Perched just beside the retaining wall was a smal
bui | di ng, perhaps an out house. That would figure; naturally Nature would provide for a call of
nature. He wasn't | aughing.

No, now he saw that it nore closely resenbled a storage shed. What woul d be stored
therein? He strode over to it and flung open its door, expecting to find tools or gasoline or
perhaps a tel ephone.

He was di sappointed. It was enpty, except for a single |arge red rubber bag hanging on a
nail .

He lifted this down and discovered that it was filled with fluid, probably water, and it
was warm It was an ol d-fashioned hot-water bottle, used to warmthe feet or body on cold nights.
What was it doing here?

He set the thing down, pondering. It sinply didn't make sense to store a full, warm hot -
water bottle in a shed in the mddl e of nowhere. It would be cold in half an hour, if it wasn't
magi c.

Magi c? Zane snmiled. He doubted this one had any nmaegic besides its self-heating spell, but
it wuldn't hurt to try a sinple invocation on it, just in case. At least it could warmhis feet,
if the weather turned cold. "Red water bottle, show your power," he told it.

The bottle abruptly floated upward, jerking from his hand.

Zane grabbed it before it got away. "Levitation!" he exclained. "You float!"

It certainly did. He had all he could do to hold it down, and the effort took both his
hands. "Hey, take it easy!" he said. "Don't go anywhere w thout ne!"

But the bottle continued to tug upward, as if still warning to its task. He tried to drag
it back to its shed, but couldn't budge it. His arms were getting tired; soon it would escape and
sail up above the level of the treetops.

"I"l'l tame you, you perverse inanimate thing," he grunted. He threw a leg over it so he
could free a hand. In a nonent he had it wedged between his thighs, captive-but such was its
power, it lifted himright off the ground. He had to hang on to its thick neck with both hands.
The thing was al so getting hotter now, and was pulsing internally, as if its effort were naking it
react.

The bottle drifted toward the bog, carrying himalong. "Woa!" he cried.

The bottl e stopped in place.

It was like a saddle, and it answered to horse conmands! "Now | think | understand," Zane
said. "Bottle, carry ne across the bog to the citadel of Nature."

The red bottle accel erated. Zane hung on, his | egs dangling. The thing was confortable
enough, for the water inside it allowed it to shape to his body, but by the sane token, it offered
no firmsupport. He clung as it zooned, and he eyed the bubbling bog so close bel ow; yet he was
meki ng decent progress and woul d soon be across.

Suddenly Zane found hinsel f overtaking a boy. The youth was flapping his arns violently as
if to fly-and indeed, his feet dangled |ike Zane's just above the hungry bog. It was the hard way
to doit, for man really was not structured to fly alone, and Zane resolved to stay out of the way
of those flailing extremities. He | eaned back, causing his bottle to tilt, and it followed its
mout h upward. Once he passed over the bare-arnmed flier, he could drop back to --

Z-O-O0OM An airplane cruised | ow overhead, al nost bl ow ng Zane off his precarious perch
He struggled to hang on to the bottle, Iest he be dropped on the flying youth just bel ow and dunk
them both in the boiling nuck. What sort of inbecile would fly his airplane so | ow over ot her
travelers? O was it sinply cruel nischief? The arrogance of power?

Zane finally re-established hinself and flew on across the bog. The flapping flier seened
not to have noticed the near collision he had participated in, but went his own way w thout even a
sal utation. Zane did not think nmuch of himeither. This region seermed to be full of tunne
vi si oned nut s!

Now he cane to the other side of the bog. The hot water bottle cool ed, dropped down, and
deposited himon the bank, refusing to respond to further directions. Either its nagic was
exhausted, or it was programmed to go no farther. Zane got off it, and the bottle went conpletely
I'inp.

Well, he was past the norass and could wal k now He saw there was a path through the
forest. He carried the bottle to the shed he spied and hung it up on its hook. This was a sinple
vehicle to park!

He set off down the path toward the citadel. The trees closed in nore tightly than before,
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and the route was curvaceous. Zane rather enjoyed this portion of the trip; the woods were, as the
poet Frost had put it, lovely, dark, and deep. A person seldomgot to appreciate just how lovely a
forest was, for people spent nost of their lives rushing to acconplish what they supposed were
nore inportant tasks than appreciating nature.

Then the path debouched at a clear, snall |ake. Zane did not care to get his robe wet, so
he tried to go around the water-but soon discovered that the |land on either side devol ved rapidly
into nore marsh. He had to go across the | ake, which nmeant he had to swim

Swi n? Zane snapped his fingers, outraged at his own foolishness. He could wal k on water!
He had done so when rescuing the drowning nman fromthe ocean. Hi s Death shoes gave himthat power.
He had been wasting tine, trying to detour unnecessarily!

He strode out onto the water-and his feet sank through it into the slush beneath. Zane
wind mlled his arnms, catching his balance, then hastily backed out. What was the matter?

In a noment he figured it out. This was not ordinary water; this was one of Nature's
def enses. Nature was anot her Incarnation; her power matched his. The minor magic of clothing would
not be effective against her spells. So here his shoes were not nmgic-or at |east were not potent
enough to prevail against her counter spell. He would, after all, have to swim

He considered renoving his clothing, but realized that it would be difficult to carry
cl oak, gl oves, and shoes; the stuff would probably get soaked, anyway. So he would try swinming in
his outfit, and if it hanpered himtoo nmuch, he would renove it. Wthout further ado, he waded in.

He discovered to his surprise and gratification that his uniformprotected himfromdirect
imersion. He was in the water, but it did not penetrate to his skin. There seened to be a spel
to keep the water out, though it pressed the material of the robe closely about his linbs. He
tried to swimand found hinself buoyed, so that it was easy to float. He noved through the water
with satisfactory dispatch. This was fun, too, in its fashion.

It was, however, also hard work. Zane had not swum any distance in years, and soon his
muscl es were tiring fromthe unaccustoned exertion. He slowed, unworried; he really did not need
to race. He would get there --

A canoe cane suddenly al ongside him crowding close. Zane nissed his stroke and took a
gul p of water. Then he righted hinself, shook his head, and saw that a magi ¢ notorboat was rushing
silently by, shoving up a wave that pushed the canoe into the sw nmer.

In a monment the notorboat was gone, its pilot oblivious to the damage done by his
arrogance. The canoei st paddl ed on his own course, simlarly indifferent. Zane was |eft
spluttering in the water. Wat was the matter with these peopl e?

He swam on to the shore and drew hinself out. H's uniformenerged dry; even his feet were
confortable. The footpath resuned ahead of him He followed it and soon was at Nature's citadel

Actually, it now seened nore like a tenple, strange as it was. A dense growh of trees and
vines forned an al nost solid enclosure with interwoven arches and enbrasures of |iving wood that
rose to a leafy crown. Fromthe tw ning vines, flowers sprouted, sending their perfumes out
want onl y.

Zane marched up to the door aperture. There was no bell or knocker, so he proceeded on in
unannounced.

It was |like a cathedral inside, with lush plant growh everywhere. Living arches of wood
supported deep green carpets of ferns. Water trickled down from nossy springs. Everywhere was
life, green and pl easant.

He cane to a sunny central court where wafts of mist curtained a throne fashioned of deep
green jadeite. This was Nature's throne room

"Wl cone, Thanatos," her w nd-and-bird-song voice cane. "Do you wonder at the chall enge?"

"Yes," Zane agreed shortly. He wasn't sure he |iked her using the Greek name for Death.
"I'f you wanted to see ne, you might at |east have facilitated ny approach.”

"Ch, but | did facilitate it, Thanatos!" she protested, conming to nmeet him A patch of
m st noved with her; it was, in fact, her clothing, artfully thinning and thickening at key
poi nts. Zane found the effect intriguing, though he was sure Nature was no young creature. M st
m ght be nostly opaque, but it couldn't be solid.

"I n what manner?"

"I set up a pathway that only one of us could negotiate," she explained. "Normally there
is no path at all, and no outside creature penetrates. This path would bar either a fully norta
creature or a fully imortal one, such as a minion of Eternity. Therefore our privacy is assured.”

"That's what | thought at first-but there were other people all around," Zane said.
"Morons on land, water, and in the air. Three tinmes | was alnmost in a collision."

"Were you really?" she asked, unsurprised.

"Don't pretend you don't know. Green Mther!"
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Nature snmiled as if conplinmented. Her face was pretty enough, framed by sonewhat wld and
flowing hair as green as grass and blue as water, the colors shifting in a kind of pseudo-

iridescence. Her eyes, when she nmet his gaze, were like chill, deep pools with highlights of fire.
He had seen black opals like that. This wonman, he realized, had awesone power; indeed she was not
to be trifled with! "I know that only you travel ed that route, Thanatos."

"What of the others, then? Did | inmagi ne then®?"
She made a smiling sigh, her misted and anpl e bosom contracting |like a dissipating cloud.
"I see you do not yet conprehend my little ways. Those others were you."

"I doubt it. I wanted no part of such interference."

"Be seated, Thanatos," she said, patting a curlicue of rattan with a hand that sparkl ed of
nacreous shell. All things aninate were hers, Zane realized, including pearls, the product of
living creatures. "I shall clarify this particular detail so that we nmay proceed to our proper

busi ness. "

Zane sat, for the Green Mdther's command was not to be denied. The rattan seenmed to shape
itself to his body in an al nbst enbarrassing famliarity, making himquite unconfortable. "Do
that."

"A person is often his own eneny, if he but knows it. It is the nature of the beast. Wl
I know. "

Naturally Nature knew the nature of man! That was her business. But how did this relate to
hi s obstacl e-course entry path?

"Once you drove a vehicle," she said. "Once you rode a device. Once you noved al one. You
were one, and you were three. Only the scenery changed, to facilitate objectivity."”

"I was in three encounters," Zane agreed. This fenal e gave a disturbing inpression of
conprehensi on, but he did not see what she was getting at.

"You were three. One encounter, three views. You saw yourself fromthree vantages. Three
chances to react to yourself."

"I was three?" Zane asked, perplexed.

"There was no one but you on that route. But tine was in a manner flexed." She smled
obscurely, her teeth gleamng nonentarily |like fangs. Nature, red in tooth and claw. .."Chronos
owed nme a favor. | could not flex the event nyself. We Incarnations do assist each other."

“"No one but nme?" Zane's head seened to be spinning. "One encounter, seen three ways? You
are saying | was the driver-and the cyclist-and the pedestrian-only when | was the cyclist | saw
it as the hot-water bottle ride, and when | was the pedestrian | saw it as the sw nmm ng? You
changed the view so | wouldn't catch on? | got in ny own way three tines?"

"You conprehend rapidly and well, once you get into it," Nature agreed, and her conpli nent
pl eased hi m despite his underlying anger

"l conprehend that you put nme on a track through a Mobius strip with a cross section of a
prism so | had to traverse the loop three tinmes. But why Seven?"

"W answered that before. A nortal could not have passed; the equipnment is not spelled to
work for nmortals. An immortal could not have passed either; an angel would not have needed the
equi pnent, and the true path exists only for that equipnent. A denon would have fought hinself to
death at the first encounter, for that is the way of denons."

"I felt Iike fighting," Zane admitted. "That arrogant idiot in the power boat -- " He
grinned ruefully. "Wo was nme. It seened so different in the car! | thought | owned the road and
that the others were intruding on ny surface. As a wal ker or swinmer, | wasn't paying attention to
anyt hi ng except getting nyself along. As a cyclist or bottlist or whatever, | was caught in the
m ddl e, between the arrogant power driver and the ignorant self-nover. Both seened wong. |'m not
proud of my performance, in retrospect.”

Nat ure shrugged, making an interesting ripple in the m st about her. At tines she seened
fat, but at other times she seened vol uptuous; the fog never quite betrayed the truth. "You wll
have | eisure to ponder the inplications. You did get through, as only a true Incarnation woul d,
bl undering as it may have appeared. W Incarnations are not quite living and not quite dead; we
are a uni que category, with uni que powers. W occupy our offices, but sonetines we are our
offices. Like light, we are both wave and particle." She gestured, dism ssing the matter. "Now we
have privacy."

"Wait," Zane said, renenbering sonething. "How can a denon fight hinmself to death? He's
al ready dead."

"It may be true that the dead can not die-but if you do to a denobn's corporate body what
would kill a living creature, that denon | oses the use of that body and nust return directly to
Hell. So it is nmuch the sane, in practice.”

Zane returned to another matter. "Wiat's so inportant about privacy? Do we have secrets to
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exchange?"

"I ndeed we do. W are the nortal imortals; we can't have our secrets known to norta
nortals, lest we |ose respect. W can't tell all to the Eternals, |lest we |ose our power."

"What secrets?" Zane asked. "I'mjust doing ny job."

"As you perceive it."

"I's there sonething | don't know about it?"

"Perhaps." She settled into a |livewod chair, her anbience of m st spreading to fog nuch
of it out. "I can nake a snall and not entirely confortabl e denpbnstration.”

She gestured, and suddenly Zane felt a tremendous concupi scence. He wanted sex, and he
wanted it now. He found hinself standing, in nore than one nanner, and approachi ng her

"No!" he gritted, knowing this was not his own desire, but one inposed from without.
Nature only sm |l ed.

He reached for her-but forced hinmself to grasp for her soul, not her body. His gloved hand
passed through the nist and her flesh, and his fingers hooked into her soul. He drewon it,
stretching part of it out of her body.

She stiffened as if in sudden pain. Then Zane's erotic feeling left himas quickly as it
had cone. Her spell was off. He relaxed his hold on her soul and withdrew his hand from her flesh

Nat ure took a deep and sonmewhat shuddering breath, and the mist about her fluctuated in

intensity. She had | ost sonme of her conposure. "I have shown you part of ny power," she gasped.
"And you have shown ne part of yours."

Agai n Zane suffered an illumination. "I do have power over the living-to a degree!" He
remenbered how his client in the hospital, the old woman |ike his nother, had reacted when he had
tried the first time to take her soul. It had to be a terrible shock to have the soul pulled from

a living body.

"You do indeed, Thanatos. No one can balk an Incarnation in his specialty-not even another
Incarnation. There is no profit in opposing each other, ever. Nature governs all of life-but she
doesn't govern Death. The individual powers each of us has are inviolate. No one -- "

Here she paused, giving hima straight glance of enigmatic significance, her eyes |like the
swirlings of a tenpest at night. "No one can interfere with any one of us with inpunity."”

Zane was shaken by her revelation. He had not realized before how directly and
specifically she could affect him or how he could affect her. H's own power had surprised himas
much as hers. But he got hinself organized and returned to the subject. "So you sunmpned ne here
to tell me sonething and show nme somet hing, putting difficulties in my way. What is really on your
m nd?"

She shrugged again, seeming to like the notion. She had recovered her conposure. She was,
of course, an exceedingly tough creature. "You have net the others."

"I presume you nean the other special figures-Time, Fate, War. Yes, briefly."

"W really are special, Thanatos, we nortal imortals. We differ fromone another, but we
interact in devious yet essential ways, exerting our vectors."

"Vect ors?"

"Well, you don't suppose any of us are conpletely free, do you? W don't do what we do
frivolously. Just as the vectors offered, elevation, wi nd, tenperature, humdity, baronetric
pressure, and | andscape interact to deternine exactly where a thrown ball will fall, so do the
rel evant factors determ ne how a war shall proceed, or how a cold front shall nove, or when a
given life will end. It may seemlike chance or caprice, but that is only because no nortal person
and few inmortal entities conprehend the nature of the operative forces. W are not free-no one is
absolutely free-yet we do have sone |l eeway, and in this we individualize our offices. Each
I ncarnation can counter another to a linmted degree, if that other permits, but we prefer not to
do that unless there is sufficient reason.”

Zane was curious. "How can Death be countered, even if Death pernits?"

"Fate could arrange for a replacenment, cutting off a thread."

Now he felt a chill, for he knew this had been done before. "Fate-why should Fate ever
want to do that?"

"“Chronos could halt the approach of an appointnent."

"“Yes, but why -- "
"Mars coul d fashion a social disruption that could change the entire picture."
She was avoi ding his question. Still, this seened worth pursuing. "And what of Nature?

VWhat cute little trick do you have up your fog, aside fromthe doubtlessly convenient ability to
inflict instant [ust?"

"Show ne your soul," she said.

"My -- I'" Then he nade the connection, and brought out the soul of the I|eft-footed dancing
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girl. He had stuffed his soul-bag automatically in his pocket and forgotten it until this noment.

Nature wafted a ball of mst at the soul. "Do not m sjudge the power of any Incarnation,
Thanat os. Wen you | eave nme, go to the crypt and try this soul. Then you will conprehend.™

Zane put the soul away. It seened unchanged. Was she bl uffing? What coul d she really do
with a soul ? "You brought ne here only for this?"

She | aughed, causing little puffs of mst to spin off and float free. "By no neans.
nmerely make ny point with that soul so you learn proper respect and pay attention to ny
i mplication.”

"Well, nake your inplication!" Zane excl ainmed inpatiently.

"What do you suppose is the nost ancient profession of the human speci es?" Nature asked.

What was this distaff dog up to now? "It's a fenale profession," he said guardedly.

"Not so, Thanatos. Fenales were not pernmitted. The ol dest profession is that of shaman, or
medi ci ne man, or witch doctor."

"Wtch doctor!" Zane exclained incredulously. "Wat validity did he have before nodem
magi ¢ was mastered?" But as he spoke, he renenbered Ml ly Ml one's conment about the old cave
painters and their |ost powers over the souls of aninmals. The practice of nagic did predate nodem
advances.

"The shaman was the original liberal arts supporter. The chief of the tribe was the man of
action, while the shaman was the nan of intellect. It may not have been easy for himin prinmtive
times, when neither nagic nor science worked better than erratically, but he was the one with the
true vision of the future. From hi m descended those who had to fathom why, instead of nerely
accepting what. Doctors, philosophers, priests, scientists, magicians, artists, nusicians --

"Al'l those who cater in sone fashion to Nature," Zane agreed, though privately he wondered
whet her artists and nusicians really belonged in that category. Their professions were nore
subj ective than nost. "But your point -- "

"There is a way."

"A way for what? | don't follow you at all!"

"Are you an evol utionist or a creationist?"

"Both, of course! But what does that have to do with anything?"

"There are those who feel there is a conflict."

She was changi ng the subject again, in that infuriating way of hers. "I see no conflict.
God created the cosnos in a week, and Satan caused it to evolve. Thus we have magi ¢ and science
together, as is proper. How could it be otherwi se? But what did you intend to say to ne? | do have
ot her business."

"W do fear the unknown," Nature said. "Thus man seeks to explain things, to illumnate
what remmins dark. Yet he renains fascinated by nmystery and chance and oft tines ganbles his very

life away." She glanced snokily at him and Zane was sure that she, along with all the other
I ncarnati ons, knew how he had ganmbled with noney and then with his owmn life. "Man is the curious
creature, and if his curiosity can kill him it also educates him Today we have both nucl ear
physi cs and specific conjuration of denons.”

"And both are hazardous to the health of man!" Zane snapped. "It's an open question
whet her a rogue nucl ear detonation would do nore damage than a ranking denon of Hell |oosed on

Earth. Maybe World War Three will settle the question."”

"l trust we can settle it |ess vehenmently," Nature said. "Much as | would dislike to deny
Mars his heyday. Assuming mankind is worth saving."

"Of course it's worth saving!”

"I's it?" she asked, turning her enigmatic, deep-pool gaze on him

Suddenly Zane had doubts. He shoved them aside. "Let's assune, for the sake of discussion
that man is worth saving. What's your point?"

"An appreciation of several nodes of thinking mght help."

"Hel p avert war? How?"

"By means of formations of thought."

"Formati ons?" Zane was annoyed, but refused to admt the extent of his confusion. If
Nature had a point to nake, he wanted to grasp it.

“"Man is not nerely a linear thinker," she said, drawing a line of nmist in the air. It

hovered |i ke a distant contrail. "Though series effort is certainly straightforward, and useful in
many circunstances. "

Zane contenpl ated the contrail. "Series?" he asked bl ankly.

"I magi ne the synapses of your brain, like so many matchsticks, connecting head to tail.
Your thoughts travel along these little paths." She punctuated the line with her finger, breaking
it into five parts: -- . "This is a series arrangenent. It is like driving down a hi ghway, start
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to finish."

"Ch. Yes, | see. Synapses connected in series. | suppose we do think in that fashion
though there are alternate paths.”

"Precisely. Here is a systemof alternate paths."” She swept her hand across the contrail
erasing it, then used her finger to draw five new matchsticks: "This is a parallel formation. It
is, of course, very fast and strong; it leads to a virtually certain concl usion, based on nany
facts. It is perhaps the nost powerful node."

"But it doesn't reach as far."

"True. It is conservative, leading to small, certain steps with few errors, rather than
t he sudden | eaps of understanding possible with the series formation. It does have its liability,
but is useful when the occasion requires."

"Maybe so. But your point -- "

"You do at tines seemto be that type of thinker," she said, smling. She pursed her I|ips
and blew out a ring of mst that swirled toward the ceiling. "You cling to essentials. But they
will not always serve you well."

"I've been getting in trouble in Purgatory because | haven't clung to essentials!" he
pr ot est ed.

"Then we have the creative formation," she continued blithely, erasing the parallel
formation and drawi ng five matchsticks radiating out froma comon center: "D vergent thoughts,
not necessarily limted to the imredi ate context."

"CGoing in all directions," Zane agreed. "But -- "

"And the schizoid formation,"” she said, drawing a pentagon: "Going round and round,
getting nowhere, internalizing."

"What use is that?"

"It might help a person come to terms with an ugly necessity," she said.

"I don't see that -- "

"Finally, there is the intuitive formation." She traced another formation: "A sudden junp
to a conclusion. Not the nost reliable node, yet sonetines effective when others are not."

"Five formations of thinking," Zane said, nearing exasperation. "Very interesting, |'m
sure. But what did you have in nmind to say to ne?"

"I have said it," Nature said calmy

"Sai d what? You have evaded the issue throughout!"

"What issue?”

Zane had enough. "I don't care to play this gane."” He stonped out of the citadel. Nature
did not oppose him

The exit fromthe center of the estate was nuch easier than the entrance had been. He
wal ked down a path and through a thicket and emerged in the original field wi thout passing | ake or
bog or deep forest, a matter of only a few hundred feet. Mrtis and Luna were waiting for him

"What did old Mdther Nature have to say to you so urgently?" Luna denmanded archly.

"She's not that old. At least, | don't think she is.™

"Estinmate to within a decade."

"Are you jeal ous?" he asked, pleased.

Luna checked about her as if verifying that she wore no Truthstone. "OF course not. How

ol d?"

"I just couldn't tell. She wore fog."

" Fog?"

"Sone sort of mist. It shrouded her whole body. But | had the inpression of youth, or at
| east not age."

"Nature is agel ess."

"l suppose she is, technically. But so is Death."

Luna took his arm possessively. "And | shall make Death mine. But didn't she have sone
i nportant message or warning for you? If it is not for nortals |like me to know, just say so."

Zane | aughed unconfortably. "Nothing |ike that! Apparently she just wanted to chat."

"Or to size up the new officehol der."

"“"Maybe that. She tal ked about this and that, evolution and the shaman as the ol dest
prof ession, formations of thought, and how the other |ncarnations could deviously counter ne, if |
permitted it. She | ooked at the soul | harvested on the way here and inplied she could restore
it."

"Maybe she was baiting you. Trying to nmake you react, to take your neasure. Sonme wonen are
like that, and Nature is surely the nobst extrene exanple."

"Surely the archetype," he agreed. "But it's easy to find out about the soul. Let's cal
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her bluff. I'Il take this soul back to its body now "

"This is an interesting date,"” Luna remarked as they nounted Mortis.

"If you insist on dating Death, you nmust expect norbid things."

The horse took off, knowi ng where to go. Luna circled her arns about Zane's torso and
clung tightly.

"The prospect of dying has beconme | ess of a specter for ne since |'ve known you," she said
into his back as they flew in overdrive across the world. "Maybe that was what ny father had in
m nd. "

Zane didn't answer. The thought of her early dying was not becoming easier for himto
accept. What woul d there be for himwhen she was gone? I n what way was she deserving of such a
fate? He did not care what the official |edger listed for the burden of sin on her soul; she was a
good wonan.

Mortis lighted beside a funeral home. It was still night, here in San Di ego, or wee
nmor ni ng, and the place was quiet.

The entrance was | ocked, but it opened at the touch of the Death gloves; no physica
barrier could bar Death. They went in and found their way to the freezer vaults, where the recent
bodi es were stored for the required waiting period. Zane used his gens to |ocate the specific
drawer where the dancing girl lay, and drew it out. He had not realized before he made the effort
that the genms would orient on a soulless body if he willed it; they were nore versatile than he
had known.

There she lay, definitely dead, not pretty in the manner of a corpse laid out for display
with its eyes and nouth stapled shut, its guts eviscerated, and its bl ood replaced by enbal m ng
fluid; she was just a cold corpse.

"Definitely an unusual date," Luna nurnured.

Zane opened his bag and drew out the girl's soul. He shook it gently, unfolding it, then
pl aced it over the corpse. "This is as far as | can go to -- "

The soul sank into the stiff body. In a nonent the naked torso shuddered, and the eyes
cracked open. Ragged breat hing resuned.

"She's alive!" Luna exclained. "W nust get her out of the drawer!”

"Nature wasn't bluffing!" Zane said. "She restored this girl!" He slid his arns around the
girl's chill torso and lifted her up. She remamined stiff, as if the rigor nortis had not yet worn
of f, yet she was alive and coul d nove sonewhat .

Luna hel ped himcarry the girl to a warnmer chanmber. They worked on her hands and feet,
chafing warnth and flexibility back into them but it was not enough. Her breathing becane
shal l ower, and the stiffness did not abate.

"She nmust be warned," Luna said. "Qtherwise she will perish again. She was in the freezer
too I ong, and whatever spell Nature nade seens to be only tenporary. | nust use magic -- "

"But that will increase your burden of sin!" Zane protested.

"What difference does it make? | am already doonmed to Hell." Luna brought out a gem

Zane let her do it, knowi ng that what she said was true. The use of black magic could not
real |y damage her case now. Yet it was ironic that she should be further dammed for this good
cause. Sonetinmes there seened to be no justice in the Hereafter

Luna activated the stone. A soft blue effulgence surrounded it. She brought it near the
cold body of the dancer, and inmedi ately the body warmed and softened. Zane's arms, holding the
girl upright, were touched by the radiation, and a gentle but potent heat was generated in them
"This is like a mcrowave oven!" he excl ai nmed.

"Simlar principle,"” Luna agreed. "Anything science can do, nagic can do, and vice versa
But the nechanisnms differ."

Now the girl recovered quickly. Her breathing deepened, her body becane |inber, and her
color inproved. "Wwhat?" she asked.

Zane was still supporting her. At the nonment she spoke, he was standi ng behind her, arns
around to her front, just beneath her breasts. It took sone effort and | everage to keep a hal f-
dead body standing. His position did not change, but his awareness of it did. This was not the way
a man held a living girl-especially not a naked one. Yet if he let her go, and she turned about
and | ooked into the face of Death --

Luna appreci ated the problemat the same tine. "W nmust get you sone clothing, dear," she
said to the girl.

Zane continued to support her while Luna searched the premnises. As Luna | ooked, she
tal ked, reassuring the girl. "You won't be feeling too well at the nonent, dear. You see, you
overdi d the dancing and | ost consci ousness. They thought you were dead and put you in a vault.
That's why you feel so cold."
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"So cold," the girl agreed, beginning to shiver

Luna found a bl anket and brought it over. "Wap yourself in this. There's one other thing
we must explain. You have had a very close call-so close that Death was sunmoned to col |l ect your
soul. But it turned out to be-well, he decided not to take you, after all. So don't be al ar ned;
Death is departing, not arriving."

"Death?" The girl's wits were not too bright, understandably.

Zane rel eased her as Luna hel ped her drape the blanket. The girl turned and for the first
time saw Death's face. She gasped, but accepted it.

"Death doesn't take anyone who isn't ready to go," Luna said reassuringly. "He is really
your friend, not your eneny. However, you will have to explain to your acquai ntances about this.
Tell themthat you sank so | ow you saw Death, but he passed you by. It will bring you sone
deserved notoriety."

"Ch, yes," the girl agreed faintly. "Pleased to neet you. Death. |'ve heard so nuch about
But she did not seemthrilled.

In due course they got the girl to her friends, who wel comed her like one returned from
the dead. "And stay away from strange slippers," Luna cautioned her in parting.

They rode Mortis back to Kilvarough, galloping through the sky into the dawn. "Sone date,"
Luna repeated, and kissed Zane farewell. "Shall we call it |love, hereafter?"

"I's it?" he asked, genuinely uncertain. What he felt for Luna was deeper and broader than
what he had felt for any worman before, but not intense.

She frowned. "No, not yet." She smiled a little sadly. "Perhaps there will be tine."

you.

Chapter 9 -- BUREAUCRACY

Zane went to work on his backl ogged case | oad. He was continuing to grow nore proficient,
orienting on a given soul anywhere in the world well within the tinme his Deathwatch showed. Even
so, he found hinself becoming increasingly thoughtful about the nature of his office. Death was
not the calamity of life, but a necessary part of life, the transition to the Afterlife. The
tragedy was not dying, but dying out of turn, before the natural course of a given life was run
So many peopl e brought their termi nations upon thenselves by indulging in suicidal endeavors,
getting into strong m nd-affecting drugs, or tanpering with black magic. Yet he hinmself had been
as foolish, trying to kill hinself because of his |loss of a woman about whom he no | onger cared.

In a way, he realized, he had not really been living until he left his life. He had been
born again, in death.

Now, as he got well into the office of Death, he began to believe he could fill it well.
It was intent, nore than capacity, that made the difference. Probably, his predecessor could have
done a superior job-but hadn't bothered. Zane had less ability, but a strong desire to do right.
He did not have to be a specter. He could try to make each person's necessary transition fromlife
to Afterlife gentle. Wiy shoul d anyone fear it?

O course, he was still in his initiation period. If the powers that were didn't approve
hi s performance, his personal bal ance of good and evil would suffer, and he woul d be dooned to
Hel I when he left the office. But as far as he knew, he could not be renmoved fromthe office by

any other power. Not as long as he was careful. So if he was willing to damm his soul, he could
continue indefinitely, doing the job right.
Yes, that was it. "Damm Eternity!" he swore. "I know what's right, and I|'"'mgoing to do it

If God damms ne or Satan bl esses ne, then it's too bad, but |'ve got to have faith in ny own
honest judgment." Suddenly he felt nuch better; his self-doubt had been aneli orat ed.

H's current client was underground, in the general vicinity of Nashville, the rustic song
capital. This was no problemfor Mrtis, who nerely phased down through the ground, carrying Zane
along. He saw the strata of sand, gravel, and different kinds of rock, until he reached a sl oping
shaft through a vein of coal and came to the chanber where two mners had been trapped by a recent
cave-in. There was no hope for them air was linmted, and it would take days for others to clear
the shaft of rubble.

It was conpletely dark, but Zane could see well enough. It seemed his office i nbued him
with magi c vision, so that nmere bl ackness could not stay himfrom his appointed rounds. The nen
were |lying against a wall of rubble, conserving their strength and breath; they knew there was no
way out.

"Hell 0," Zane said, feeling awkward.

One of the miners turned his head. The pupils of his eyes were enornous as they tried to
see-and, of course, Zane becane apparent, magically. "Don't |ook now, " the man nurnured, "but I
think we're about to cash in our green stanps."”
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O course the other |ooked and saw. The caped skull!

"That's Death!"

"Yes," Zane said. "I have conme for one of you. "You ve cone for us both,” the first mner
said. "We've only got air for an hour, maybe | ess."

Zane gl anced at his watch. "Less," he said.

"God, | don't want to die!" the second niner said.

"But | knew when | heard the cave-in start that it was hopeless. W were living on
borrowed time anyway, with all the safety violations the company wouldn't fix. If I'd been smart,
|'da gotten out of this business!"”

"Where woul d you have gone?" the first mner asked.

The ot her sighed. "Nowhere. I'mfooling nyself; this is the only job | can handle." He
| ooked again at Zane. "How nuch tinme?"

"Ni ne minutes," Zane replied.

"Ti me enough to shrive nme."

"What ?"

"Confess me. You know, ny religion, final rites. | never was a good churchman, but | want
to go to Heaven!™

The second m ner |aughed harshly. "I know |I'm not going there!"

Zane brought the Sinstone near. "You are bound for Heaven," he told the first. "You are in
doubt," he told the second. "That is why | nust take your soul personally."
"I'n doubt ? What does that nean?"

"Your soul is balanced between good and evil, so it is uncertain whether you will go to
Heaven or to Hell, or abide awhile in Purgatory."

The man | aughed. "That's a relief!"

"Arelief?"

"As long as | do go to one place or another. | don't care if it's Hell. | know | deserve
it. I've cheated on ny wife, stolen fromthe governnent-you nane it, |1've done it, and |I'mready
to pay."

“"You don't fear Hell?"

"Only one thing | fear, and that is being in a cranped box like this, with the air running
out and me hel pless- for eternity. For an hour | can stand it, but not forever. | don't care what
el se happens to nme, as long as it isn't that."

"I carel™ the first miner said. "lI'mso scared, |'m near gibbering!"
Zane consi dered. He realized that the dying needed soneone to hold their hands, not to
shun them It was hard enough for any person to relate to the unrel atable. Zane had to try to

help. "I came for the one in balance, but |I think the other needs ny service nore."

"Sure, help him" the balanced client said. "I won't say | like dying, but | can handle
it, | guess. | knew the odds when | signed up for this job. Maybe I'Il like Hell."

Zane sat beside the other. "How can | hel p you?"

"Shrive me, | told you; that will help sone.”

"But I'mno priest; |I'mnot even of your religion."

"You are Death; you'll do!"

That must be true. "Then | will listen and judge-but | know already your sin is not
great."

"One thing," the man said, troubled. "One thing's haunted nme for decades. My nother -- "
"Your nother!" Zane said, feeling a famliar shock

"I think | killed her. | -- " The mner paused. "Are you all right. Death? You | ook pale,
even for you."

"l understand about killing nothers," Zane said.

"That's good. She-I was just a teenager when-well, she was in this wing of the hospital

and --

"I understand,"” Zane repeated. He reached out and took the nan's hand. He knew his own
gloved fingers felt |like bare bones, but the mner did not shy away.

"She had cancer, and | knew she was in pain, but -- "

Zane squeezed his hand. Reassured, the miner continued: "I visited her, and one day she
asked ne to step outside the roomand read what it said on the-you know, above the door, what kind
of word it was. So | went out and | ooked, and there was something witten there, but | couldn't

read it. It was in Latin, | think. |I went back and told her that, and she asked whether it was-she
spelled it out, letter by letter, and you know, she was right, that's what it was. So | agreed
that was it, wondering how she had known it, and she thanked ne. | thought she was pl eased."

The miner took a shuddering breath. "And next norning she was dead. The doctor said she

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (83 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

seemed just to have given up and died in the night. No one knew why, because she had been fighting
so hard to live before. But I-1 checked into it and found out that that word in Latin | had
spelled for her-it neant incurable. | had told her there was no hope, and so she quit trying. |
guess | killed her."

"But you didn't know " Zane protested.

"I should have known. | should have --

"Then you did her a favor," Zane said. "The others were hiding the truth from her, keeping
her alive and in pain. You rel eased her fromdoubt." He was speaking for hinmself as rmuch as for
the mner. "There is no sin on your soul for that."

"No, | shouldn't have |et her know "

"Wwuld it have been right to preserve her life by a |lie?" Zane asked. "Wuld your sou
have been cl eaner then?"

"It wasn't ny place to --

"Come off it!" the other miner said. "You were guilty of ignorance. Nothing else. |
woul dn't have known what those Latin words were either."

"How woul d you know?" the first one snapped. "You weren't there!"

"I guess not," the second miner admitted wyly. "I don't even know who ny nother was."

The first mner paused, set back. "There is that," he conceded. Sonehow it seened that in
maki ng that technical concession, he was al so accepting the human point. At |east he had known his
nmot her and cared about her. "Now, |'m no philosopher,"” the second said. "lI'ma sinner from way
back. But maybe if 1'd had a nother |ike yours, a good wonman, | would have turned out better. So
take it fromone who hasn't any right to say it: you should renenber your nother, not with guilt
or grief, but with gratitude-for the pl easure she gave you while she lived, for the way she
steered you toward Heaven instead of Hell."

"For a sinner, you've got quite an insight! But if I could only have hel ped her live
| onger -- "

"Longer in a box with the air turning bad?" the other asked.

"No, | agree,"” Zane said. "It was time to end it. These things are scheduled in ways no
nortal conprehends. She knew that, though you did not. If there had been a chance for survival
she m ght have been willing to fight on through, for the sake of her fanmily, for the things she
had to do on Earth. But there wasn't, so it was best that she not torture herself any |onger. She
put aside life as you woul d put aside a piece of equipnent going bad, and she went out of the
gl oom of the depths of the mine and on up to the brightness of Heaven."

"I don't know." The man was breathing shallowy now, not finding enough oxygen in the air.
He seenmed to be nore sensitive to this deprivation than his conpanion was. Zane had no probl em

evidently his magic hel ped himthis way, too. He was still discovering things about his office.
"You will join her there," Zane concluded. "There in Heaven. She will thank you herself." The

m ner did not answer, so Zane rel eased his hand and turned to the other, his true client. "Are you
sure there is nothing | can do for you?" The man considered. "You know, |'ma cynic, but | guess

do sort of crave sone neaning in life, or at |east sone understanding. There's this song going
‘round in ny head, and it sort of grabs ne, and | think it nmeans sonmething, but | don't know
what . "

“I"'mnot expert at neaning," Zane said. "But | can try. What is the song?"

"l don't know the title or anything. It's just, | guess it's an old whaling song. Maybe
have whaling blood in my veins. It goes-what | can renenber-goes like this:...and the whale gave a
flunder with its tail, and the boat capsized, and I lost my darling man, and he'll never, never

sail again. Geat God! And he'll never sail again. It's that 'Geat God!' that gets ne. | don't
gi ve a dam about God, never did, but | feel it, and | don't know why."

Zane suspected the man cared nore about God than he thought, but did not nake an issue of
that. "It's an exclamation," he said, intrigued by the fragnent. There was indeed feeling init,
as of a wildly grieving widow crying out in pain.

"It's a protest. Great God! Wiy did this have to happen? For a sunken ship, or a m ne cave-
in. Geat CGod!"

"Great God!" the first mner echoed. "But why is a song about whaling bothering nme now,
when |'mburied in this stinking hole?" the second m ner denmanded.

"It nust have special associations for you," Zane said. "I'mnot equipped to interpret --

"Clear enough to ne," the first mner said. "Drown in the depths of the sea, suffocate in
the depths of the earth, and your wife grieves."

"Yeah, maybe she will," the second said, brightening. "But | don't think that's it. It's
as if there's a nessage, if only | could get it." He snapped his fingers as if trying to call the
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nmessage forth, and the sound echoed in the recesses of the mine. "Look, Death, you want to do
sonmething, tell me a story about that song. Anything, just to nake it nake some sense." This,
then, was the client's last request. Both nen were gasping now, and tinme was short.

Zane had to try to honor the man's w sh, even if he bungled the attenpt. He thought for a
nmonent, then started to tal k-and what he said surprised him "There was a young fenal e whal e naned
Wl da. She roaned the oceans of the world, happy in the conpany of her kind, and when she cane of
age she thought she would mate as the other whale cows did and bear a cub and bring it up. But
then the hunters came, in their huge boats, and they speared her father and her nother and her
bull friend and haul ed them out of the water so that nothing was |left but their blood and dreadfu
fragments of their bodies that the sharks congregated to consune. W/l da escaped, for she had
| earned magi ¢c; she changed her formso she resenbled a trashfish and swam away. "She grieved,
singi ng her whale song of |oss and pain, but she was angry, too, and confused. Wy shoul d these
little creatures fromland, called nen, conme to slay whal es who had never harned then? It seened
to make no sense. She realized that she had no hope of dealing with the probl em when she didn't
understand the notive of the enenmy. So Wl da changed herself into human form and wal ked to the
fishing village where the whalers lived. "Some hunman fol k | aughed at her, for she was naked and
i nnocent of their ways. But a young nman naned Hank took her into his hone, for she was al so
beautiful. Hank lived with his wi dowed nother, and the two of them clothed her and taught her the
tongue of their kind, and she |earned quickly, for she was an intelligent whale and really wanted
to know the nature of this strange species. She |earned that Hank was a whal er, who went out
periodically to hunt whales, for that was how he earned his living. Here on | and, food was not
free for the taking; people could not sinply swi mabout and open their mouths and catch and
swal | ow succul ent squid; and when it grew cold they could not blithely mgrate south to warner
waters, for travel was conplicated on land. A hunan person had to work and get gold, and he used
this gold to buy all the necessities that life on |and required.

"Now W da understood. There was no personal aninosity here; the nen folk had a nore
pressing lifestyle than the whale fol k, which conpelled themto acts they night not otherw se have
considered, and they did not regard the whale fol k as sapient creatures. Perhaps if the nen folk
were made to understand about the culture and feelings of the whales, things would change and the
dreadful killing would stop. She tried to explain to Hank, but he thought she was joking. After
all, his father had been killed by the flunder of the tail of a whale, so that his grieving nother
had had to bring himup al one. Great God! How could he feel for the whal es? He asked Wlda to
marry him for he needed a woman and he believed her to be his gift from Heaven

"This made things very difficult for Wlda, for she had conme to |love him though he was
not of her species. So she brought himto the edge of the sea and wal ked into the water and
returned to her natural form believing that once he had seen her as the whal e cow she was, he
woul d be revolted. But he cried for her to cone back and apol ogi zed for not believing her before
and prom sed he woul d never kill another whale. She had, after all, persuaded him and his |ove
surmount ed hi s awar eness ot her nature.

"But now she was a creature of the sea again, and the call of the sea was strong. How
could she | eave the brine forever and be dry? And she spied another whale, a bull who was handsone
and strong. She thought she might nmate with him but he told her he was really a squid, who had
assumed the formof her kind in order to | earn why the whal es preyed on the squids, who did not
harm the whal es. Wl da was amazed and chagrined, for she had never thought of these creatures as
havi ng feelings or being sapient. How could she return to devouring squid? Yet she realized that
death was a chain of eat and be eaten, with no justice to it except need, power, and chance, and
that in this respect her species was no different fromthe human species or the squid species. It
was all a matter of viewpoint. So she apol ogized to the squid, returned to | and, resuned her girl
form and nmarried Hank, her problemresolved."

"And perhaps," Zane concluded, "if we nen had a sinmilar insight into the |larger pattern of
our existence, we, too, would accept the natural order, though at tinmes it is painful for us,
especially when we die prematurely."

He stopped, waiting for sone response fromthe nminers. But too nmuch of the oxygen had been
exhausted, and the nen were unconsci ous. Zane took his client's soul and returned to Mrtis,
uncertai n whet her he had done the right thing.

Now he had anot her concern. Soneone he knew was bei ng taken out of turn, and he was not as
acqui escent about her fate as WIlda had been about that of her famly. But how could he gain the
conprehensi on he needed?

Nat ure had spoken of patterns of thinking. The first was the linear path -- , the
general ly straightforward node. Wuld that do himany good?

What was the straightforward way to gai n understandi ng? To do as WIda had done, and ask
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soneone who had the information. Who was that? Who el se but the Purgatory conputer!

He stopped in at Purgatory once he had caught up with his case load. "I want to consult
the records,” he told the information girl

She directed himto the appropriate wing. It was, of course, another conputer center, with
a termnal ready for him He wasn't sure whether this was the same conputer he had dealt with
before, but suspected that all terminals connected to the sane central nechani sm

He sat down and turned the terminal on

HOW MAY | HELP YOU, DEATH? the screen inquired in green

"I want to |look up the status of Luna Kaftan," Zane said, starting to type in the order

TH'S TERM NAL | S PROGRAMVED FOR VERBAL | NPUT, the screen advised him LUNA KAFTAN, UNDEAD.
PRESENT RATI O OF GOOD TO EVIL 35-65. THI' S FALLS W THI N THE PARAMETERS FOR UNASSI STED CONVEYANCE TO
HELL UPON DECEASE.

"Exactly," Zane said, wondering how the conputer could be so current on a soul that had
not been officially read. But of course Purgatory had to know such things, in order to arrange
Deat h' s schedul e for pickups. "She deceived her father and al so took a chunk of his evil so he
could qualify for Heaven." But as he said it, he felt a wongness. Mgician Kaftan had not sought
Heaven, he had sought an appointment with Death. He could readily have given Luna a little nore of
his burden of sin and been assured of Heaven. Instead, he had calculated it precisely, so Death
woul d have to attend him personally, so Magician and Death could chat about seemni ng
i nconsequentials. Just as Nature had summoned Zane for a different idle chat. Wy did these
power ful people go to such lengths for so little?

THE LAWS OF DETERM NATI ON DO HAVE SOVE LOOPHOLES, the screen confessed.

“"I'f you ran Eternity, things would be different?" Zane inquired with a smle.

AFFI RVATI VE. And the screen flashed a cartoon snmle face formed of tiny squares.

"Yet the presunption was that she would have tinme to redress the bal ance," Zane said. "Wy
i s she schedul ed for prenmature deni se?"

THAT | NFORMATION |'S NOT IN THE FI LE

"But notive is an essential part of the record,” Zane protested. "It is needed to
det erm ne whether any given soul is good or evil. Since the bal ance deterni nes where any person
goes upon demi se, and whether |, Death, will attend directly -- "

THE CLI ENT' S MOTI VES ARE RECORDED. NOT THE MOTI VE OF THE ONE WHO SCHEDULED HER EARLY
TRANSFORVATI ON

"Who schedul ed it?" Zane asked.

NOT IN FI LE

"How can such an order be given anonynously?" Zane denmanded. "Doesn't there have to be
sone sort of accountability, in a matter of such inportance?"

NORMALLY SUCH DI RECTI VES ARE SI GNED, the Screen agreed. THIS ONE IS NOT. ASSUMPTI ON: THERE
HAS BEEN A GLI TCH

"You nmean the order isn't valid?" Zane's pulse increased. Luna might live, after all!

PAUSE FOR VERI FI CATI ON. . . NO REFUTATI ON OF ORDER FOUND.

"But no signature either? Shouldn't that order be set aside, pending identification of the
sour ce?"

THERE 1S NO PROVI SI ON FOR SUCH | NACTI ON

"But you can't condenn soneone to premature death without authenticity! There nust be
aut hentication!"

ASSUMPTI ON:  AUTHENTI CATI ON EXI STS, BUT HAS BEEN GLI TCHED QOUT.

Zane realized that the nmachi ne was not about to take responsibility for changing an order
Bur eaucraci es were fashioned to enable their conponents to avoid responsibility. He would have to
approach this circuitously. "W has the authority to issue such a directive?"

CLARI FY QUESTI ON

Oh. He hadn't specified which directive-the one decreeing Luna's early death, or the one
canceling the first. "Who can specify that a given individual shall die out of turn?”

ALL | NDI VIDUALS DIE I N TURN.

"Don't get canny with nme, conputer! Luna Kaftan should nornmally live forty nore years.
Longer, with decent breaks. Wiy is she suddenly, nysteriously, schedul ed for death?"

THE MOTI VE OF THE SOURCE OF THE DI RECTIVE IS NOT ON RECORD I N My FILE, the screen reni nded
him "Wo is the source of that directive?"

THAT | NFORMATION | S NOT - -

"Are you giving nme a runaround?" Zane denanded.

YES.

Zane paused, taken aback. He had underestimated the literal way the conputer took things!
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"You are? Clarify."

| AM NOT PROVI DI NG THE | NFORMATI ON | KNOW YOU SEEK.

Zane was interested in this aspect. Was the machine trying to help himin its fashion?
"What information is that?"

THE SOURCE OF THE DI RECTI VE OF EARLY RETI REMENT OF LUNA KAFTAN.

"And the reason for it," Zane concluded. "Is there information you could provide, if |
phrased the question properly?"

NEGATI VE. But there was a pause before the word was printed. Wat did that nean?

"If | phrased the question inproperly?" Zane asked wi t hout nuch hope.

AFFI RVATI VE.

Intriguing! There was a way around this barrier, if he could figure it out, but nornal
channel s woul d not suffice. "How should | phrase it to gain the desired information?"

NEGATI VELY.

Negati vely. Zane pondered that a nonent. Did this mean the computer was not pernmitted to
answer directly, but could do so indirectly? How shoul d he phrase his questions, then? It wouldn't
make sense to ask who had not issued the directive-or would it? Maybe that was worth a try.

"What is not the source of the aforenentioned directive?" he asked, nentally holding his
br eat h.

ANY NATURAL AGENCY.

That covered a lot! \What was left, except a supernatural agency? The |ncarnations were
partly supernatural, but did not make Eternal policy; they only inplenented it. That seened to
| eave God and Satan. Yet why would God do such a thing? Satan, on the other hand --

"What supernatural agency |acks any notive for such an order?"

GOD.

Sure enough. But why would Satan do it?

Zane saw the answer to that: Luna was now dooned to Hell at death, while if she lived
| onger, she woul d have a chance to redeem herself. Satan had to catch her now, or |ose her

But why hadn't the conputer sinply told himthis?

Zane sat for a while and pondered. Sonething didn't add up. This machine was acting the
way Nature had, never quite expressing the essence. WAs there a reason?

Magi ci an Kaftan had been indirect, too. He had al so taken care not to nane Satan, |est the
Prince of Evil be alerted. A machine, in Purgatory, should not fear Satan in the sane nanner-but
maybe the conputer had been ordered not to print Satan's name in this connection. Thus it could
respond negatively, but not positively.

If Satan was behind this thing, feeding in a spurious order-Satan was a dread prine nover,
second in power only to God-how coul d anyone or anythi ng oppose hin? Not the Purgatory conputer,
certainly! If it aroused Satan's ire, it might find itself replaced by a conpetitive make of
machi ne. It might not have any enotion about such an occurrence, but perhaps did have the
intelligence not to pursue a self-destructive course.

Yet if Satan had the power to abort a person's life, to cut the thread early, why hadn't
he sinply clainmed Luna openly? Wiy go to the trouble of concealing his part init?

Conceal nent -t hat suggested w ongdoi ng. Satan, or course, was the Father of Lies, so that
was consistent. But he was taking Luna the hard way, and that did not nake sense-unl ess he could
not take her any ot her way.

Was Satan hinself constrained by rules? Surely so, for otherwi se he would sinply grab the
whole world, and to Hell-literally! -- with formalities. God and Satan had been opposi ng each
other for all eternity past, and would continue for eternity future; neither could afford to
squander strength in wild anarchy. So of course there were rules, tacit if not express, and the
manner in which any given person died was surely central to such an understandi ng.

Zane decided not to push this matter further at the nonent. |If Satan were cheating, it
woul d be best for Death to nmake no protest-until he could establish his case absolutely. For sure

as Hell-literally, again-Satan would not change his ways nerely because soneone on Earth objected.
Zane had no intention of dropping the case; he just needed to nake it airtight.
This matter did, after all, relate to his area of expertise-the death of a person. Nature

had advi sed himthat each Incarnation was suprenme in his own bailiwi ck, if he chose to be. The
conputer had shown hi m one avenue of investigation by being indirect. What he needed now was to
put it all together and find a way to acconplish his desire, despite the opposition of Satan
Certainly he would not prevail if he barged blindly ahead.

"Thank you, conputer," Zane said. "You have been very -- As he spoke, the screen
flickered as if shorting out, and it occurred to himthat he could get the nachine in trouble if
he acknow edged its hel p. "Uncommunicative," he finished.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...carnations%201%20-%200n%20A%20Pale%20Horse.txt (87 of 128) [1/19/03 8:09:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20I ncarnati ons%201%620-%200n%20A %20Pal €%620Horse.txt

ANY TI ME, DEATH, the screen flashed, with a picture of an hourgl ass.

Zane departed Purgatory and punched his client timer. Hi s case | oad got crowded whenever
he took time off, but he was used to that now. He wondered how Fate managed to schedul e the
fatalities of these clients so that they were ready only when Death was ready to collect them How
coul d anybody know when Death was going to take a few hours off? Coviously there was a great deal
of organi zation behind the surface that he glinpsed only in passing.

Who coul d know the random future? Chronos, of course! The realization struck Zane with a
m nor gl ow of excitenment. He had just gained another insight into the operation of the system
Cbvi ously Chronos did not just dawdle; Tine had to be constantly on watch, tracking events and
advi sing Fate of the necessary schedul es. Chronos was well aware of Death's activity, past and
future, as he had shown when Zane | eft his Deathwatch on hold too |ong.

And the conputer had signed off with the words ANY TIME, and with Time's hourgl ass. That
was nore than a note of parting; that was a reference to Chronos. Surely that Incarnation knew
what was going to happen and could tell Zane.

Yet what use would that be? He could ask Chronos about the future and get a confirmation
that within the nonth Luna was going to Hell, where her denon |over would put it to her for the
rest of eternity. Sone revel ation!

Zane was now close to his client, driving through a slum devel opnent in the inmense
eastern city of New York. He snelled snoke. In a nonment he saw it-a tenenent house ablaze. His gem
pointed right to it; his client was trapped inside.

It was already too late; the red hand of the Deat hwatch was touching zero. Zane drew his
protective cloak tightly about himand wal ked into the flames. The fire could not hurt hinm the
only awkwardness was in getting to the upstairs where his client was, when the stairs were burning
and insecure. Fire couldn't stop him but how about a fall? "Support me," he nmurmured in a kind of
spell, and the footing firned. Once nore Death had power to reach his destination. Again he
renenbered Nature's remark: an |Incarnation could not be bal ked unless he allowed it.

The figure was struggling in the linen of a bed that had becone a minor inferno. Cbviously
it-for in this situation Zane could not tell whether his client was nale or fermale-had tried to
flee the fire by delving into the bed. Instead, the sheets had ignited, taking hair and skin with
them Zane understood that death by fire was the nost painful possible; he believed it.

Qui ckly he strode across and hooked out the soul. The flayed body relaxed, its pain
abruptly gone. This was the one unnmitigated bl essing Death brought-the relief of the agony of
living. Yet what good was that, he wondered, if that soul was destined to pass fromthe flanmes of
life to the eternal flanes of Hell? The pains of |life were tenporary, but the pains of Hell were
not .

On his way to the next client, Zane reviewed the soul. He was getting steadily nore
efficient at this, classifying nore than half his clients on the run. He had becone conversant
with the broad categories of sin, so could generally tell not only how nuch, but what kind of sin
wei ghted a gi ven soul

This soul belonged to a boy of about ten, whose principal burden was a mmj or sexua
transgressi on.

Zane paused. At this age?

He exam ned the soul nmore carefully and pieced the story together. Things were crowded in
the slums, with several families or branches of fanmilies sharing facilities.

Intense friendshi ps and ennmities occurred. He understood that crowding tended to intensify
the natural traits of people, so in this instance, interaction had been extreme. This boy's
curiosity had been aroused, naturally enough, by the secretive nechani sns of adult romance. He had
nai vely inquired of a mature woman who was nominally baby-sitting himwhile his fol ks worked. She,
per haps dissatisfied with her own life, had taken the m schievous opportunity to educate himwith
consi derabl e thoroughness.

Zane pondered this. Wien a grown man seduced a female child, it was nol estation, for
surely his attentions were forced on her; but when a grown wonan did it to a nale child, it was
apt to be considered generosity. Zane could understand that; force was unlikely to be a conponent.
But evidently the burden of sin attached to the boy as well as to the wonman, especially if the
child believed the liaison was wong. There seemed to have been several repetitions, so the sin
now amounted to fifty percent. The boy had been overwhel ned by the personality of the mature
worman; fear of discovery mixed with the erotic joy she provided him He had been caught in a kind
of trap that an ol der person could readily have broken, but he | acked the courage or experience.

It was quite understandable; he was a victimof circunstance-but still the accretions of sin had
been charged agai nst him

Thi s bot hered Zane. He renenbered how Fate had quoted from Henl ey's poem about a nan bei ng
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the captain of his soul-but surely this was not as true for an inpressionable boy. It seened to
himthat an adult standard of responsibility was being applied to a juvenile person, and this was
unfair. As a man who had once been a child, he could appreciate the appeal of an avail abl e wonan
at any age. He hinmself had | onged for infornation at that age and had been denied it. He had tried
to purchase a charmto sumon a succubus, but the vendor had refused to deliver such magic to a
child. Zane still regretted that; since succubi were nonhunan, yet the essence of sex, he could
have | earned a | ot w thout involving anyone who counted. But of course there were [aws, and they
did tend to discrinnate against children. Theoretically, this was to protect those children
actually it had seened nore |ike punishnent for being young, inflicted by those who wi shed they

t hensel ves had not aged.

At any rate, he deeply regretted taking this Iad, who had only responded to the urges
Nat ure had provided him The Green Mdther could do it to anyone; Zane knew that from recent
personal experience. So the lad' s burden of sin was a technical thing, not really reflecting
badness. The definition ought to be changed, to be nore realistic. But of course there was nothing
Zane could do about it. He was only Death, perfornming his own office.

"Damm the office!" he swore abruptly. "Wiy should | participate in what | believe is
wr ong?”

Nat ure had shown hi m anot her aspect of her power by enabling the |eft-footed dancing girl
to revive. That death had not been final. Could this one be sinilarly negated? He thought of the
condition of the body, its skin largely burned away, and shuddered. There was no point in
returning the soul to that!

But what about Chronos? Maybe the Incarnation of Tinme could enable himto go back to the
monent before ' the fire broke out, and warn the boy, so that --

"Take nme to Chronos," Zane directed Mirtis, stopping his countdown, The gallant Death
steed slowed to a stop at a passing | field and started to graze. Zane | ooked around, perpl exed,

"I don't see -- "

"Then turn about. Death," the voice of Tinme cane. It had a certain echoing quality, with a
trace of grit, as if some sand had | eaked into it fromthe hourgl ass.

Zane turned. There stood Chronos, in his white robe.

He had surely not been there a nonent ago. He nust have cone when Zane asked for him

"I would like to have your help," Zane said. "A denonstration of your power, if it does
not |lead to paradox."

"I have power, and | |ove paradox,” Chronos said.

"I have just taken the soul of this boy," Zane explained, showing the soul. "I want to
return it so he can have a proper chance to redress his balance in life. Could you, with ny
concurrence, arrange that?"

"Take me to the place, and | will take you to the time," Chronos said equably. "It is true
one Incarnation may not safely interfere with another, but since you will it, | can assist. W do
cooperate, at need."

Just like that! Chronos mounted Mortis behind Zane, and the horse took off.

"Now, while we are isolated by the anbience of the Death steed," Chronos said, "there is
anot her matter you wish to ask of ne."

"l sol at ed?" Zane asked. "You nean no one can overhear us here, even -- ?"

"Speak not his name, lest you sumon him" Chronos warned. "Mrtis protects you better
than you know, but nothing protects against folly."

"Uh, yes, of course,” Zane agreed, disgruntl ed.

"Naturally you found a pretext to contact nme, so that he would not have cause for
suspicion. "

Zane hadn't thought of it that way. But he did have sonmething else to talk about. "The
Purgatory computer flashed your synmbol on its screen when | questioned it about the status of Luna
Kaftan."

"A nost interesting case," Chronos said, after a pause as if to recollect the details.
"Fate alerted ne to it, for she notes the significant threads. Crca twenty years fromthis
nmoment, Luna Kaftan will be instrunental in -- "

"But she's going to die within the nonth!" Zane protested.

"That, too," Chronos agreed.

"Then how can she -- ?"

"H story is mutable, of course. If she |lives, she will go into politics --

"But she is an artist!"

"So was Wnston Churchill, and Adolf Hitler studied to be one. Artistic tenperanent is no
necessary bar to political achievenent."
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Zane thought of Churchill and Hitler, opposing |leaders in the great Second Wrld War
between the Allies and the Axis, where both magi c and science had run rampant until it al
termnated in the first detonation of nuclear fission. He didn't |ike the association. Nuclear
fission could destroy the realmof the living! "So if she lives, there may be a chance of that-she
will go into politics and -- ?"

"And be instrunmental in balking the Naneless in his attenpt to install his nost hatefu
nminion in the highest political office of the United States of Anerica."

"Why woul d-that Entity-want political power?" Zane asked, bewildered. "His realmis
Bel ow. "

"And the other Entity's realmis Above. Neither controls the battleground that is the
living world, but each draws sustenance fromit. Expressed in nonetary terns, the world is the
principal, and the souls departing it are the interest. The Eternals split the interest, but each
woul d i ke a share of the principal. The proportion of souls each receives is critical. At this
monent the apex has the upper hand, but a substantial change in the orientation of the living
folk, followed by a nassive exodus to Eternity, could shift the bal ance of power to the nadir.
Then -- "

"I don't care to think about it," Zane said with a shudder. "And you say Luna will prevent
that from happeni ng?"

"Yes-if she lives."

"Now | understand why Soneone wants her dead!"

"So it would seem™

Mortis had arrived at the site of the burning building in New York, which was now a
snol dering mass. The firenmen had conme too late, as was typical for this area of the city where the
tax base was snall, and doused it with a suffocation-spell; now they were picking through the ruin
for bodies. The survivors stood staring, half in shock. It was a grim scene.

Chronos lifted his hourglass. Abruptly time froze, as it had when Zane used the center
knob of the Deathwatch. The rising snmoke hovered in place, and the people fornmed a tabl eau
standing |ike statues. Only Chronos, Zane, and Mortis remined ani mate.

Then the fine sand streanmed upward fromthe | ower segnent of the hourglass to the upper
It was not as if the glass had been inverted, set in an antigravity field, or spelled to levitate;
it was a literal reversal of time, as sand rose fromthe nmound bel ow, squeezed through the tight
neck, and shoved the upper sand higher in an even pattern. Zane was fasci nated.

The flow of sand accel erated, noving faster than any natural cause could account for. The
I evel in the upper chamber clinbed visibly. But Zane's eye was caught by events beyond.

The standing people nmilled rapidly about, wal king backward at running speed. The firenen
backed hastily to their trucks and accel erated away in reverse. The fire abruptly bl azed up, out
of control. But it was no ordinary conflagration; the great orange-yellow flanes were plunging
downward into the apertures of the structure. Snmoke roiled down to feed those flames, drawing in
fromthe broad night sky. People backed closer to the building, carrying in items of furniture and
apparel and food. O her people fled the fire, backward, their faces illum nated by the flanes in
postures of excitenent. Everything happened at triple or quadruple velocity.

Soon the flanes di m nished, squeezing into the clarifying building. The |ast of the snoke
sucked in, too. Wndows restored thenselves, their fragnents of glass flying up to becone whole
panes, and the fire was out.

Ti me sl owed, than paused, then reversed. Once nore the sand trickled fromtop to bottom
at normal velocity. "You have two mnutes. Death,"” Chronos said, dismunting. "Use it as you
pl ease. "

Zane stared a nonent, amazed by the power Chronos had shown. How coul d anything oppose an
Incarnation with the ability to reverse finished events?

He junped down and ran to the door. It was |ocked, but opened at his touch. He charged up
the stairs to the boy's room feeling in his bag for the soul. Did he still have it, or had the
reversal of time restored it to the boy? He, Zane, had been insulated fromthe reversal; none of
his experience had been subtracted. But the boy had been a participant, so should have recovered
his soul. Wich version was fact, now?

He reached deeper into the bag and found the soul. But as he drew it out, it tugged from
his hand and flitted forward. When Zane cane in sight of the sleeping boy, the soul plunged in and
di sappear ed.

Zane reasoned it out as he noved. Tine had reversed, but his personal isolation fromthe
effect had prevented the soul in his possession fromzipping back inits turn. Simlarly, he had
not seen hinself attend to the boy during the fire. O course, this tinme he had been outside the
buil ding, so wasn't really in a position to see hinmself in action. The reversal had been inperfect
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because he had stood separate, instead of racing backward through his own invol verent.
Interesting, but apparently not critical; here he was, just before the fire erupted. Evidently
there was no paradox.

He stood over the bed. "Wake!" he cried. "Wake, lest you die!"

The boy woke. He saw the specter of Death | oom ng over him He screaned and roll ed,
tunbling, fromthe bed. He scranbled to his feet and started for the open w ndow.

Zane leaped to intercept him Wat use to save the lad fromthe fire, only to scare him
into a suicidal plunge through the wi ndow? He was trying to interfere with the handi work of Fate,
and that was problenatical -unl ess she al so knew of this matter and was anenabl e.

He spread his skel etal hands, barring the way. "G ve up the woman," he said, renenbering
the burden of sin that had brought the lad to this pass. "Go and live righteously. You are spared
fromDeath to do this." The boy stared, then backed away, terrified. Then the first whiff of snopke
canme. The fire was starting. "Wake the house!" Zane cried. "Go outside. Live- and renenber."

The boy fled. In nonments his screans were waking the others. "Get up! Get up! | saw Deat h!
Live right! Go outside!"

It was effective. Soon the people were trooping down the stairs and out, escaping the fire
with arnfuls of their possessions. hers who had died in the first play of this scene were
surviving in the replay. Truly, the boy had saved them

Zane wal ked anong them wunnoticed. He returned to his horse, ready to thank Chronos, but
Chronos was gone.

Well, Tinme probably had other business. He would thank Chronos when they next net. Perhaps
he woul d have occasion to return the favor. Now he had business hinself. He started his tiner,
reorienting on the client he had set aside.

He worked for a day, his time, catching up the backlog. H's mind was increasingly on Luna
and her fate. Now he knew Satan had engi neered her ternination so she could not later balk his
will, and Zane realized that the other Incarnations were aware of this. But none of them had
offered to do anything about it! Either they were powerless against the will of Satan, or they
sinply didn't care

And why shoul d they care? This was his own concern. |If anyone was to do anything, he was
the one. Yet he could think of nothing. He would not even be involved in her transition, directly,
for her soul was weighted for Hell. If only she had nore time in life to redeem her soul, to
redress the bal ance --

Coul d he appeal to God? Zane doubted it, for God sel dom seenmed to involve Hinself in the
affairs of living man. God still honored the Covenant of nonintervention. Satan was the one who
was cheating-and Satan would hardly consider any appeal to negate his effort.

Zane grew angry about that. WAs Satan to win the celestial war because he cheated while

God did not? Yet if God could only counter Satan by cheating Hi nself, He would becone evil, and
evil would still prevail. God had to be incorruptible! Therefore-there would be no action from
God.

Zane wrapped up his schedule and went to call on Luna.

She had not been using her relief stones. The know edge of death and dammation was taking
its grimtoll; her face was pale, and the lines on it were etched nore deeply. Her tresses hung in
| ank nasses. Her eyes were heavily shadowed. She wore no nakeup; that woul d have been pointl ess,
for she had evidently been crying considerably.

Zane's breast experienced a soft explosion of |ove for her. He took her into his enbrace
and held her close, wanting to reassure her yet knowi ng there was nothing he could offer except
his own pain.

He kissed her, but she held back. "W nust not," she said, know ng where this was | eading.

" Not ?"

"The stones say no."

He hardly cared about the will of the stones, but he did not want to oppose her own wll
in any way. "Then let me hold your hand.™

In response she hunmed a little tune.

Zane's brow furrowed. "Am | m ssing sonethi ng?"

She sniled fleetingly, and a bit of her beauty showed. "A folk song. I'msorry; |I'm
distracted, and didn't realize | was doing it aloud. I'min poor shape, because the stones don't
abolish grief, they only postpone it, so | have to suffer it all sonetinme; in any event, | do want

to experience natural enption for ny father, and for nyself."

"What fol k song?"

She made an "1'll show you" sign, then noved to the center of the room and posed. She
sang: "It loonms so long, |I'lIl miss you, niss; |I've got to take your hand...|'ve got to dance with
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you...We all will dance with you. Oh."

He might never see her again, because she would be dead. A catchy tune, but a macabre
ment al connection for hand-hol ding. She certainly was upset, and he could not alleviate her
di stress.

“I't loons so long, I'll nmiss you, mss, Luna sang again. So let nme spin and turn." And she
spun prettily, her skirt flaring. But the inage that canme to Zane's nind was that of the left-
footed girl, prisoned in the magic slippers. There was no joy in Luna's dance, however lovely it
made her.

He wal ked toward her, still uncertain what to do. She sang the first |ine again, then
continued: "W all shall spin and turn." This tine Zane turned with her, joining her dance.

Then he caught her hand and | ed her to the couch

They sat for the better part of an hour in silence, holding hands, and in that tine the
burgeoning love he felt for her suffused every crevice of his awareness. The girl the Love stone
had directed himto had been a dream Luna was reality. How could he live without her? "I will go
with you," he said suddenly.

Luna smled wanly. "Few would nake that offer, and | thank you for it. But you will not be
going to Hell!"

"Surely I will, because | have been breaking the rules of nmy office!"

"You have been breaking themin good ways. But even if you do die soon and go to Hell,
Satan woul d not et us be together there, any nore than he would let me see ny father. Hell is for
suffering.”

"Your father is not in Hell. He is in Purgatory, working out his account."”

"But has he any chance at Heaven?"

"Of course he has! He's a good man!"

She smiled. "You are kind to say so."

In due course he left her, nore than ever determ ned to save her, nore than ever uncertain
how to do it. He was only Death, a functionary; he could not dictate the identity of his clients-
and Luna was not his client. Not directly.

But, dam it, Satan was cheating! It wasn't right! WAs there no justice in Eternity? Sone
court of appeal, to set the record straight --

There had to be! Zane turned off his tinmer. Mrtis | eaped for Purgatory w thout directive,
knowi ng the will of his naster

"Why, yes. Death, you may file a petition,"” the Purgatory Adnministration annex desk girl
said. "It will be reviewed by the Imortal Board at the next neeting, and a comrittee assigned --

"When' s the next meeting?"

She checked her perpetual calendar. "In ten Earthly days."

"But the wong is in process now" he protested. "Ten days may be too late!"

"I don't make the rules," she said, with just that edge of irritability that public
servants knew, frommllennia of experience, that they could get away with.

Zane sighed. Bureaucracy was the sanme everywhere! He filled out the formand left it.
Maybe there woul d be time. Luna's death had been onmened within a nonth, of which five days were
now gone; it could happen any time within the next twenty-five. That gave himten out of twenty-
five chances to lose, and fifteen out of twenty-five to win, or odds in his favor by a three or
two margin. But he distrusted that, fearing what Satan would do

Chapter 10 -- HOT SMXE

Zane slept at his Death house, accepting the routine services of his staff without
noticing, then got to work early next day. Since it seened he couldn't do anything to help Luna
before the petition was considered, he tried to put the matter fromhis m nd by working harder

As |uck would have it, his case |load was snall at the nonent. He took two clients in rapid
order, then found hinself with the maximumtine of thirty mnutes for the third. It seened
pointless to go early, but he had to distract hinmself some way, so he oriented and rode the Death
horse to the address.

This was an isolated spot in the western state of Nevada, the |east popul ated region of
the United States, because it was the | east habitable. Zane's gens guided himto one of the desert
areas, a barren wastel and.

This was dragon country. The scenic Hot Snobke Muntai ns-renanmed in honor of the beasts-
were riddled with the warrens of the fierce reptiles. Few plants survived, but that hardly
mattered to the dragons, who were carnivorous, preying on tender virgins. Mstly the creatures
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ranged al oft, questing for virginal animals, but they had a gournet appetite for the rare human
variety when it could be obtained. In fact --

In fact, he now renenbered that this was the | ocale of the Dragoons, a cult dedicated to
the welfare of this exotic species. The Dragoons had | obbi ed vigorously to prevent the
construction of resorts, irrigated farmsites, and nissile silos in the region, pleading that the
Hot Snoke species of dragon had no other habitat and would, if not left free, suffer the
extinction that had al nost clainmed them before their discovery. Fortunately, that di scovery had
been nade by a man interested in rare life forns, who had used sone elenentary magic to track them
down. Had the original trappers and settlers in this region discovered them they would have been
totally externinated, and no one woul d have believed they had ever exi sted.

The Dragoons had won several legal suits, for the general public was in a phase of

envi ronnental consci ousness, so the Hot Snokers remai ned |argely unnolested. But they still needed
to eat, and virgins of any type were in short supply. The Dragoons were constantly | ooking for new
sacrifices. Human sacrifices were generally illegal, but it was difficult to keep constant watch,

and the state authorities were chronically short of personnel

Sure enough, as Zane arrived at the site for his client, he spied a lovely but terrified
young woran, barely nubile, in a cage. It was afternoon here, and nmen were setting up a snudge
pot, evidently planning to use the snmoke to summmon a dragon. How the Dragoons had captured this
virgin, Zane did not know, but she was surely dooned. He would have to collect her soul as the
dragon consuned her, twenty five mnutes hence, unless he figured out a way to rescue her.

He wal ked to the cage and spoke to the girl. "How did they bring you here?" he inquired,
suspecting that she would turn out to have been drugged.

She paused in her weeping and | ooked up at him not recognizing him That was odd, for his
clients were nornally attuned to his presence. "By truck, sir."

"I mean, was it coercion? Did they kidnap you? If so --

Her lip trenbled. "No, sir. | cone of ny owmn fr-free will."
"Do you know what they plan for you?"
"To be gobbled by the dragon,” she said, her eyes brinmmng over again. "I can't even take

a m nd-zonk drug, 'cause that changes the taste for the nonster."

So the dragons were sensitive even to the virginity of the mind! This was a crue
denouncenent indeed. "But why do you accede to your murder?"

"My-ny famly-in debt -- " Now she broke down entirely and was unable to continue

So it was legal after all, because it was technically voluntary. She had sold herself to
abate her family's debt. Such contracts had | egal status, provided there was no deception. He
under st ood that the Dragoons had an excellent credit rating, so there was no reason to doubt they
had paid a fair price, redeenming this poor girl's fanmly's debts. There was not hing he could do.

At | east he could get her out of the cage; that was unnecessarily degrading. But as he
started to use his power on the |ock, the maiden protested. "Sir, | am confined to guarantee no
one deflowers nme before the- the -- "

The Dragoons had everything figured! O course, that would be a way to nmake her ineligible
for the sacrifice, so they nade quite sure no such nercy would occur at the |ast nonent.

There was a shinmer. A cloaked figure appeared beside the cage. "I will take your place,
t he wonan sai d.

Zane junped. He knew that voice. "Luna!" She turned to him "Ch-1 did not realize you
woul d attend this one.”

"It's nmy job!" Zane said. "To harvest the soul of this undeflowered girl when -- " He cut
that off. "You can't take her place! You're not -- "

Luna turned a | evel gaze on him "Not what?"

"The Hot Snpke dragons are an endangered speci es because they consunme only virgins," he
sai d, somewhat |anely.

She snmiled grimy. "I ama virgin, physically."

"But -- "

"The denon had his will of nmy mnd and soiled ny soul," she explained. "I would have
suffered | ess had he been able to ravage ne physically instead, but he can not do that until ny
soul enters his realm | am damed, the victimof psychic rape, but ny body is chaste."

Zane was not conforted by this clarification. "I put in a petition to review your
schedul ed demise. It's a put-up job; the Unnaned wants you out of the way. |'msure the review
board will reverse it-but it will be ten days before it neets. If you go into this now -- "

Luna shook her head sadly. "My stones indicate that ny tinme falls within this day. So
decided at |least to make ny passing useful to soneone. | inquired at the Good Deeds Exchange, and

they sent nme here. This poor, innocent girl -- She gl anced at the nmmiden in the cage, who was

dear, '
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taking all this in wi de-eyed silence. " -- who has offered her good life in sacrifice for the
benefit of her family-she should be sent to Heaven, but not yet. She has too many people to make
happy on Earth."

"She is hardly assured of Heaven," Zane said. "Check her yourself. She's a good girl, I'm
sure." Zane oriented his soul-verification stones. The Sinstone remained dull, while the other
gl owed brightly. "She's not burdened with sin!" he exclainmed. "But how, then, could I have been
sunmoned to col |l ect her soul personally?"

"Someone el se nmust be going to die,’
assunmed it was the caged sacrifice, but -- "

He | ooked at her with burgeoning horror. "You are taking her place! You --

"Don't be silly. I'"'mgoing to Hell in ny own handbasket. It's sheer coinci dence that
you're here; mnmy soul will not need you. In fact, | had hoped to handle this w thout your
know edge, quickly and cleanly."

Zane oriented the stones on Luna. The readi ng was, of course, inconplete, but the Sinstone
was brighter. She was right; she could not be his client. But she was going to die.

Now t he Dragoons approached. "The occasion is at hand," a well-dressed ol der man
announced. "Qur radar has |ocated an approachi ng Snoker." He produced a key and unl ocked the cage,
releasing the girl.

"I will substitute," Luna said. "The Good Deeds Exchange sent ne. Let this girl go, her
onus abated."

"How do we know you are eligible?" the man demanded. "The dragons get very disturbed when
of fered used goods. "

"Your kind can sniff a virgin fromten neters away," Luna snapped. "You know |'m
eligible."

The man sniffed. "Wiy, so you are, physically. You have the aspect of one who has been
savagel y used, but -- " He shook his head, perplexed at his error. "Very well. W shall rel ease
this girl as soon as the dragon is satisfied."

"See that you do," Luna said. "My friend will be on hand to verify it."

The nan | ooked at Zane as if seeing himfor the first tine. Zane | ooked back, know ng
that, for this nman, he was phasing into the aspect of Death.

"Ah, yes," the man said unconfortably. "I amcertain it will be all right. The dragons
don't care how nuch ravishnent is within a person's nmind as long as the mnd is presently devoid
of drugs and the body is chaste.” He turned to his conpanion, who carried an ornate case. He
opened the case and lifted out a gleanm ng silver knife, which he presented to Luna. "You are
permtted to defend yourself with this alone. No nagic or firearns. If you can fend off the dragon
fairly, you will be freed, your onus abated."

"This apple-peeler is hardly sufficient to balk a firebreathing nonster!" Luna said.

"True. It is a token gesture, required by the Fair Enploynment Conmission. Naturally we do
not wi sh the dragon to be hurt. But it is theoretically possible."

Luna shrugged. "I cane here to die anyway. |If the Snoker doesn't take nme, sonething el se
will." She took the knife.

There was a speck on the horizon, over the Hot Snmoke nountain range. "Hark! It comes!" the
man sai d, wonder and awe on his face. He had surely seen nmany sinilar dragons, but he was a
reptile worshiper, and these were the lords of the reptile kingdom "Only the designated virgin
may remain, |lest the dragon sheer away. They're shy, you know, fromthe bad ol d days when
sportsmen hunted them wi th bazookas."” He scow ed at the foul nenory.

Luna said with a knowi ng quirk of her lips. "You

"Luna -- " Zane said, unable to fornulate a suitable protest.

"Let me at |east go in a manner of ny choosing," she told himgently. "I will not have
anot her chance."

"But | |ove you!"

"I believe you do," she agreed. "Perhaps in tine | would have returned the favor without
reservation, if not distracted by grief. But it seens it was not to be. | think nmy father nmeant ne

to love you, but did not foresee this." She turned toward the dragon, who was now | oomi ng | arger.
The other people had retreated to a shielded baffle to watch the proceedi ngs. There was even a
tel evision canmera crew, for Dragon vs. Muiden was popul ar |ocal color fare.

"But the termination of your life has been rigged!'" Zane cried. "The Nether One cheated!
You were supposed to live a full term and to balk himpolitically, so he fixed the schedule to
elinmnate you early! You shouldn't have to die at all!"

She turned quickly, stood on tiptoe, and kissed himon the lips. "It is kind of you to
tell me that, Zane. You press the case; maybe if you prove it, you can get ny soul freed from
Hell. | could join nmy father in Purgatory. That would be nice." Then she broke and wal ked
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resolutely toward the approaching formthat was the dragon

Zane wat ched her go, helpless to prevent the disaster that had been schedul ed. She was
right; Satan had won this round, by whatever neans. Luna had shed her tears and accepted her fate,
and now was doing a singularly generous thing. She was a good wonman, no matter what the officia
record said! He did |love her-and partly because of that, he could not interfere. She had chosen
her node.

He | ooked at the Deathwatch. The countdown was now at four ninutes. Soon he would have to
break away to attend to his true client, whoever that was-but first he would watch what happened
here, though it destroy his joy in life.

He still had tinme to do sonething to prevent what he | east wanted to see. But he knew he
woul d not. Luna had sel ected the manner of her termination, and it was a worthy manner. The
ki ndest thing he could do for her, ironically, was to |l et her be roasted and chewed to pieces by
t he dragon.

The dragon | oomed nuch larger as it circled the field, aligned itself, and swioped down
for a landing. Hot Snokers were not |arge dragons, as this class of reptile went, but their fire-
breat hi ng made them form dable. This one was a dragoness, a fenale, whose scal es were shades of
gray. On her back, between her great |eathery wings, was a single arnored egg.

There was an exclamation fromthe baffle, and Zane saw the tel evision caneranman nounting
his zoomlens. An egg neant a potential baby dragon, perpetuating the species; of course the
Dragoons were interested! They woul d be doing their best to track that egg, and the draglet who
hatched fromit. They might band it, so they could trace its migration route by radio. O course,
sonme illegal hunter would probably poach it long before it grewto nmaturity; that was anot her
reason this was an endangered species. Zane woul d have had nore synpathy for the plight of the
Snmokers, had it not been Luna this dragoness was about to feed on.

Luna canme to a stop in the center of the desert valley, nervously holding her knife. Zane
saw that she wore no jewelry, honoring the stricture against magic. There were surely stones in
her house that could vaporize a dragon! But she was determined to fulfill her role properly. She
had renmoved her cloak and was garbed in a flowi ng white dress, and her hair gl owed coppery in the
sunshi ne. She seened |ike the nost |ovely creature inagi nable. But Zane knew he was not objective;
he | oved her.

This was absolutely crazy! How could he watch the dragon slaughter her and not even try to
rescue her? He knew why, objectively, but he could not accept it enotionally. There had to be
anot her way.

Another way for what? If Luna did not die this way, she would di e sone other way-probably
a worse denmise. He realized, now, that Satan would never let the ten days till the hearing go by
unchal | enged; he would pre-enpt the matter, presenting the hearing with a fait acconpli.

What el se was to be expected fromthe Father of Lies? Zane had never had a chance to
settle this matter through channels. So the termination date had been noved up, probably because
of Zane's appeal, and it had been up to Luna to choose the nmanner of her demi se on this designated
day. At l|least the dragons were not sadistic; they killed and fed efficiently. They were natura
creatures, not given to waste, Zane contenpl ated the dragoness. She was about six neters |ong,
with a wingspan the sanme anmount, but her torso was serpentine rather than stout. Mass was
sacrificed in the interest of flight. She had only one set of feet, and her head was snall; in
fact, she was birdlike in her fashion. But few birds were her size, or had teeth, or |eather
wi ngs, or metallic scales. Both birds and dragons had evol ved fromthe ancient reptiles, but the
comon ancestor had been perhaps a hundred million years back

Maybe seventy million years ago the birds, manmals, and dragons had squeezed the di nosaurs
into extinction. For a long tine, all three had prospered, but now the mamals, mainly in the form
of mankind, were dominant. All too soon the dragons woul d be shoved into oblivion

If the death of a single person was hard, Zane thought, what, then, of the death of an
entire species? He approved of the Dragoons' canpaign to save the Smokers. He wi shed there were
some other way to feed this dragoness.

The Snokeress rolled up her wings and fol ded them back agai nst her torso. She inhal ed,
then puffed out a dense cloud of snobke. Zane realized that her burner was just warmng up
Adventure stories depicting a dragon waki ng froma snooze and shooting instant flanmes were
nonsense. It took a |lot of energy to shoot flanme, so it was never done carel essly. Dragons were
col d-bl ooded, like other reptiles, and generally hibernated in winter or mgrated south; their
fires were strictly for fighting and feedi ng. The Hot Snokers were nore snoky than nost, but where
there was dragonsnoke there was dragonfire.

The creature stal ked Luna, who took an involuntary step back. Dragons were so constituted
that they had to hunt and kill their own prey, so this was nmore than mere ritual. Wy that prey
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had to be virginal was a nystery the experts had never fathoned, but there was no question it was
true. A Hot Snoke dragon would literally starve to death before it would consune either prekilled
or nonvirginal flesh. The nost persuasive conjecture about the origin of this restricted diet was
that there had been a bad epidenic of venereal disease a fewmnllion years back and that dragons
who had consuned infected prey were danaged by the di sease thenselves, so it had becone a matter
of survival to eat only guaranteed clean neat. Thus virgins, very few of whom had contracted VD.

Now Zane saw that the dragoness was |inping. One foot was weak, though he could not tel
whet her this was from physical or magical nalaise. Sonetinmes cloddi sh people hurled curses at wild
creatures, considering it great sport. It could take a curse nonths to wear off, and that could be
an inconveni ence at best and a fatality at worst. Qther clods dunped the refuse of toxic spells in
the wi | derness, where innocent wildlife could stunble upon the dunp and get hurt. No wonder this
dragon had conme to the feeding station; she could not forage effectively al one- not while burdened
by the egg and handi capped by the foot.

Zane caught himsel f up short. Wiat was he thinking of? It was Luna this beast intended to
feed on! The nore handi capped the dragoness was, the better! Maybe Luna could, after all, fend off
the nonster with the knife. If she did that, if she escaped this fate legitimtely --

No. Fate could not so readily be cheated. Luna's death would not be the fault of the
dragoness. It would be the fault of --

The dragoness pounced. Luna danced away, slashing in the air with the knife. She m ght
know deat h was inevitable, but she was not resigned to it. She would fight to live a few extra
seconds, as a drowni ng person gasped for air. She was not a trained knife fighter, though her
artistic hands m ght be nore clever than nost; in any event, the dragonfire would negate her
efforts. So this was a largely automatic and futil e exercise.

The dragoness punped up her bellows and oriented on the woman. The beast was hot now, she
could send forth a searing blast. That would be the end. O course Luna had no chance!

Zane could not help hinself. He stepped in front of the nonster. The flame shot out, but
bounced off the Death cloak w thout hurting him

"No!" Luna cried. "Let ne die this way, Zane! Don't make ne ganbl e on whatever el se Satan
has in store!"

To make her ganble on a different death-that concept shook him though he had thought of
it earlier hinself. He had ganbl ed conpul sively, in past years, and dug hinself into a pit from
whi ch only Death had finally extricated him He had no wish to plunge back into that norass! Wy,
then, should he ganble with Luna's manner of dying?

The Snokeress was eying him trying to determi ne why he wasn't roasted. He stared back
and she bl anched in al nost the manner of a human being, beginning to perceive the nature of his
of fice.

"Don't do it!" Luna cried.

Zane reluctantly noved aside. He knew he had no right to interfere. The dragoness shook
her head, as if clearing it of the ashes of an unpleasant vision, and reoriented on Luna. Zane no
| onger seemed to exist for either of them as Death, he tended to fade fromthe awareness of
anyone who was not his client.

Yet the dragoness hesitated, for the specter of Death could not lightly be dism ssed from
t he deepest imagination of any creature who spied it. Even the briefest vision of Death tended to
make a person or creature conscious of its own nortality, and that was disquieting. Mst creatures
woul d go to sone lengths to avoid or expunge such awareness, and in this they were generally nore
successful than was man. Man's great curse was to perceive his death nore clearly than did any
other creatures; he could see the end coning, so suffered |onger

The dragoness, shaken, began to unfurl her wings, as if about to depart. "Don't change
your mind now" Luna cried. "If you don't eat me, the life of the poor girl | replaced will be
forfeit to the next dragon!"

Qops-that was correct! If Luna fought off the dragoness, she and the girl were free. But
if she never actually encountered the nonster-because sone third party like hinself interfered-her
gesture would go for nothing. Luna m ght have argued the case, since the dragoness had fired a
bl ast at her, but she had chosen instead to seek an honest death. Zane woul d have appreciated her
determ nation nmore if he had not |oved her

No, that wasn't right either! He | oved her nore because of it. Luna was show ng her
integrity and nmettle in the nost telling manner possible. He, Zane, had never done that.

Still the dragoness paused. Zane had not realized that the sight of the human
personi fication of Death would have such inpact on an aninmal. The dragoness really should not be
afraid of him D d she know sonet hing he didn't?

Luna charged at the nonster, brandishing her knife. Now the Snokeress reacted properly.
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She punped up, swung her head about, and issued a jet of pure blue flame that extended a good
three neters, with very little smoke. Maybe the dragoness had not been pausing fromalarm but to
work up a higher heat.

Luna dodged the jet. It was so narrow, now that the hot-box had becone fully operative,
that it was easy to avoid. Especially by sonmeone watching the nonster's head. Luna ran right up
al ongsi de the dragoness, stepped on the reptile's snoking snout, and scranbled onto her w nged
back.

The startl ed dragoness whi pped her head about. The serpentine neck was supple; she had no
trouble biting at her own back.

Then Luna got her hands on the egg. She ripped it free and held it like a football, close
to her body. "Now sear nme with your fire!" she screaned.

O course the dragoness did not dare do that; she would roast her own precious of fspring.
She froze for a nonent, paralyzed by indecision;, she was smart enough to see the problem but not
smart enough to figure out a solution

Luna had made an anmmzi ng nove and gai ned the advant age.

Luna slid off the dragoness' back, holding the egg tucked under one arm Still the reptile
could not attack; the egg was hostage.
The Dragoons saw what Luna had done. "Put down that egg!" the man in charge cried. "It's

i nval uabl e! So few dragons reproduce --

Luna backed away fromthe dragoness, holding the egg before her as a shield. The Snmokeress
swi tched her tail and snorted dense snoke, but did not attack

"The reckl ess use of pesticides has damaged the wi | derness environnent," the Dragoon
called. "Dragons' eggs have relatively fragile shells because of this, and many break before
hatching time. Until the pesticide residue clears-and that may take decades-the species is
flirting with extinction! Virgin, spare that egg!"

Luna | ooked down at the egg, considering. She nodded. She set the egg down on the sand and
moved away fromit.

How did this count? Zane wondered. Had Luna defeated the creature, discharging her
obligation? If so --

Luna charged the dragoness again, brandishing the silver knife. The fierce head whipped
about automatically, the jaws opening.

VWhat madness was this? Luria didn't have a chance! But it happened so fast that Zane
couldn't act in tine to prevent it.

The dragoness wafted out a gust of snobke, not having tinme to punp up another good fire.
The snmoke engul fed Luna for a nonent.

She screanmed, and the sound tore at Zane's being. In a nonent the snoke cl eared, blown
away by an idle breeze, and Zane realized to his added horror how hot that snoke had been. Luna's
lovely hair and fine clothing were scorched, her skin blistered. She had been blinded and
partially flayed by the heat.

The dragoness linped forward and took the reeling woman in her jaws. The teeth crunched
down, and rich red blood welled into her nouth and dri pped from her chin.

Wth wild surm se, Zane | ooked at his watch. The countdown stood at zero. His gens were
pointing to Luna.

"You were ny client all along!" he cried to the horribly nmangl ed body. "Your good deeds-
saving the designated virgin, sparing the valuable dragon's egg, feeding the dragoness-they
squared your bal ance! You are dying even!"

He ran up to take her soul, for she could not truly die until he clained it. The flanes of
Hell could not be worse torture for her than this! But as he canme to the terrible scene and saw
her body bl eeding in the dragoness' jaws, her head rolled toward him Her burned eyes opened
partway, the tatters of eyelids rising. Sonehow she felt his presence. "Take ne. Death!" she
rasped i n agony.

Suddenly Zane rebelled. This was the wonan he | oved!

He | ooked into Luna's suffering face. He had never inagined that he would ever choose to
extend such agony by even one second, but now he had to. "No," he said. He put the Deathwatch on
hol d.

Then the entire scene froze, for he had punched the button that stopped time itself, not
just the countdown. Punched? Unconsciously he had done the opposite, pulling it out. The cl ouds
st opped nmoving in the sky, the | eaves on the stunted bushes stopped quivering in the wind, and the
Dragoons were statues. The dragoness renained with her teeth clanped in Luna's body. Even the
snoke hung notionl ess.

Zane turned about. Sure enough, Chronos stood behind him "I thought you would cone to
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i nvestigate," Zane said. "I want you to nove us back to just before Luna got -- "

Chronos shook his head. "I can do that. Death, but it will not help you. Luna has been
designated to die on this day; only the manner of it is optional."

Zane was grim "Her death is nowin nmy province. | love her. | know her early denise is

illicit, and I will not take her soul."

A woman wal ked across the sand. It was Fate, in her mddle guise. "You nust take her soul
Death, or there will literally be Hell to pay."

"To Hell with Hell!" Zane exploded. "I will not take her on this basis. You nay have been
directed to set this up. Fate, but you can not nove her soul. Only | can do that, and | will not.
Undo your mischief, for I will not let her die."

Anot her figure appeared. It was Mars, the Incarnation of War. "Fate set it up, but as you
surnmse, it was at the behest of the Powers that Be. She had and has no choice."

"At the cheating behest of Satan!" Zane cri ed.

"That rmay be true," Mars said. "But you can not war with him"

"Satan cheated!" Zane repeated. "I have put in a petition for redress that shall surely be
granted when the facts are known. Until that petition is heard, | shall not indulge in any tacit
collusion with the Prince of Evil. Luna shall not die."

One nore figure arrived, also immune to the stasis of tinme. It was Nature, wearing her
dress of mist. "Desist this foolishness, Thanatos," she urged. "You have gotten away wi th breaking
little rules, but this time you are in deeper than you know. "

Zane glared at them "Are you all against ne? Then all of you be dammed! | know I am
right, I know nmy power, and | shall not be noved."

Nature smiled grimy. "We are at the crisis point. It is the occasion to speak plainly."

"I have heard you speak plainly!" Zane retorted. "But you can not overrule nme in ny
bailiw ck. This woman shall not die!"

Fate smled. "Rel ax, Death. W are on your side."

Suddenly Zane had a nmental vision of parallel lines, one of the five formations of thought
Nat ure had described to himat their prior nmeeting: is. It was as if each Incarnation was one of
the matchsticks, and all were going the sane way. "You're all in this! You all conspired to put ne

in this hole!"

"W all conspired,"” Chronos agreed. "Satan has to be bal ked, and God won't intervene. W
Incarnations are all that remains to enforce the Covenant of nonintervention."

Zane spun about, his angry gaze brushing past each of them "The way | assunmed the office
of Death-ny neeting with Luna, so carefully arranged by her father, who was in on this-ny
i nnocent, seem ngly coincidental encounters with each of you other Incarnations-Luna's present
agony-al |l arranged beforehand!"

"Known, not necessarily arranged," Chronos said. "But the details adapted where
necessary," Fate added. "Because we had to have the office filled by a person of the appropriate
nature,” Nature said.

"So that he could lead the battle against Satan,” Mars concl uded.

"Damm you! Damm you all!" Zane cried. "I never asked for this onus! Wat right did any of
you have to nmeddle in ny life?"

"The right of necessity," Nature said. "All mankind will be damed if we don't neddle."

"Exactly how can ny pain and Luna's death do anyone any good?" he denanded.

"Her life," Fate corrected. "It is her life we need, not her death."

"I showed you that,” Chronos said. "In twenty years, Luna will balk Satan's politica
t akeover of the United States of Anerica, thus preventing himfrominstituting policies that wll
render the nation and the world decidedly unanicable and send nuch of the Iiving species of man
directly to Hell. But Luna can not balk himif she dies prematurely."”

Zane's under st andi ng was coal esci ng, but he was not pleased. "So you arranged to install a
man in the office of Death who you knew woul d not take her," he said bitterly. "Because he was
fool enough to I ove what was thrust at himfor that purpose. And Magician Kaftan did that to his
own daughter -- "

"It is aterrible thing we do," Chronos said. "But the privations any of us face today are
but an eye blink to those we shall face in a generation if the Prince of Evil wins. W sacrifice
the now for the sake of the hence. | amin a position to know. "

"But you used me-and her!" Zane cried in continuing anguish. "Were is your norality?"

"It is our business to use people,"” Fate said. "Have you yourself hesitated to enpl oy your
power to change the circunstances of your clients?" O course she was scoring there, for Zane was
in deep trouble for doing just that. He had hardly hesitated to i npose his own view of what was
right, sparing sone clients, taking sone, and changi ng the manner of the dying of others. Holy,
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Holy, Hol y!

"Now, in the hour of crisis, we are using ourselves," Fate continued. "W have nade it
possible for you to save the living world by saving the life of the woman you | ove. You were ready
to oppose us, though you knew our power, when we tested you on this just now. Now you can aid us,
to your own advantage."

It was, of course, true. They had spun himinto an inextricable conmmitnent. Wthout Fate's
intervention in his life, he would probably have shot hinself and-no, of course she had al so set
up his need to shoot hinself by denying himhis romance with Angelica-or had she set that up, too?
How far back did this go? Probably, left to his own devices, he would have | ooked at the stones in
the Mess o' Pottage shop, been able to afford none, and returned to his dreary forner existence.
He would at this nonent be scrounging for back rent by selling pornographi c photographs of
unsuspecting wonen. |nstead, he had been launched into a fantastic new real mof death and | ove...

Nature smiled. "Mars grasped the essentials of the battle between God and Satan," she
sai d. "Chronos spotted the key episode to conme. | defined the qualities of the person who could
and woul d do what had to be done, and Fate arranged to put himyou-in the proper situation. W
col | aborated, and touched your life as you | ooked at the Deathstone, and now the matter is in your
hands. W can not fight this battle w thout your acqui escence."”

"But you didn't tell ne!"

"Had we set it up openly, Satan would have known," Fate remi nded him "He woul d have acted
to prevent this encounter, just as he acted to elimnate Luna before her turn. The Prince of Evil
has no civilized limts; he seeks only his own aggrandi zenent, and his craft and power are
enornmous. But now the deed is done, and even he can not rescind it, though he is surely listening
to us now. The tine for secrecy is past.”

"What deed?" Zane denanded, exasperated. "I have not saved Luna's life; | have only
refused to take her soul."

"And will you take that soul hereafter if Satan asks you to?" Nature asked cannily.

"No! And not if you ask ne to. Green Mother! | love Luna; | don't care by what
machi nati ons the rest of you arranged this thing, or whom | m ght have | oved otherw se, or whom
she m ght have loved; I'Il not betray her nyself."

"W thought you would feel that way," Nature said. "We never w shed you evil, Thanatos; we

al ways wi shed you success. We deeply regret having to plot against your predecessor, who was a
decent officehol der-but he woul d not have bal ked at taking Luna. He was too experienced with the
m schi ef of opposing the status quo and would not try to thwart God or Satan. W had to have a
headstrong, enotional Death, new enough and young enough not to be jaded by experience, and alive
enough to respond to an attractive and intelligent young woman. W chose you and we used you, and
for that we apol ogi ze- but we believe we had no choice. W could not do the job ourselves. The
brunt nust be yours. Satan wants Luna dead, but only you can conplete that death. As long as you
hold out, Satan is foiled."

Zane | ooked at Luna's body, the welling and dripping blood frozen in place. "Mich good may
it do her or the world,"” he nmuttered. "She is not dead, but neither is she alive."

Chronos raised his hourglass. "Now | can act." He turned his hand, reversing the gl ass
without inverting it, so that the sand flowed upward. Qutside their circle, time ran backward, as
it had on the night of the fire.

The dragoness' nouth opened. Blood welled into Luna's body, rising in swift drops fromthe
ground and coursing in rivulets to closing wounds as the nonster's teeth wi thdrew. The dragoness
head j erked back and Luna sprang out, blind and flayed. She reel ed backward- into a coal escing
cloud of snoke. She screaned. In a nonent the snoke squeezed into the reptile's nouth, and Luna
backed away unhar ned.

Chronos gestured with the hourglass, and tine refroze.

"Now you can take her back, on tenporary |license. But there are some cautions. Satan can

not make you take her soul, but he can make you wi sh you had. You will have to be brutally
st eadf ast . "

Zane | ooked at the restored Luna, suddenly so healthy. He blinked. The horror had
unhappened! "I shall be."

"But you can not decline this client without declining all,"” Nature said. "On others you
coul d choose before, for you were nerely juggling their situations when no other supernatura
entity was concerned. But in this case the issue has been joined. Satan will hold you to the

technicality of the law, for all that he honors no technicalities hinself. You will not be
permtted to take any soul without first taking Luna's. You nust take none-or all."

"Then |'mon strike," Zane said. "I will take none- until Luna is released fromthis
wrongful schedul e of denise."
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"Yet Satan will press his case," Mars warned. "Never in your life or death have you waged

such a canpai gn agai nst an Eternal. W do not know whether you will be able to prevail."
"I won't take Luna's soul," Zane insisted. "No natter what. You conspired to put ne into
|l ove with her, and | know that and resent it, but | never betrayed one |I |oved, though ny own sou

be in peril."

"Yes, we know," Nature said. "That was your prinme qualification for our purpose. You are
intenporately loyal to your |oves and your beliefs." She kissed himon the cheek

"The fate of humanity depends, however deviously, on your resolve," Fate said, kissing his
ot her cheek. "Never forget that."

Mars and Chronos nodded grave agreenent. Then there was a swirl of mixed inpressions, and
the others were gone. Zane was left with Luna and the Hot Snobke dragoness.

Zane touched his watch, and the notion resuned. Luna noved toward the dragoness. But she
stopped, for there was already an offering before the nonster

Evidently Nature had procured a sacrificial lanb for the occasion. The poor |anb gave one
terrified bleat before getting chonped. For an instant Zane wondered how it could die, if no souls
could be collected, then renenbered that the collectors of aninal souls were not on strike. Only
human soul s were at issue.

In noments the dragoness consunmed the virgin [anb, wool and all. She l|icked off her chops,
burped, and linped over to rescue her precious egg. She picked it up carefully in her nouth,
breat hed just enough fire to nelt a spot on the shell, and stuck it to her back. Then she unfurled

her wi ngs, scranbled along the sand runway, headed into the wind, got up velocity, and took off.
Soon she was a di m ni shing speck in the sky.

Zane strode across the sand and intercepted the | eader of the Dragoons, who was staring as
if at a mracle. "Are you satisfied? Then rel ease the virgin."

The man nodded. "Did you see that?" he asked raptly. "Suddenly a lanb! It must be an Act
of God!"

"The virgin's onus is abated,"” Zane said insistently.

"Ch, yes,"” the man said absently. "W shall transport her to our base-city to the south of
Nevada, Las Vegas, and purchase a carpet ticket to her horme. You have ny word."

And the word of this dedicated nan was good. Zane turned to the virgin. "Wen you get
hone, miss, | suggest you -- "

"Ch, yes, sir!" she exclaimed. "I will marry the boy next door immediately!"

Good enough. She would no | onger be at risk as dragon bait. Her job was done

H s own, however, was just beginning. Zane wal ked up to Luna and took her by the arm
| eadi ng her toward his horse. Mourtis had sinply faded out of the picture and faded back in now
that he was needed again. Luna seened dazed. "I was scorched, crushed -- " she said, putting her
free hand where her wounds had been.

So she remenbered! "Time-that's Chronos, another |ncarnation-reversed your sacrifice. You
have been spared because | refused to take your soul ."

"But you should not have been sumoned for ne!"” she protested. "My sin outwei ghs ny good
I should have gone directly to Hell!"

"So we thought," he agreed. "But you chose a good way to neet your transformation, seeking
and expecting no reward. Your soul is now in balance, as the other Incarnations knew it would be,
and you are ny direct client. Your life would still have been forfeit, because of Satan's
cheating, but | have gone on strike. No one will die until your case is settled."

"But then what is ny status?" she asked, perplexed. She seened benused to find herself
alive and wi thout physical pain, as well she m ght be.

“Linbo, | believe." He considered and realized that the other Incarnations had not told
hi m much. They had sinply set the scene, and now he had to play it out. "I think you can go about
your normal life, on bail, as it were, until this business with Satan is settled."

"My normal life!l" she exclainmed incredulously. "At least | can take you hone, where you
will be safe with your griffins and noon noth."

She forned a wy smile. "I hope you know what you are doi ng, Zane, because | amnot at al
sure at the noment where reality lies. | expected to be dead."

“"I"'mrighting a wong," he said. "Satan conspired against you, and I mean to foil him It
woul d be the proper thing to do, even if | had not been led into this situation Iike a puppet on a
string, and even if | didn't l[ove you."

"I hardly think I"'mworth it, dead or alive,"” she murnured as they reached Mrtis.

"Worth saving, or worth | oving?"

"Either. I'mjust not that inportant a person. | know | couldn't stand up to Satan, or
even to one of his denobns." She shuddered, renenbering the denon she had encountered. "And | doubt
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that |ove -- "

Mortis |l eaped into the sky. "Your doubt doesn't matter,'
on Earth.”

She hugged hi muncertainly from behind, not speaking again. He delivered her to her hone
and | eft her there with the adnonition to stay indoors and sl eep. He would check on her
frequently.

"Hone, Mortis," he said, suddenly very tired. The Death steed plunged into the sky.

Zane said. "Your soul will remain

Chapter 11 -- SATAN S CASE

The Deat hwat ch caught his eye. It had clients backl ogged. "Sorry-no action today,
murmured. "Or for some tinme to come. "

They arrived at his mansion in the sky, and Zane di smounted. "I think you'll have a week's
good grazing, Mrtis," he said. "You ve been a perfect steed, and | wi sh you the best."

The gallant stallion nickered appreciation, shook his body to nake the saddl e vani sh, and
headed toward the pasture. Zane went to the house.

The househol d staff took care of himas always. Zane had a good neal, a shower, a change
of clothing, and felt rmuch refreshed. He settled down to watch the news on television, knowing it
woul d be brinmming over with his |atest scandal ous behavi or. Everything seenmed fine, except for two
things: he m ssed Luna, and he was apprehensive about his future. He knew he faced no easy tine.

It would not take Satan long, if he had not |istened in on the Hot Snmoke scene, to realize that
Luna had not arrived in Hell on schedul e.

"Good evening, Death," the urbane announcer said fromthe screen. "I dislike intruding on
your well deserved privacy, but there seems to be a m sunderstanding."

Zane peered nore closely at the face. The man's conpl exi on was dark with a red tinge, and
two small horns projected fromhis tenples. "Satan!" he exclai ned.

"At your service," the Prince of Evil agreed, inclining his head politely. "Do you have a

Zane

nmonent ?"

Zane sighed. Already the dread encounter was upon him Satan was affecting politeness, but
he woul d have his say no matter what Death did. "I refuse to send Luna's soul to Hell!" Zane said
firmy

Sat an | aughed. The sound was nel |l ow and good-hunored, as if he were enjoying a joke on
hinself. "To Hel | ? My dear associate, she need not cone here! |'msure she will be welcone in

Heaven, after her several neritorious acts."

What was this? "You don't want her?"

"I want only what is due Me, Death. Luna is a good worman, regardl ess of what the record
may indicate. | can personally guarantee she will not come to Hell. | have no use for her kind
here. ™

"Then why did you slate her for untinely dem se?" Zane snapped.

The Devil's lips quirked. "I mnust confess there is a bit of awkwardness coming up. | see
no reason to involve such a |ovely and good wonan in that matter."

"So you're killing her early!"

"I merely seek the least painful way to alleviate a difficult situation. | regret that
this may cause you personal distress. Death, but | amquite willing to conpensate you -- "
"How can you conpensate ne for the loss of the woman | |ove!™

"My dear sir. My organi zation specializes in conpensations! If it is the delights of the
distaff flesh you desire -- " Satan gestured off screen, and a truly beautiful brunette joined
him "My dear, show My esteened col | eague your offerings."

The wonman smil ed dazzlingly and unzi pped her bl ouse. A phenonmenally full and rounded bosom
energed, untethered by a brassiere.
"She's a succubus!" Zane said, catching on

"Naturally. | could provide you with your choice of the human beauties of history, nost of
whom now reside in ny domain and any of whom woul d be overjoyed to delight you eternally. But you
woul d have to cone to Hell, for they can not return to Earth in their original bodies. | assune

you prefer a creature who can cater to you in life. These highly specialized creatures, the
succubi, can entertain you anywhere."

Zane was silent, taken aback by the sheer audacity of the offer. Satan thought he woul d
accept a fermale denon in lieu of Lunal

"This one, for exanple," Satan continued blithely as the woman-shape continued to strip
"Note her fairness efface and fullness of feature. You can't match that on Earth.”
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Zane found part of his voice. "But -- "

"And that's not all," Satan said quickly. The succubus was stepping out of her skirt. She
turned about as Satan touched her arm showi ng her plush buttocks and thoroughly fleshed thighs to
t he eager cl ose-up canera.

"But that's not -- "

“"Ah, but it is," Satan said enthusiastically. "It is eternal. Living wonen inevitably
change and fatten and age, but a she-denon's flesh never atrophies. You need have no concern at
al | about degradation of form" He slapped her right flank, and the ripple of flesh proceeded in
measured stages across the right buttock, through the Ileft, and down the thighs before reversing
like a wave at the edge of a pool and returning to the point of inpact. "Eternal," the Evil One
repeat ed softly.

"You don't understand," Zane said, keeping his voice steady, though his eyes did fee
somewhat bugged out. "I don't want a vol uptuous succubus. | want Luna."

"I can provide you the formof Luna," Satan said. "Formis the |east part of a woman." He
gestured, and the denpness nisted and re-formed, turning to face the canera in the exact |ikeness
of Luna. It was eerie, for no detail differed. The hair was just as brown and flow ng, the eyes
just as gray and deep. |f Zane didn't know better..

"But her mind -- " he said doggedly.

Satan frowned. "There, | confess, is a problem Intelligent conversation does require a
m nd. Most men prefer their females w thout nminds of their own."

"Al'l of which is beside the point," Zane said, gaining confidence. The Prince of Evi
couldn't deceive soneone who was al ert-he hoped! "I love Luna for herself, not just her form She
has done sonme very generous things, very brave things, and is a wonderful person-and she is going
to stop you frominterfering with the world, twenty years hence. That's why | will not renove her
soul fromlife." Zane was afraid he was saying too nuch, but couldn't help hinself.

"A commendabl e attitude,” Satan said mldly. "One should always pronote the wel fare of
one's situation and one's friends. That's enlightened self-interest."

Zane was surprised. "You agree?"

"Of course | agree. Death! | amthe Deity of Self-interest, after all. But one does have
to be careful how one defines the term"
"It's not copulating with succubi!" Zane shot back

"That depends on one's viewpoint. You really should try it before condeming it. Your
girlfriend did."

"That's a liel" Zane snapped with sudden heat. But he realized as he reacted that he
shoul d not; Satan was cleverly pushing his buttons, pushing himaround enotionally, getting him
of f bal ance. Too much of that, and the Devil would have himreacting exactly as he wanted. Zane
rem nded hinself that the Hot Snoke dragoness would not have started to consune Luna if she had
not been physically virginal. He hardly needed to argue the case with the Devil

"Naturally | amthe Father of Lies, atitle | carry with pride," Satan responded equably.
"Truth is only as each person sees it; there is no absolute standard of integrity. That is why |
often find it necessary to depend on reason to convince skeptics of the validity of ny case. Pay
attention to My logic, and you will have no need of further verification."

"Maybe, " Zane said shortly, distrusting this.

"You choose to interpret Luna's physical virginity as the whole of her purity. Are you
sure you are not deceiving yourself thereby?"

What a silver tongue the Devil had! He was personable and agreeable, and presented his
case in positive terms.

It was hard to resist his charm Zane had sonehow antici pated a gl owering, snoky horror-
mask issuing terrible threats. Yet, he renminded hinself, the evil was the same, regardl ess of the
i mage it projected.

"I know she was raped by one of your denons," Zane said. "I know that rape was psychic,
not physical. | know it inposed a heavy |load of sin on her soul. But I also know she did it to try
to learn nagic to hel p her father

On the record she may have nuch sin, but as a person, she is good."

"Unquestionably, and very intelligently answered," Satan said, as if addressing a
precoci ous student. He patted the succubus on her bouncy bare bottom and she noved off screen
"There is nothing quite as conmendabl e as the sacrifice of one's soul, one's own i mortal soul
for the good of another, however that good may be defined. By that measure, you yourself are a
much better man than your record indicates. Luna is certainly a rare creature."

"Then why are you houndi ng her?" Zane denmanded, though this was nostly rhetoric; he knew
the answer and had al ready charged Satan with it. But he had to say sonething to help hinself
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resist the tide of gratitude that threatened to undermni ne his cause. Satan had conplinented him

as well as Luna, for a matter that was fundamental to Zane's self-image. Satan had justified

Zane's treatnment of his nother. How nmuch easier it would have been to fight a raveni ng nonster
Sat an | aughed again, sounding |ike the nost pleasant of conpanions. "My dear |ncarnation

I am not concerned with good. Evil is My bailiwick! It is My Eternal duty to define and chastise
the evil in nman. Surely you agree this is a necessary chore?"

"Yes, but -- "

"There is an enornous amount of evil in the world," the urbane figure continued
persuasively. "Left to itself, that evil would soon corrupt the entire society, like mlk going

bad. It has to be disciplined; the evildoers have to be punished, and to know that punishnent is
inevitable and in strict accordance with their offenses. In fact, the entire society has to be
advi sed of the consequence of evil action. Only that way can man as a species be inproved."

This was a conpelling rationale! "But Luna, you admit, is not fundanentally evil! Wy
shoul d she be puni shed?"

"My dear associate,"” Satan said with another warm and tolerant smile, as a benign father
m ght address a bright but errant child. "W agree she is not evil, and of course she is not to be
puni shed! She is to be sent directly to Heaven, where she belongs. Surely you do not object to
that!"

"To Heaven?" Zane asked bl ankly. "You agree to -- ?"

"I only want what is Mne. Luna belongs to God." Zane scranbled for nental footing. "But
it is not her turn! Wiy schedule her to die prematurely?" Again he was pushing Satan to confess
the truth; would he do it? "If one must go early in order that a hundred be fairiy treated-would
you do right by the one and wong by the hundred?"

"Wll, no, but -- "

"Death, | have analyzed the future course of man in sone detail. | conprehend trends that
m ght be considered too subtle for nortal minds. Not for your mind, of course; you are a
perceptive person. But a detailed narration would becone tedious. In essence, | perceive a nexus
approxi mately twenty years hence that is crucial to the fate of the human species. By taking
advantage of that particular situation, |I can change the course of human history. | will be able
to purge an enornous amount of evil with a mininmumof disruption. Unfortunately, one well-

i ntentioned but nisguided person obstructs that opportunity. It grieves Me to deal firmy with
that person, who is perfectly justified in her stand, according to her nore linited conprehension;
but the justice of the many nust take precedence over the justice of the one. The equati on may
seemcruel in the particular instance, and unfair in the specific case-but in the |arger context,
the values reverse. This is the reality it is My eternal duty to honor."

And Luna was that one. Were it not for that, Zane m ght have found hinsel f persuaded.
"Father of Lies, | don't believe you."

Still Satan took no offense. "You are correct to be cautious. | like your independent
thinking. | amsure a person of your perspective will cone to the appropriate conclusion."

"I doubt you can convince nme to send the wonan | |ove to Eternity before her tine."

Sat an shrugged. "Timng can be a matter of convenience, Death. Do you feel privileged to
have had your own situation cynically nanipulated by others, including the time and manner of your
departure fromyour original |ife?"

The Evil One was bearing down harder! "I'mnot really pleased about that," Zane admitted,
knowi ng that honesty was by far the best course. He could hardly match Satan's proficiency in
lying, even if he wanted to. Any lie, even a mld self-deception, would play into Satan's hands.
"But | think that, in this circunstance, it was the necessary -- " He paused, realizing the
implication. The welfare of the one, sacrificed for the benefit of the many! He was playing into
the Devil's hands anyway!

"Circunst ance makes puppets of us all,
excellently in your office;

I can tell you that sincerely, though perhaps God would not. It has been decades, perhaps
centuries, since a Death has placed consci ence above conveni ence, and the role is overdue for
reinterpretation.”

Zane tried to resist his pleasure at this flattery, mistrusting its source. "l dare say it
is bringing ne rapidly closer to you."

"Ho! Ho! Ho!" Satan laughed, like a jolly Santa Claus. "lIsn't that the irony! The rules
are so fixed that those few who do the right thing nust pay for it with their souls! God would jet
green flame if He knew But frankly. He is not paying attention."

Zane was taken aback by this open denigration of God. But what el se should he have
expected from God's archenenmy? "You say you're getting good souls in Hell?" he asked, anazed.

Sat an sai d synpathetically. "You function
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"And losing evil ones to Heaven," Satan agreed, slapping his knee. "Gums up the works
sonet hing awful. But that's the way of bureaucracy and cl assified standards; sone poor souls

al ways slip through the cracks."

This was the Father of Lies, Zane rem nded hinself. Al or nothing or any rati o between
could be falsity. It was dangerous even tal king to Satan, for soon the boundaries of good and evi
becanme fuzzed by el oquent mi sl eadi ng.

"I see you renmain in doubt," Satan said, leaning forward with apparent sincerity. "That is
qui te under st andabl e. Your associ ates have maneuvered to put you in an awkward position. You have
problems in your office, and are inhibited by rules that have | ost their relevance to the
contenporary scene. Likewise I, in My office. It behooves us to cooperate where our offices
overlap. This can greatly facilitate our respective duties and benefit us both."

"l see no benefit!"

"Ch, but you have not given yourself the chance to see it," Satan said smoothly. "Let M
give you a tour of My demesnes.”

"Atour of Hell? | don't -- "

"It can be arranged. Death. You have nerely to depart your physical host for a tine. You
have My personal assurance that you will return in good order."

"The assurance of the Father of Lies!" Zane cried, repelled. "Now you are trying to get ne
into Hell! | refuse to risk my soul that way!"

"A man who will not risk his soul to save that of the woman he | oves, perhaps does not
deserve her love in return,” Satan renarked.

That stung! "I just don't care to risk it on a bad bet. | don't see that | need to exam ne
your case at all. Not personally in Hell. What | want is a review of the nmerits of the scheduling
of Luna's death. |If you can arrange for the reviewto be soon, I'Il welcone that."

Satan rolled his eyes. "Have you ever tried to hurry a bureaucracy?"

There was that. "Anyway, | think I'Il just sit tight right here until that review " Zane

bel i eved he had Satan over a barrel, for the review would surely expose evidence of Satan's
cheating and free Luna fromthe sentence.

"I amnot certain you conprehend My problem" Satan said. "Hell is geared for a large
turnover. Thousands of souls enter each hour for processing. You have abruptly stopped the flow.
That gives My initiation cadre no work to do."

"The respite should be good for them" Zane said, smiling unsynpathetically. "They can
sharpen their pitchforks, or whatever."

"On the contrary! Those little devils nmust be kept occupied constantly. Who in Hell finds
work for idle devils to do?"

Zane visualized idle devils ranpaging in Hell, overturning racks and littering torture
chanbers. That would certainly be a problen

"Consider this," Satan said. The television picture changed to the news report of an
accident. An airplane had experienced heavy weather in a cold northern region and crashed in an
i solated spot. Fifty passengers were trapped inside. "These people are freezing to death,” Satan
said. "There is no hope of rescue, yet none of themcan die while Death remains on strike." The
canera panned on the w eckage, then showed an interior view, where several passengers had critica
injuries and others were in dire straits. This was a no-survivors type of crash

"Do you really intend to let these victins suffer indefinitely, rather than free their
souls for Eternity?" Satan asked soberly. "Mst of this batch is slated for Heaven, so there is
nothing to be gai ned by del ay except undeserved m sery."

Zane had not considered that aspect. Had he been deliberately avoiding the obvious? O
course there would be horrendous suffering! Death was no burden to a ternminally injured person; it
was relief. He was the first person to defend the right of anyone to die on schedule. He had,
technically, comritted nurder in the defense of that right. Now he was responsible for a worse
deni al than that perforned by any hospital. Satan had struck at another vulnerability, with the
acute perception of his evil nature. It was not one person suffering now, it was a nultitude!

Yet how nmany people would suffer eternally if Satan had his way? |If one person-Luna-could
be sacrificed to help fifty in a plane weck, why couldn't fifty be sacrificed to help the entire
wor | d? Satan was putting pressure on him and he had to withstand it. He had known it woul d not be
easy, but had underestimated the cunning ingenuity of the argument.

"I deeply regret the suffering of these people," Zane said. "But it is your will, not
mne, that precipitates it. The sooner ny petition is considered and Luna is freed fromher unfair
sentence of early death, the better."

"I believe the date of the hearing could be noved up," Satan said, as if it were an
incidental matter. "Come consider My case, and | will see that yours is considered."
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So the Devil did have power to affect that natter-or so he was letting it be inplied. "You
are proffering a deal ?"

"I specialize in deals.”

"How can | trust you to honor any part of any deal you nake?"

"A deal not signed in blood is not worth the blood it's signed with," Satan said, grinning
af fably.

"I refuse to sign in blood!"

"Nor are you required to. That was nerely a medi eval custom the client's bl ood gave Me
the magi ¢ power to enforce the contract. Today fingerprints or retina-prints do just as well. But
no contract of any nature can bind an Incarnation, so that's irrelevant." Satan | eaned forward,
hi s handsone face radiating sincerity. "Merely appreciate the background rationale. Death. It is
to My interest to persuade you to end your strike. It is to your interest to guarantee the welfare
of your girlfriend. It is thus to our nutual interest to establish comunication and conplete
under st andi ng. Cheating does not facilitate this."

"If | goto Hell and do not return, there will be a new person to assunme the office of
Deat h. That one, | amsure, will be nore anenable to your guidance."

Satan smiled in wy agreenent. "You are quick to appreciate reality. But all you have to
do is consult with Fate, who arranges the details of transitions. No one else can do it. She wll

not, | suspect, deceive you on this matter. If you have her assurance that your transition wll
not be nmade at this time -- "

Zane wasn't sure about that, but thought it worth investigating. "If | visit Hell, listen
to your spiel, and then turn it down, will you free Luna from her sentence?"

"Of course not!" Satan said indignantly. "I will nerely seek sone other avenue to achieve

My objective."
"Then what is the point of ny tour?"
"You night be persuaded. Then you could reap great reward and be eternally happy."
"I can't be eternally happy unless | die," Zane pointed out.
"By no neans. Death. Your present office is eternal."”

“Until | leave it."
Satan's smile becanme slightly strained. "How may | reassure you, then?"
"Free Luna."

"You are being unreasonable."

"By your definition. If that concludes our business --

A faint halo of snoke formed about Satan's face, but he hung on to his snile. "Suppose we
conprom se. Conpronise is an excellent route to Hell. If your tour of Hell does not convince you --

"You will free Luna," Zane finished firmy.

Sat an sighed. "I could have wished for a nore responsive officeholder. But-1 will free
Luna. "

Was Satan |ying? Probably-but Zane was just uncertain enough of his own position and power
totry it. If Satan reneged, he would be proved to have bargained in bad faith, and Zane woul d
have no further doubts. Meanwhile, Death still would not take Luna. He really had nothing to | ose,
as long as he remamined in the office.

And that was the key. If he lost his own position...yet Satan's barb about the worth of a
man who would not risk his soul for love still stung, and so did Zane's own consci ence. He shoul d
at least listen to the other side. "I'Il consult with Fate."

“I'"lIl put her on," Satan said. Fate appeared on the television screen, in her |ovely young
Cl ot ho gui se.

"No," Zane said. "That could be your denon doing another imtation. | want this personal."

"As you wish," Fate said. Snmiling, she stepped out of the TV picture to stand before him
"The creatures of Hell who can manifest on Earth can assune any form physically, but not
intellectually.” She stretched a bright thread between her hands. "And no one but an Incarnation

can enmulate an Incarnation. This is your thread. Death; see, | can nmove you with it."

She made a kink in the thread-and suddenly Zane was sitting on the floor. She straightened
it again, and he found hinmself back in the easy chair. "I can spin it long or short, snmooth or
furry, thick or thin. As Lachesis, | can neasure it to define your [ife -- " She was now the
m ddl e-aged form "And as Atropos, | can cut it off." She becane an old hag with a huge pair of
Sci ssors.

"Enough! " Zane cried. "I accept your identity!"

"That's nice," she said, returning to Lachesis. "This deal the Infernal One proffers is
legitimate. Death, at least to the extent of your survival. Your thread continues beyond this
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epi sode. Thereafter it becomes tangled; | can not guarantee the tapestry far ahead when Satan
draws on it."

"I''"l'l worry about The hereafter in the hereafter,” Zane said.

"As you choose. Death," she said tightly, and he realized that she feared his surviva
meant he woul d be converted to Satan's side. That, nore than anything el se, satisfied himabout
her validity. "But watch yourself in Hell."

"I shall. \Wat about Luna's thread?"

Fate drew out another thread fromthe air, inspecting it. "That, too, is tangled."

"Satan has promsed to free her if I amnot convinced by this tour."

Fate squinted closely at the thread again. "No, | can't be sure of that; there is too much
interference. You nust be alert for |oopholes. Did he say when?"
"When?"

"When he would free her. Imediately or in one century?"

Zane's heart sank. "No."

"When you choose," Satan said equably.

"I don't trust that," Fate said. "He's as slippery as a greased eel. But | suppose you had
better go to Hell and see what you can see."

"Maybe | should hire a guide," Zane joked weakly.

"Do that," she agreed seriously.

Suddenly it was not a joke. "Who might be a guide for a tour such as this? No living
person could do it, and I don't know many dead people -- " He paused, remenbering one. "Mlly
Mal one! The ghost fishnonger! Wuld she -- ?"

Fate's lips quirked ever so slightly with approval. "I know that ganin. She's one canny
guttersnipe."

"I really don't see why you should choose to conplicate a sinple private tour,'

Sat an
sai d.

"Just what is Mly's standing in Eternity?" Zane asked. "Qoviously she doesn't reside in
Heaven or Hell."

"She is unattached," Fate said. "But nobst other friends are in Hell. MIlly was unwilling
to desert them when she died, but she was too good a girl to go Below, so she's serving her term
on the streets. Eventually she'll tire of this and allow herself to waft up to Heaven-but

meanwhi | e, she can safely visit Hell."
"W have no use for her kind," Satan grunbl ed.
"But you can't deny her visiting privileges,"” Zane said.
"Because of her loyalty to sone of those incarcerated. | want her with ne there.”
"I will fetch her," Fate said, sniling covertly.
The snoke about Satan increased, but he renained silent.

In a noment the ghost appeared. "I hear you want to go on anot her sightseeing tour
Death," Mlly said brightly. "But where's your date?"

"Luna will never see Hell," Zane said. "Satan seeks to convince nme to let her die, and if
she dies she will go to Heaven, and if he can't convince ne to take her, nmaybe he'll |eave her
al one. "

Mol Iy glanced darkly at the Prince of Evil. "Wen Hell freezes over," she nuttered. Satan
only smiled tiredly; he had heard that expression countless tines. "You can't trust the Prince of
Evil, Death. His minions |obby for legislation on Earth to pronote |iquor and guns, so that
drunken drivers and hot headed mal contents will send thenselves and others to Hell early."”

"On the contrary,
por nogr aphy and ganbling --

"Because that puts the police to work raidi ng bookstores and penny-ante card ganes,
i nstead of bearing down on crine in the streets!" MIlly came back hotly. "You don't want people
i nside their homes reading or entertaining thenselves; you want them outside and restl ess and
frustrated, stirring up real mschief!"

Zane realized that Molly, who had died young in the streets, had a personal grudge here.

Satan said. "I pronpte legislation to outlaw antisocial things |ike

"WIIl you be ny guide in Hell, MIlly?" he asked. "I nmean, if you will cone along and talk to your
friends who are incarcerated there -- "
She smiled brilliantly. "1'lIl be glad to, Death! H's Lowness always puts bureaucratic

obstacles in nmy way when | want to see a friend; maybe this tine he won't be able to do that."
"Then let's be on our way," Satan said savagely. He reached forward to push against his
side of the TV screen, and it swung out, a glass door. "Cone into My parlor."
Mol |y extended her hand to Zane. "Just step out of your body. Death," she said. "You're
your own client now. "
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Zane took her hand, uncertain about this. There was a funny feeling, a kind of interna
parturition, and he got up out of the easy chair. He turned around and saw hinmself sitting there
as if asleep or dead. His soul had departed his body.

"It's strange at first," Mlly reassured him "But you get used to it in a decade or so.
" She drew himtoward the open TV set.

They stepped through together w thout difficulty, for animated souls were highly
mal | eabl e. Zane did not feel at all thin or translucent, the way the souls he handl ed were; he
seemed quite solid to hinself.

Now t hey stood in a kind of furnace room wth open fires burning in a ring around them
snoke billowing up to obscure whatever ceiling there was. The air was hot.

"Wel cone to Hell, Death," Satan said, extending his hand. It was red with fine scales, and
the fingernails were talons. Zane hesitated, but then went ahead and accepted the hand. It was
best to keep this as polite as possible.

The hand was hot, but not burning. "No place like the present," the Prince of Evil said
briskly. H's head, too, was nore pronounced fromthis close vantage. H's horns were | arger and
brighter than they had seened before; canine teeth gleaned before his thin lips, and his hair
resenbled a ripple of flame. "These cursed souls tend the central heating plant of Hell
perform ng useful |abor while expiating their burdens of sin."

Zane | ooked at the people. Sone had shovels that they used to put coal on the fires. The
heat where they worked was terrible, but they wore asbestos aprons to shield their bodies fromthe
worst of it. Zane knew they were souls with very little physical substance, but since he was in
soul formhinself at the nonent, they seened substantial. "Wat is the point?" he asked. "
realize Hell has to be heated, but you could set up an automatic conveyor belt for the coal --

"These are the souls of people who abused their status in life," Satan expl ai ned. "They
had responsible positions in industry, overseeing the heating plants of manufacturing conpanies,
apartment buil di ngs, and such. Instead of striving for efficiency and confort for their clients,
they exploited them refusing to nodernize, though they knew people suffered as a result. Now they
expiate that sin by laboring under the primtive conditions they forced on others.”

Zane studied the laborers. H's apartment on Earth, before he becane Death, had been
intermttently cold in winter because, he suspected, the |andlord was fattening his profit margin
by ski nmpi ng on heating fuel. Zane could appreciate Satan's rationale. "How do they expiate their
sin?" he asked. "Do they have to shovel a certain nunber of tons of coal, or what? How | ong does
it take, and what happens to them when they' ve paid their debt?"

"Excel l ent questions!" Satan said, glowing with nore than human ani mati on. "The term of
penance varies with the individual. Roughly, each soul mnust |abor until it has suffered the sane
anount as it inflicted on others during its life. That can take tinme; and, of course, sone souls
are incorrigible. It is not nerely the labor, but the attitude, that counts; the soul nust
sincerely repent its prior evil. Eventually each soul will be purified by suffering, and will at
last qualify for release to Heaven."

"So souls aren't condemmed to Hell for Eternity?" Zane asked, surprised.

Sat an i ssued his pleasant |augh again. "OF course not! Hell is merely the ultimate reform
institution, where the cases too difficult for Purgatory are handled. A truly evil or indifferent
person can not be cured by gentleness. Here in Hell we have the nmechanisns to straighten out even
the nost crooked souls. | assure you, by the tine any soul qualifies for Heaven, it has becone
quite gentle. | ama perfectionist; | will free no soul before its time." And Satan's count enance
assurmed an infernally noble aspect. Zane renenbered that Satan was reputed to be a fallen angel
maybe sonme angelic element remained in him

"But what about the bureaucratic errors?" Zane asked.

"Honest mi stakes are possible."

Cone on.

“"No. Not when I'min charge. | can guarantee absolutely that not one defective soul has
been sent fromHell to Heaven."
Mol Iy had been poking around by herself. Now she returned to Zane. "I don't know any of

these folk. Let's take a look at the Ireland section."

But al ready Satan was showing the way to anot her region. He opened a door in air, and they
stepped through to a foggy, gloony region crowded with people garbed in rags. Men, wonen, and
children of every race plodded al ong a barren plain. Each was gaunt, and sonme were enaciated. All
stared unwaveringly at the ground.

"These are the wasteful,"” Satan explained. "They threw out good food unused, know ng that
others in the world were starving. Now they are hungry thensel ves. They squandered noney; now t hey
have only what they can find lying in the street, the refuse of others. They destroyed good
clothing in the nane of frivolous fashion; now they have only bad cl othing, which they value nore
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than all the garnments of life. They nust save in death as nuch as they wasted in life-and their
resources are mneager here."

Agai n Zane was i npressed. He had once approached a paper-towel dispenser in a nonmagic
public lavatory- he had distrusted magic sanitary facilities, as sonme used the refuse to fashion
voodoo dolls, and that could be a literal pain in the posterior-only to see the man ahead of him
snatch the last three sheets and throw them away al nbst unused. He had been furious at that
cal I ous anonynous waster, but had not spoken up because the man had been | arge and aggressive. Now
Zane felt a kind of vindication. Such people certainly needed to be punished!

"You see. Hell perforns a necessary service," Satan said snmoothly. "W would not want
wasteful louts littering Heaven."

"I don't know anybody here, either,"'
not the real inferno."

"Why don't you go seek out soneone you do know?" Satan suggested. "l had understood you
were along to guide Death, but if you insist on nixing in your personal business -- "

"Let's go next to the Irish showcase," the ghost said rebelliously.

"I have many nore enlightened sets," Satan said. "There is little point in subjecting
ourselves to the abuse of the unmtigated tenpers of Ireland.”

"Ch, is that so!" Mlly exclainmed, showi ng her own unnitigated tenper.

Sat an gl anced about as if seeing sonething invisible to the others. "For exanple. Hell's
Kitchen." He opened a door on a huge roomfilled with fat chefs who were baki ng and cooki ng and
m xi ng drinks. The odors of fresh foods were al nost overpoweringly strong, making Zane hungry,
though he had recently eaten

"Try an aperitif," the Prince of Evil said, lifting a sparkling glass froma tray an
el egant waiter brought and proffering the drink to Zane.

"Don't touch it!" Mdlly cried. "Anyone who eats or drinks anything in Hell can never

Mol ly muttered. "I think this is a showcase section

escape it!"
Satan's mouth stretched down in affected sadness. "I had thought such superstition was
beneath you, fishwife. I have no need to trap people in Hell! They cone to Me because their souls

are burdened with sin."

"What about Persephone and the six ponegranate seeds?" Mdl |y denanded.

"I will thank you to leave My private life out of this!" Satan snapped, and small sparks
radiated fromthe tips of his horns. "She wanted to stay; the seeds were nerely a pretext to
satisfy her image for her dom neering nother."

"Then what's all this fancy food for?" Ml ly asked, showi ng her Irish stubbornness. "You
never feed it to any of ny friends who are inprisoned here, 1"msure! |'ve visited here before,
you know. "

"You have visited limted regions before, snippit,
conplete Hell or conprehended any part of its purpose.”

"That's my conplaint!" she said. "You' re hiding sonmething, Foul Fiend' You refuse to tell
what the food is for."

Curls of snpke rose from Satan's reddening hide. "For the cadre, of course, slut! They
receive privileged treatnent. The finest gourmet food, beverages, entertainnment -- " He gestured,
and a chorus |ine appeared: shapely nude girls kicking their legs in unison. "I would be happy to
provide this service for you in Purgatory, Death; My cooks and girls are able to go that far."

"I already have a staff at the Deathmansion," Zane said.

"Ah, but not a staff |ike this! You have never experienced the delicacies these cooks
generate; not Bacchus hinself ever feasted |like this. And My personal tailor will create for you a
suit that Solonon in all his evanescent glory could not match. And for your nocturnal
entertai nnment, the Queen of Love and Sex, Isis herself, shall attend -- "

"The A d Serpent proffers a bribe!" MIlly snapped. "Wio needs Isis, that slattern, when he
has a woman |ike Luna?"

That brought Zane forcefully back to reality. He had been somewhat dazzled by the
nmovenents of the dancing girls, but of course Luna was all he desired. How fortunate that Mlly
was al ong!

"True," Satan said mldly, though the heat of his body now clothed himin steam "Still
there are other forns of entertainnment for the discrimnating person. Hell has the finest library
of Eternity, conpletely unexpurgated. Many of its collected works have been witten after the
authors' deaths and are available only in the Infernal Literary Annex. The sane for paintings and
musi c-here, listen to Chopin's |atest on the-piano."

Beauti ful piano nusic flooded the chanber, its exquisite touch |lifting Zane's spirit.

"Conme down fromthere," MIlly said, catching Zane's | eg.

Satan told her. "You have not seen the
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Startled, he | ooked down. He was floating toward the ceiling! Since he was currently in
spirit form with no material body to weight himdown, he had been literally lifted by the lovely
nmusi c.

"Way offer me this?" Zane asked as his feet returned to the floor. "I"'monly here to hear
your presentation.”

"Merely a gesture of amity," Satan said. "I happen to enjoy doing things for My friends."

"Death is no friend of yours. AOd Nick!" Mlly said. Again Satan sniled; it seened to be
his protective reaction. "Death is a business associate, of course. That is no reason for negative
relations.”

"I want to see the Ireland section,” MIlly insisted. Zane sighed. He could appreciate
Satan's irritation with this single-mndedness. "W'd better go there, Lucifer." The Devil seened
like a sensible fellow, but there was no sense getting Mdlly upset. "W can check in on her
friends, then see the rest of Hell." He had not changed his nmind about Luna, but realized it would
be nice if he could in some fashion accombdate Satan's worthy purpose.

"Naturally," Satan said with deific grace. He opened a new door in air, and they stepped
through to an Irish city-slum

It was chill, cruel winter. Snow swirled in the air, and dirty slush coated the filthy
street. Peasants dressed in heavy outdoor garb were cl eaning rubbish and fish heads fromthe
gutters, using inadequate shovel s and broons.

"These were litterers," Satan said. "Now they | abor all year round to recover as much
litter as they strewed in life, and to nake the street as clean as it was before they desecrated
it. Unfortunately, the litter keeps reappearing.”

Mol 'y snooped around, |ooking for her friends. This time she found one. "Sean!" she cri ed.
"I haven't seen you in a hundred years!"

The man paused in his labor. "Sweet MIlly Ml one! Wien did you die? | never thought I'd
see you here! You don't look a lifetine older!"

"That's because | died early of a fever and took nmy youth and beauty with me to the

grave."

The ol d man gazed at her appreciatively. "Sure an' you did that, girl! You were just a
little bit of a thing, prettiest waif on the street. | thought sure you'd be a grandnother by the
time you were sixteen."

Molly smiled. "I tried, but Iife ended too soon. | thought my soul would be damed to
Hel I, after what that honey- tongued man did to me -- "

"Not your soul, dear child! You were the petunia in the onion patch, sure, always ready
with a favor to themworse off'n you. Sure an' it's a shanme you di ed before your tine."

"How are they treating you, Sean?" she inquired. "Well, it's not fun, as you can see. W
clean and clean, but the mess never ends, and at times like this it's so cold -- "

"Haven't you expi ated your burden of sin yet? After all, you've been in Hell |onger than
you lived on Earth, Sean, and you were never a really bad man, just a litterer."

Sean scratched his head. "I don't know, |ass. They keep the accounts, and somehow | never
seemto gain. | nust have a really incorrigible nature."

"Here, your glove is torn," Mlly said solicitously. "Let me fix it." She reached for the

man' s hand.

"Ch, no, that's all right, nmiss," he said quickly, snatching his hand away. "I1'll get by.
I've got to get back to work anyway." He resumed shoveling ineffectively at the slush

"If you're sure -- " Mlly said, concerned. "As you can see," Satan said with another
smle, "we are tough but fair, here in Hell. People who refuse to reformin life are hard to
reformin death, but persistence and consistency eventual ly pay off."

“Yes, | can see that," Zane agreed. "It certainly seens reasonable -- "

He was interrupted, for Mdlly had stunbled and collided with him shoving himinto one of
the Irish workers. Her ghost formwas conpletely solid to his spirit form Zane's hand sl apped
bare fl esh before he recovered his balance. "Ch, I'msorry," he said, apologizing to the nman he
had struck. "I lost ny footing -- "

"The guttersni pe was the clunsy one," Satan nuttered. "It's all right," the nman said
gruffly, drawi ng his patched overcoat around himnore tightly. "Just clear out and let ne work."

Sat an opened a new door in air, and they stepped through to a confortably furnished living
roomsuite. "So you see, there is no point in disrupting the system" he said.

"I agree," Zane said. "Yet | also don't see why | should take Luna out of turn. | think
I'"mon the fence about this."

"By all means," Satan said readily. "I am sure when you consider all aspects, you will see
it My way." He opened still another door, and Zane and Mdolly stepped through to Zane's own Death
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house living room The door swung cl osed behind them beconing the television screen

Zane wal ked to his still body, positioned hinself, and carefully sat down in his own | ap.
He sank into his flesh, reuniting with his host. In a nonent he opened his eyes, solid again. It
was a relief!

"I will send My minions to see to your conforts. Death," Satan said fromthe screen. Then
he wi nked out, and the regular news program returned.

Chapter 12 -- PARADOX PLOY

Mol Iy sat down in Zane's |lap, put her arns about his shoul ders, and touched her lips to
his right ear. This close, she snelled slightly of shellfish and she wei ghed nothing at all.

"Hey, that's not necessary," Zane protested, enbarrassed and perpl exed.

"But | nust thank you for taking me on your trip to Hell," she said. "I got to neet an old
friend. "

Zane subnmitted to her enbrace. After all, what could a ghost do to his solid forn? "d ad
to doit, Mdlly. Now you can returnto -- "

Her substancel ess lips brushed his ear like a faint breeze. "Death-1 nust tell you before
Sat an takes over this house," she whispered urgently.

"What ?"
"No, no-don't react. Just smle and | ook relaxed. Satan is watching. He'll let ne caress
you, because he wants you to assune an interest in any wonman other than Luna. Here, 1'll nake

nyself nore solid so you can feel ny flesh." And now she had wei ght, pressing down on his |ap
"You took ne along as guide, and now | wll guide you. Trust nme. Death-it's inportant."”

Zane, astonished by this abrupt shift of character, snmiled and forced hinmself to rel ax,
physically. The truth was, Mdlly was one fine-looking spirit, and it was not hard to tolerate her
proximty, though he felt slightly guilty that she wasn't Luna.

"When | touched Sean's hand, there was no glove," M|y whispered, nibbling at his ear

Zane started to speak, but she touched his lips with a forefinger. "Those people in Hel
aren't wearing anything," she continued. "They are naked in the snow. They aren't being puni shed-
they're being tortured."

Now Zane tried to protest, but again she hushed him sinultaneously opening her blouse to
expose nore of her fine bosom as if seducing him Indeed, the perfunme of the sea was about her
maki ng himthink of a vacation at volcanic isles in the great Pacific Ocean. "Death, believe ne! |

suspected it before, but was never allowed to touch nmy friends in Hell, or even to get close to
them Satan's minions were always watching. This time | touched Sean- and now | know. That's why |
pushed you into him Hs clothing was illusion, wasn't it?"

Startled, Zane recalled how his hand had sl apped bare flesh, though the man had seened to
be fully clothed. The notion of souls wearing illusory clothing was odd, but in the context of
Hell, it made grim sense. "Yes -- "

Mol ly let her skirt slide away to expose nore of her thighs, then opened her bl ouse
anot her notch. Zane understood why Sean had thought she would be a grandnother at age sixteen; she
had died at that age, but had a body that suggested pronpt nal e action. Midens bl oomed early and
well in Ireland! "So now you know, too. Death. The Father of Lies is lying to you. He's not
reformng souls at all. He's keeping themforever in vile bondage. He'll never |et themgo. And
you can't trust his word on anything."

The inplication was stunning. |If Satan had |ied about the nature of his proceedings in
Hell itself, in what other context would he ever tell the truth? If he was not truly reformng
souls, what was it that Luna, later in life, would stop himfromdoing? If Hell was no reformatory
and Satan was in fact building an enpire, then of course his reason for elimnating Luna was
suspect. Under no circunstances should Death cooperate with the Prince of Evil

"Thanks, Ml ly," he said. "You have served your office well. | shall renenber."

"CGet out of here immediately," she said. "Get to Mortis, who can better protect you.
know how Sat an operates; his minions are at this nmonent noving to take over this mansion, to make
quite sure you go his way."

"Agreed." Zane stood up, and she slid to her own feet, becom ng wei ghtless again. He
strode toward the door.

A huge man in a chef's hat met himat the portal. "Your repast is ready, sir."

This was not his regular cook. "I will return for it in due course," Zane said, attenpting
to squeeze by him The chef put a nassive and call oused hand on Zane's shoulder. "But it is ready
now, sir."

Mol Iy remai ned i nsubstantial here in Purgatory, except when she concentrated, but this man
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was as solid as a side of beef. Zane squirmed out from beneath the punishing grip. "Not now,
t hanks. "

"I amsure you will reconsider, sir,
forearm

Angry and somewhat al arnmed, Zane turned his gaze directly on the man's face. He knew t he
ot her saw the death's head, for he remained in uniform "Womdo you think you are touchi ng?" he
demanded grimy

The big man bl anched, as nost people did when confronted by the Death nask, but stood his
ground. "I am already dead. There is no harmyou can do ne."

Then why had he bl anched? Zane lifted his right hand. The gens on his wist glowed. H's
fingers caught the man under the chin and lifted himup. The man lifted readily, beconing
cel l ophane-thin; he was, in fact, a soul. Zane folded the soul in half, and then in quarters, and
finally wadded it into a ball and hurled it downward through the floor toward Hell

Then he paused, surprised. He hadn't known Death could do that! But it was obvious, in
retrospect, since Death routed souls to their spots in Eternity. Wen he took deliberate hold of a
soul, it noved as he willed it to.

"That was pretty,"” Mlly nmurnured. Zane had forgotten her presence. "Maybe you had better
get out of here, too," he suggested. "Satan's ninions could probably manhandl e you."

"It's very hard to hold a ghost against her will," she said, and faded from vi ew.

"Thanks again for your help," he called. "You have opened ny eyes!"

"You're wel cone. Death," her breeze-faint whisper cane. Then he was al one.

He strode through the doorway-and encountered a truly regal and | ovely woman, garbed in
el aborately archai c paraphernalia. "I am Helen of Troy," she announced.

Zane was, of course, famliar with the historical, virtually |egendary accounts of this
fanmous wonan's activities. Hers was the face that had | aunched a thousand spells and precipitated
a savage anci ent war between the city-state of Troy and the massed forces of Greece. Naturally
Hel en now served Satan nore directly.

"Now you do call-girl duty for the Father of Lies,"” Zane snapped, brushing by her

"Pl ease!" she cried, clutching at his arm "You do not know what it is |like to be three
nm |l ennia past your prinme! You can not guess what the Lord of Flies does to wonen who fail him"

Agai nst his better judgnment, Zane was noved by her plea. She night be three thousand years
dead, but she was one lovely creature. "I wish you no harm Helen. But | amtrying to keep a good,
living womman out of Satan's grasp. Wuld you seek to betray that woman?"

Hel en | ooked at him Tears fornmed in her beautiful eyes and streaked down her classic
cheeks. Slowy her face collapsed in on itself, and her body becane a shapel ess nass. She
di ssol ved into vapor, and her soul sank through the floor on the way to what she dreaded.

She had understood. Hel en of Troy had been a good wonman in essence, refusing to betray
anot her of her kind. Saddened, Zane noved on outside. Mrtis was waiting for him saddlelight
bl i nki ng urgently.

Zane nmounted and set the translation jewel in his ear. "Wiat is it, gallant steed?”

"Sat an has | oosed Hel | hounds. "

"That sounds bad. What's a Hel | hound?"

"A dermon in animal-form You cannot fold its soul, for it is not human."

Zane digested that. It seened Satan was playing with a harder ball now "Wat can | do?"

"It is not my place to say. Master. | can protect you if we encounter themsingly."

"Do Hel | hounds hunt singly?"

"Not necessarily."

Zane felt a chill. "How nuch time do | have?"

“I't takes time to run all the way fromHell's Houndpound to Purgatory, even for
supernatural creatures. You may have fifteen minutes before they arrive."

"Good. | have an errand to attend to. Take ne to the Records Department."

Mortis gall oped for the big Purgatory building across the plain. "Do not be | ong about
your business," the horse warned. "I cannot be with you inside."

“I'"lIl rejoin you before the Hounds arrive." Zane di snounted, entered the building, went
i Mmediately to the conputer terminal, and turned it on

A GREETI NG DEATH,' the screen flashed. THE | NFORVATI ON YOU SEEK | S NOT | N MY STORAGE

the brute chef said, his hand dropping to Zane's

BANKS.

"I"1l bet it isn't," Zane nuttered.

NO ORDI NARY CREATURE CAN STOP A HELLHOUND

News travel ed fast! "That isn't ny question." The conputer flickered its screen, seem ng
startl ed.
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SURELY YOU ARE CONCERNED.

"How many soul s have been rel eased from Hel | ?"

MEANI NGLESS QUERY. PLEASE REPHRASE

"Ch, no, it isn't neaningless, machine! According to the Prince of Evil, he only processes
souls to expiate their burden of evil, then releases themto Heaven. How nmany soul s has he
rel eased to date? A round figure will suffice.”

There was a pause. NO | NFORMATI ON, the screen showed at | ast.

"What do you nean, no information? You've got the records of Eternity!"

| MEAN THERE HAVE BEEN NO ENTRI ES OF THE TYPE YOU DESCRI BE.

Zane gasped. "No soul s have been released fromHellin all Eternity?"

CORRECT.

"What a colossal liar Satan is!" Zane cried. "I was sure he exaggerated, but there should
have been at |east a nodi cum of substance to his claim"”

THE CLAIM WAS NOT FALSE. ETERNI TY HAS NOT ENDED

Zane consi dered. "You nmean that, theoretically, Lucifer will release souls at sone future
dat e?"

CORRECT,

"Sone | oophole! It's a blank check! Eternity, by definition, never ends."

The screen was bl ank. Zane turned off the terminal. He had | earned what he cane for. He
had guessed that Satan m ght be underreporting the cured souls, saving out a certain percentage
beyond their appointed tenures in Hell, but the reality was grossly worse. Certainly Death was not
going to do things Satan's way!

Mortis was fidgeting inpatiently outside. "Hell hounds getting close?" Zane asked as he
nount ed.

"Six of them™

“Can you outrun then®"

"Nei gh. | could outdistance themin an extended run, for they lack nmy endurance, but their
short-range speed is greater than mne."

"Can we hide fromthen?"

"No. They can sniff out even invisible spirits. They are Hell's cleanup squad. Nothing
escapes them "

"I's there anywhere in the cosnbs we can go where they can't foll ow?"

"Heaven, perhaps.”

Zane | aughed wyly. "Let's not involve Heaven in this! Let nme consider.™

"Do not consider nore than ninety seconds. Death," the stallion said nmeaningfully.

Zane sat and pondered. He was surprised to discover that he was not afraid. He had never
been a brave nman; tenper and bravado had passed for courage. But his recent activities in the
of fice of Death had renoved nost of the dread of dying fromhim He did not want to die hinself,
but this was now mainly a practical matter rather than fear for himself. If he died now, his
repl acenent would end the strike and take Luna, and Satan would win. Luna mght go to Heaven, and
per haps Zane woul d, too-though he would hardly bet on that! Certainly neither faced extinction
But how woul d the rest of humanity fare, if Satan had his way? That was Zane's real chall enge.

The Hel I hounds, it seened, could kill him for they were supernatural nonsters who woul d
not be bal ked by the nmagic of the Death cape. He night send one of them back to Hell in the sane
manner he had sent the chef-denon, even though its soul was not his proper department. But that
would be the limt, since these creatures would have no fear of the human Death Incarnation

If he couldn't hide fromthem or flee them or fight themwhat could he do? Just stand
and wait for then?

Into his nind came the pattern of matchsticks. Five arranged in a pentagon: Now he
realized what it neant. His thoughts were going in a circle, |eading himnowhere, providing no
sol uti on.

Hastily he reshaped the matches to a better configuration. He laid themin a line. If he
couldn't hide -- and he couldn't flee -- but he had to prevail -- then he had to fight -- and
t heref ore needed a suitabl e weapon -- There was his series chain: --

He heard a chilling baying. At the horizon of Purgatory, dark |unps appeared, rapidly
swelling in size. The Hell hounds had arrived.

Weapon, weapon-what was a weapon agai nst a supernatural nonster? Not his cloak, not his
gens. He needed somet hi ng of f ensi ve.

The six figures |looned into great red-brown cani ne shapes, each half the height of a man.
Their eyes glowed red, like little furnace portholes. They noved with huge catli ke bounds,
covering ten neters at a time. There was no sound as their feet struck the ground; even in open
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attack, they showed their stealth.

VWat he needed was a good sword-one enchanted to dispatch natural and supernatura
entities alike. But this was rather late to think about procuring one.

The Hel | hounds ringed man and horse, pausing to study the situation. In a nonment one or
nmore woul d pounce.

Zane's eye fell on the scythe. Suddenly he renenbered the manner in which Mars had
suggested that he practice with it. He had not done so, as his attention had been taken by ot her
things. But he did know how to swi ng a scythe.

The first Hel |l hound pounced.

Zane grasped the scythe and junped to the ground. The Hound passed overhead, m ssing the
suddenly descending target. That freed a few nore seconds.

Zane shook the scythe so that its giant blade snapped into place at right angles to the
handl e and | ocked there.

"Cet out of here, Mrtis!" he cried. "This is not your quarrel."

The Deat h steed bolted.

Zane hefted the scythe. He felt its terrible power. Ch, yes, this was a good weapon! "Cone
at me, puppies!" he cried, letting his volatile tenper take over, and the cruel blade gl eaned.
"Come try ny strength, you dogs who thought to attack hel pl ess prey! But when you do, O beasts of
ni ght, know that you face the Lord of Night. | am Death!"

The first Hound, uninpressed, turned and | eaped again. It seemed this kill was the
privilege of the |eader. Zane angled the great blade upward, pointing roughly at the Hound. The
nmonst er canine |anded on it.

The gl eanmi ng point entered the Hound's head and slid right through to its tail, al nost
wi t hout resistance. Bl ood spurted at each end as the creature expired. The nagic bl ade had
efficiently destroyed the nagic ani nal

Two nore Hel |l hounds, still uninpressed, pounced, one from each side. Zane haul ed the bl ade
out of the first and whipped it about in a fierce circle. It struck the first Hound hal fway up its
body and passed through as if encountering snow.

The top half of the nonster's body flew off, leaving the bottomhalf to collapse in a
burbl e of bl ood.

The bl ade carried on to contact the second Hound crosswi se. The front of its body parted
conmpany with the rear. GQuts spilled out as both hal ves col |l apsed.

Three Hel | hounds renmai ned. They were now i npressed. "What's the matter, curs?" Zane
taunted them "Don't you like it when your quarry fights back?"

Anot her stepped forward, jaws gaping. Its teeth and tongue were as black as solid soot. It
bel ched forth a searing jet of fire.

Zane's bl ade swung, separating the creature's head fromits body. The fire died as the
cani ne did.

Four down, two to go. Zane's right side snmarted where the fire had heated his cloak. This
fire was nore penetrating than that of the Hot Snhoke dragoness! But he couldn't rest now.

"Exactly whom did you suppose you were stal king, O sons of Hellbitches?" Zane demanded,
stepping toward the two with a blade that dripped the blood of their conpanions. "By what unholy
arrogance did you expect to interfere with an Incarnation? Begone, whelps, lest |I slice you in
thin pieces!"

But one Hound refused to be intimdated. It charged -and Zane's terrible bl ade swept off
all four of its legs with one notion. Still determ ned, the nonster opened its nouth to shoot
fire, so Zane clipped off the tip of its nmuzzle. "Are you a slow | earner?" he inquired savagely.
"Gve over, or | will treat you unkindly."

The Hound, incapacitated, lay still and bl ed.

Zane turned to the last. "Put your tail between your legs, O sniveling cur, and flee back
to your fell master," he cried, orienting the bright red blade. "Tell himnot again to send pups
to do nen's work!"

The Hel | hound, cowed at |ast, put down its tail and fled.

Zane's knees felt weak. He had done it! He had bluffed them out!

Bluffed then? No, he had destroyed them by drawing on a power of his office he had not
consciously exploited before. His practice with the scythe, long ago in life, had proved well
wor t hwhi | e!

Mortis trotted back, nickering. "That was a credit to the office. Death,"” the translation
sai d.

Zane shrugged. "It was necessary. A desperate nman does what he has to do. If | had had any
escape, | would have taken it; since | had to fight, | fought as well as |I knew how." For once his
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tenper had served himwell! "Satan underestimated nme this tinme; | dare say he will not do so
again. But | hope in tine to serve the office with distinction. It's not that |I regard nyself as
any superior person, for | amnot; it's that the office of Death deserves the best that | can give
it."

He nmounted, and they started toward Earth. "Wy didn't you tell me about the scythe?" Zane
asked. "l did not know it could be used agai nst Hell hounds,"

Mortis admitted. "My former master never enployed it in that nmanner.”

But Mars had known! "So there are powers of the office that are inherent, regardl ess of
the officehol der or the amobunt such powers have been used before,"” Zane concluded. "Could there be
ot her s?"

"I amnot the first Death steed," Mrtis neighed. "My predecessors may have seen things
that are now clouded. But | understand the office of Death varies considerably with each
of ficeholder. Interpretation is critical. At his height. Death is bal ked by no force in the
firmament."

"I'"ve been bal ked at every turn!" Zane protested.

"Not when you hel d the Deat hscythe!"

"I was desperate," Zane repeated. But already he | ooked back at that episode with a
certain grimpride. He had been foolish, but he had destroyed the enemny. Death did i ndeed have
power, when Death chose to exert it. Nature had intinmated as nmuch. Had he renmai ned confused, in
ef fect acquiescing in his own slaying by the Hell hounds, that would have occurred; but he had not-
and they had been hel pl ess against him Had his predecessor not cooperated in his own nurder by
bei ng carel ess, he woul d have survived and Zane would be in Eternity.

"My own i medi ate predecessor in the office-what kind of Death was he?" Zane knew t he man
had gone to Heaven, but that did not necessarily speak well for his conpetence.

"“A nediocre one, or he would not have lost the office."

“I mean how did he perforn? | know he was careless at the end, but that does not mean he
wasn't a good worker. Did he keep up with his schedule? Did you |ike hinP"

"He kept his schedule better than you keep yours,"” the horse said. "I can not afford to
beconme envtionally attached to any specific person.”
"So you will not nmiss me when |I'mgone," Zane said. "That's best. | appreciate the |oya

and conpetent service you have given ne fromthe outset and know you will be a great help to ny
successor."

Mortis did not answer.

They landed in the city of Kilvarough. Mirtis converted to the Death nobil e and drove Zane
to Luna's address.

She net himat the door. "Ch, | worried about you

Zane," she said, relieved. "The consequence of opposing Satan --

"l can handle it," he said, not wanting to burden her with the know edge that his life was
now seriously in jeopardy. Satan would surely bring nore potent forces to bear-but if Luna knew
that, she mght try to do sonething foolish, such as renmoving herself fromlife. "I just came to
ask you to stand firmno matter what happens. And to renmind you that | |ove you."

Her relief was turning quickly to social concern. "You have gone on strike! Do you realize
what this neans?"

"I am being rapidly educated," he adnmitted. "People are suffering grievously. But --

"They are stacking up in the hospitals,"” she said severely. "The terninal cases just won't
die, and new patients keep conmng in at the normal rate-it's been only a few hours. Can you
imagine what it will be after a few days'! The world can't go on this way!"

"I know it is hard," Zane said. "But the alternative -- "

"Aren't you the one who smashed up a hospital roomto free one client froma pointless and
painful l[ife? You believe in death!"

"I believe in death," Zane agreed, seeing it as a revelation. "l really do! Death is the
nost sacred right of the living; it is the one thing that should never be denied. Yet in this case

“"I't's not as if they can be saved," she continued relentlessly. "The fact that these poor
peopl e don't die does not nmean they live productive lives. It only nmeans a dreadful prolongation
of terminal suffering."

"True," Zane acknow edged weakly. "Death is certainly a necessary service to those whose
life is finished. It is best that it be pronpt and painless. Yet -- "

"I have been painting a picture," she said. She gestured to an easel she had set up in her
living room On it was a partially conpleted representation of a child whose | ower body had been
crushed by a car. Nearby was the tangled remmant of a bicycle or mniature nmagic carpet that the
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child had evidently been riding carelessly. Zane noted how artistically the elenments of both
carpet and machine had been integrated to make the device unidentifiable; this was a synbolic
exanple, not a literal one. It had al so been hastily done, for Luna had been hone only a few
hour s.

The nost conpelling thing was the aura of the child. It |ooked very like a soul half out
of the suffering body, and its agony was nmanifest. What a terrible inmage this would be when
conpl ete

It was, of course, also a representation of Luna's own state. She had died violently, yet
i ved-and knew that she was at |least in part responsible for the torment of all the people who
coul d not die.

"But if Satan takes over Earth, because you are not there to stop him" Zane said,

"mllions of souls who m ght have gone to Heaven will instead be damed to just this type of
torture in Hell! | rmust prevent -- "

"I can't believe that!" Luna cried. "Hell is only the place where bad soul s are puni shed.
In time, when these souls reform they are freed -- "

"No, they're not! | checked with the Purgatory conputer -- "

"Zane, | have decided. | want you to end your -- " The door crashed open. A brutal-Iooking

man charged in, pointing a handgun at Zane. "Now shall you die. Death, and | shall take your
pl ace!" he bel | owed.

"How did he get past ny griffins?" Luna demanded indignantly. "Were's ny nmoon noth?"

"My Lord Satan spelled themoff,"” the intruder said with an evil grin. "You will be the
first booty |I take, gorgeous creature, once | have the office.”

Zane drew his cloak and hood nore cl osely about him"

"Beware, oaf! | aminvulnerable to nortal weapons."

"Not any nore. Death!" the thug cried. "You have been declared in violation of your
of fice, and your magi c has been turned off." He sighted along the barrel of his weapon, aining at
Zane's heart.

"No!" Luna screaned, |unging at the man

The gun fired. Blood spattered fromLuna's right |eg, where the bullet fromthe deflected
gun struck. She crunpl ed.

Zane had never been nuch of a fighter, but his berserker tenper was invoked again. The red
of Luna's bl ood magnified before his eyes |like an exploding star. He launched hinself at the
i ntruder as the gun swept back toward him One of Zane's gl oved hands shoved the barrel aside; the
ot her reached for the thug' s face.

The nman screanmed and fell back, dropping the gun. Zane turned to Luna, who was sprawled in
her own blood. "I nust get you to a doctor!"

"No good!" she gasped. "The hospitals are overcrowded with the undead. No room for mninor
cases."

"But you could bleed to death!"

She flashed hima snile through her pain. "Then you' d have to take ny soul. Death,
woul dn't you! And that would-would free all the others."

Wth renewed horror, Zane realized that this was a two-pronged trap. |f he had been
assassi nated, his replacenment would have ended the Deat hstrike and taken Luna. If Luna had been
nmortally hurt, Zane himself might have had to take her, for he could not bear to see her suffer
Ei t her way, Satan won.

"But now that |'ve seen -- Luna paused to gasp, catching up with necessary breathing,
then resuned. " -- seen how eager Satan is to get rid of you, I'"'mnot sure | ought to go."

"Sonme medical attention-I don't even know how to stop the bleeding -- "

"Just fetch ne the white gemfromthe nmantel there," she said, her voice losing force
"It's a-healing stone -- "

Zane |l eaped to fetch the stone. Luna took it with trenbling fingers and touched it to her
| eg, and the bl eeding slowed and stopped. The flesh began visibly to nend around the edge of the
wound. "I'm addi ng nmore burden to ny soul, using this black nmagic," she said. "But | don't care
about nme. | think naybe you're doing nore than | thought, Zane, and | shoul d support you."

"I't's true," he said somewhat ungraciously. "But it's you Satan wants dead; |'monly
bl ocking that. In a few days ny petition will be heard, and the matter of your scheduling should
be corrected. Then you will be free to live your life, and | can return to the duties of ny
of fice."

"I really don't see how | can be so inportant," she said, getting to her feet as the wound
in her |eg disappeared. That was one potent Heal stone! "It nust be sonmething ny father set up
Then he arranged to have Death hinmself guard ne..."
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"You're worth guarding,"

Wer e near ne;

I don't want that to happen again. | can protect you best by staying away from you."

"But Satan can attack nme regardl ess!" she protested. "He just proved that!"

“I't will do himno good while | retain the office. He nust deal with ne first."

The t hug Zane had downed groaned. They | ooked at him Luna gasped and Zane stiffened.

No wonder the man had given up the fight so readily. One of his eyes was a mass of bl ood
and fluid. The other --

"I nmust have forked himin the eyes with ny fingers,

Zane said- "Now | nust go. You have al ready been hurt because you

Zane said. "I wasn't even conscious
of - n
Luna handed hi mthe Heal stone. Zane brought it to the man's face, near the punctured eye.

In a noment the eye heal ed and cleared. Then he put it near the other. The eyeball was drawn up by

its dangling nerve like a yoyo until it popped back into its socket and firnmed in place.

"I"'msorry," Zane told the man. "I acted w thout thinking."

The man felt his face tentatively. "You fixed me up!" he exclainmed. "I can see again! The
pai n's gone!"

"Yes. | shouldn't have struck you like that. | was angry."

"l don't like you when you're angry!" the man said, scranbling to his feet. "Just let ne
out of here! | won't tangle with you again!" He stunbl ed out.

"He thinks you healed himin a gesture of contenpt,"” Luna said. "That nmakes himtw ce as
wary of you. He doesn't know what you will do to himnext tine, or whether you will bother to fix
it."

Zane shook his head. "I never dreaned there was such a beast in ne! To spike out a man's
eyes -- "

"Just because he wanted to kill you and take your place and then kill me -- "

Zane smiled, grimy rueful. "I guess | did nean it. Wen | saw hi mshoot you, a fuse bl ew
inmy brain. All my civilized restraints puffed away |ike so much fog in a furnace." He shook his
head. "I'lIl | eave you now. | can't blame you for being horrified.”

She cane to him taking his hands in hers. "Zane, you have said you |ove ne, and | have
not replied. | feel | owe you a-a statenent. | do like you, nore than | have |iked any other man

except ny father, but the situation --

"I val ue your candor," he said carefully. "Of course you are not in a position to --

"What |'mtrying to say is that you can prevent ne fromdying, but love is on another
schedul e. So soon after ny father, tangled in grief-1 just can't -- "

"l understand." And he believed he did. Luna |oved her father, and that man had di ed.
Coul d she afford to | ove Zane, too, when Satan was trying to assassi nate hin? Wen she herself was
slated for early denise?

"Ch, Zane, take care of yourself!" she cried, flinging her arms about himand kissing him

There was a neigh outside. Mdrtis was sounding the alarm Zane di sengaged hastily and
hurried out.

"Troubl e?" he asked, checking the translation stone in his ear

"Qther assassins," the horse said. "Sone | can outrun, Sonme | can't. It is best to keep on
the nove, so that we encounter themsingly."

Zane mounted and Mortis noved down the street, his hooves striking the paverment silently.
Still Zane found he was not afraid. He was in a battle whose outconme he did not know, and he
sinply had to fight it through and hope he prevailed. It was as if there were sonme enotional spel
on him blocking out incapacitating fear. But there was no magic, sinply his virtual certainty
that he was right. This belief did indeed provide a kind of strength, without depriving himof his
realistic cynicismabout the outconme. He knew his cause was in doubt and perhaps hopel ess, but he
woul d not let it go.

"I's this campai gn against ne | egal ?" Zane asked. "Wn't there be an investigation if | am
di spat ched?"

"Satan honors few rules that are not convenient for him By the tinme his foul play is
reveal ed, he will have had his way. Justice may pursue him but he is the nost elusive entity in
t he cosnos. "

Whi ch nmeant that Satan was cheating again, and could probably get away with it.
Acconpl i shment was ninetenths of the law, in Eternity as well as on Earth. Zane wasn't even angry;
he knew he had to deal with reality rather than with idealism He might be in the right, but
wi t hout his defensive Deathmagic, he was fairly hel pl ess.

Still, he recalled howrapidly, efficiently, and viciously he had acted when Luna had been
directly threatened and when the Hell hounds had cone for him There was a lot of evil in himyet,
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being turned to good use against the greater evil of Satan's minions. Now that he had sonething to
fight for, a new aspect of his personality was manifesting, making himnore |like Mars. He might be
far from Heaven, but he wasn't entirely hel pl ess.

Mortis swerved. "There is one ahead," the horse explained. He galloped down a side alley.
"Qops!" came a nei gh of disnmay.

Even as the horse tried to dodge, Zane saw it. A tattered beggarman stood cl ose,
intercepting them his armswinging in a throwi ng notion

Suddenly Zane was choki ng. He was breathing, but suffocating. There seened to be no oxygen
in the air!

Mortis turned his head, aware that sonething was wong. "You have been hit by a
suffocation-spell!"

"Yes!" Zane gasped. He could speak, for there was atnospheric pressure, but he couldn't
br eat he!l

"The scythe! Use the scythe!"

Bewi | dered, Zane wenched the fol ded scythe fromits holster on the horse. Through tear-
blurred eyes he saw a hole in the end of the handle. He put his nouth to it- and sucked in
oxygenated air.

"I't's a smal |l -dianeter suffocation-spell,” Mrtis explained. "Doesn't reach to ny head. So
the scythe tube is out of its range. The spell is bound to you, therefore you can't run away from
it-but it loses power a neter out. In a fewmnmnutes it will dissipate; these things don't usually

need nuch duration."

Zane coul d appreciate why. If he hadn't had horse and scythe to extricate him-- !

In due course the spell dissipated as predicted, and Zane was able to put away the scythe
and breathe freely. "Why is there a tube in the scythe handl e?"

"This sort of thing nust have happened before," Mrtis said. "My forner naster once used
it to blow a dart; that's how | knew. "

Had attenpts been made on Death's |ife before by supernatural agencies? It made a certain
sordid sense. Surely Death had not universally pleased all parties at all tines in the course of
Eternity, and Satan was obviously one to try any neans to get his way. So sone Death officehol der
along the Iine had had the scythe handl e holl owed. Very nice.

| f Death had been under siege before, it seemed he had survived it. Otherw se he would not
have been able to nodify the scythe handle. That was a positive sign

No, maybe it was intended as a drinking straw, when water was available only from sone
wel | wi thout a bucket, too deep to reach directly. He would probably never know. So he had no
certainty. Were there other little things about this office that he ought to find out? His
continuation as Death m ght depend on his information.

"What other resources do | have?" he asked Mortis.

“I hardly know," the horse confessed. "I have the inpression that the powers of the office
are far greater than normally enpl oyed, but your predecessor did not enploy them"

It did make sense. Death should not be bal ked or intimdated by others, not even by Satan.
O herwi se the office would soon becone neani ngl ess. But what powers did the office retain, once
its magi ¢ had been turned of f? Had Death ever gone on strike before? If so, how had that been
resol ved?

Mortis snorted. "Monster intercepting. | don't think I can avoid it."

"Don't try," Zane said. "It's ny quarrel, not yours. Set ne down in the nmonster's
vicinity."

"You have courage."

"No. |I'mjust doing what has to be done. I"'mwalled in by circunstance, like water in a
channel . If | had choi ces,

I'd flow away into the ground and be lost. |'mnothing by nyself."

"You have a choice. You can resign the office."

"No. "

"Any Incarnation can resign without prejudice. | think that's how the others usually

change personnel. They get tired or bored and nake way for a successor."
"Wt hout prejudice?"

"Reverting to the state of the soul when that person ended forma! life. For you, this
means bal ance. "
"So | would go to Heaven or Hell, exactly as | would have, had I not killed ny

predecessor. Not hing woul d have changed for ne.
"Yes. OF course, after your initiation period is done, your balance of good and evil wll
change, and your resignation would be on different terns."
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"Interesting." Zane considered. "No, | can't resign. My successor would take Luna, and
Satan would win. | can't allow that to happen.”

"Then you do have courage. You have an easy way out that you do not accept."

"No, if | had any acceptable way out, | would take it. That's not the sane."

Mortis halted at a green golf course. "The nonster fromHell has intercepted us. You would
have a better chance against it if you rode nme."

"You need to survive for my successor. You have not betrayed your office; | will not
i nvol ve you further in ny problem" Zane di smounted, took the scythe, and stepped forward. Then he
paused and turned back. "What type of nonster is it?"

"A preying nmantis."

"Praying mantis? They're small."

"Prey-ing mantis. A minion of Hell never prays, but does prey. They're large."

Now t he nonster appeared. It was shaped like a praying nmantis, but it was five neters
tall. Its huge pincer |egs |ooked capable of crushing a man in one fell squeeze. Its small head
peered down at Zane fromits awful height, judging at what point to pounce.

Zane | ooked up at the mantis and was terrified. Courage? He had none of it! But he thought
of Luna dying and Satan prevailing on Earth, and stood firm "All right, nove out," he told
Mortis. "Fast!"

The horse bolted-and the mantis struck. Its body | aunched forward so rapidly it blurred,
and its massive forearnms unbent and cl apped together again |ike those of the insect nonster it
m m cked

It missed. Its pincer arns crunched together enpty. Al nost enpty-there were a few strands
of horsehair in that grasp

The mantis had been going for Mrtis, the noving target. Zane had not noved at all, so had
not triggered the nonster's attack response. Blind [uck! The horse had noved suddenly and so
rapi dly that he had escaped-but that episode was enough to denonstrate the blinding speed of the
monst er. Zane knew he could not outrun it. He could not even bring his scythe into play before the
creature grabbed him his reflexes sinply were not fast enough

The lofty, tiny triangular head tilted as if trying to discover what had becone of the
prey. Then the mantis got back to its feet, poising for a new launch. It had four |egs besides the
heavy front set, and four huge w ngs now fol ded al ong the back of the |Iong body. The preying
mantis | ooked clumsy, |ike a wooden branch propped on stilts but Zane had seen that creature nove.
It was no nore clunmsy than was Satan's tongue!

Zane had had sone notion of standing his ground and swi nging the scythe, but now knew this
was hopeless. Al he could cut with the scythe was the mddle pair of |egs- and | ong before he got
there, the front legs would catch himand crunch him In fact, he couldn't nove at all without
getting pounced on; he had been warned by Mrtis' departure. What, then, could he do?

Well, he could wait. It seened the mantis woul d not pounce as long as there was no notion.
Probably it wasn't sure whether Zane was alive and, |ike the Hot Snopke dragon, did not feed on
carrion. Wen he noved, it would know he was alive and woul d act accordingly, rendering himdead
What chance did he have? He couldn't wait forever, could he?

He was a nan, with a man's brain. He was nmuch smarter than the nonster; he was sure of
that. But how could he outsnart it when he couldn't nove?

He conjured the five matchsticks to his nmind s eye. Did (untranslatable) offer any way
out? It didn't seemto. How about (untranslatable)? Nothing there either. Try creative thinking:
(untransl at abl e) .

How coul d he outsmart a nonster who woul d destroy himthe nonent he noved? Standing stil
and thinking smart thoughts wouldn't suffice; the mantis could surely outwait him So if he noved,
he lost, and if he stood still, he lost. Wat creative thought could alleviate the squeeze?

Nevert hel ess, his thoughts played about the creative formati on. Suppose he di ed where he
stood, and his ghost haunted the preying mantis? That night serve it right, but meanwhile Satan
woul d win. He needed to remain unnoving and alive at the same tine his ghost haunted the nonster
and drove it away. A nonsense notion.

Nonsense? Not necessarily. He had departed his body briefly in order to visit Hell; why
not do it again, to confound the mantis?

He tried, but nothing happened. He had no ghost to help draw hi mout, and probably his
| oss of magic al so had sonmething to do with it. His soul was now firmy fastened to his living
body. It would depart only when his life did, and that was not the way he wanted to go.

Too bad he couldn't divide into two physical people, one to stay here under the watchful
faceted eyes of the nantis, while the other --

Suddenly it clicked. Maybe he could do just that! The nantis was attuned to notion-rapid
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or jerky notion, like that of a potential prey attenpting to escape. That was why it had pounced
at the noving horse, rather than at Zane. But it had not pursued Mortis, for after pouncing, it
had realized that this was not the specific prey it had been sent for. That prey was Zane-but the
mantis couldn't properly perceive himuntil he noved |like prey. That was the problemw th using an
animal to hunt a man; the aninal could not surnount its perceptive limtations. It was easier for

a man to spot a noving object than a still one; the mantis' eyes were even nore specialized, so
that it was effectively blind while the target was still, and it |acked the brains to figure out
that it could take a stab at a still formand make it nove.

Zane noved, but not like prey. He hunched slowy within his volum nous robe, getting it
of f his body. He renpved his black shoes and used themto forma tripod with the handle of the
scyt he, which he propped upright, supporting cloak and hood. It was awkward busi ness, for he had
to unfold the blade to help stabilize it, and nervous, for the mantis could surely perceive the
activity. But the creature did not understand that activity, since it was not within the ordinary
prey paranmeter. That limtation of intelligence was hurting the nonster again.

When Zane had his scarecrow figure standing reasonably firm he got slowy down on the
ground and conmmenced crawing in caterpillar style toward the mantis. Both his speed and his
direction deceived the nonster; prey usually ran rapidly away fromthe predator, not slowy toward
it.

The high, triangular head renmained still, but Zane could feel the individual facets of the
near eye bearing on him He was now stripped to black shirt and trousers and socks, a dark bl ob
inching along. If he had miscal cul ated, he would pay instantly with his life.

Somret hi ng about that thought bothered him and it wasn't exactly the fear of death. He
wasn't afraid to die now. He just didn't want to do it in a manner that would give Satan the
victory. Yet there was sonething el se about his potential dying that nagged him sonething
significant-if only he could figure out what it was.

At the nonent, he could not really concentrate on that. He had to pay attention to his
snail li ke progress, nudging a fraction of an inch at a time toward the mantis.

As he drew away fromthe propped cloak and the mantis did not strike, Zane breathed a
sl ow, shuddering sigh of relief. He accel erated-but slowed again when he caught the slight notion
of the nonster's distant head. He was playing it very close.

After that, progress becane drudgery. He nudged onward steadily, his nervous systemin
constant agitation. After an hour he began to suffer hallucinations. He seemed to be a bl ob of
mol asses, flowi ng along, and the faceted eye of the mantis seenmed |ike the sun, sending down its
pitiless rays to dry himup. He found hinself |ooking down on that nol asses, wondering when it
woul d start crazing and cracking.

Zane caught himself. That could be his soul drifting free of his body, |ooking down! He
could die fromexposure as readily as fromthe bite of the nonster! There was still nore than one
way Satan could get him

But he wasn't dying yet; he was just dream ng. He refocused on his i mediate task and
continued noving forward, picking up speed. The mantis, perhaps no |onger associating this, blob
with its prey, did not react.

The left mddle leg of the preying mantis was | oonmi ng near. Zane angled for it, fearfu
that it would nove before he got there. He forced hinself to maintain a steady pace, as the
m nut es dragged on. The foot, no nore than a greenish and ridged bend in the end of the Ieg,
remained in place. The leg's cross section was no nore than that of Zane's own wist, but its
Il ength was nore than his whol e body. That was actually the length of one segnent of it; above the
knee was a simlar length, extending horizontally, thicker in dianmeter. The legs tied into the
torso just below the forward set of wi ngs.

At last the target was within reach. Slowy Zane extended his two hands until they were
al nost touching the thin | eg. He paused, gathering his nerve. This was about to beconme nost
unconf ort abl e!

Then, suddenly, he grasped the leg in a firmdouble grip.

Now the nantis reacted. It hauled its | eg away-carrying Zane with it. It shook the |inb,
but Zane jackkni fed and wapped his | egs about the leg. He had enulated the tactic of the mantis
itself and had pounced by surprise.

The mantis mght not be able to see a stationary target very well, but it could feel what
was on its leg. It tried to brush Zane off by rubbing the | eg against its abdonen. This was
i neffective, for Zane's grip was too tight.

Now the nonster planted its foot on the ground and angled its head to |l ook. It didn't
understand this type of attack. Zane hung on, certain that he was safe fromthe giant forel eg
pi ncers here. The mantis would have to crush its owmn leg along with Zane, and it was unlikely to
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do that. He had nullified its primary weapon.

However, he had not yet won his freedom for he did not dare et go. He had gai ned an
i npasse, no nore. Wiat next?

The mantis lifted its leg forward, setting it down as far in front as possible. Then it
brought down its head. The | ong body was nore flexible than Zane had supposed.

Qops! Now the insectile jaws could reach Zane. He could not afford to remain in place.

The head | oomed close. It was about a third as |ong as Zane's body, and domninated by the
huge, faceted eyes that seened to take up about a quarter of the surface area of its face. The
| ong antennae sprouted from anchorages just inside each eye placenent, and three tiny eyes no
| arger than Zane's own | ooked out from between the antennae. Zane had not before appreciated so
clearly exactly how alien the insect type of life was fromhurman |ife. Five eyes, of two different
sizes-yet it did make sense. Obviously the small eyes were "finders," scanning the world in a
general way, so that the big, specialized eyes could be oriented on their targets.

But it was the mandi bl es that conpelled Zane's nore i mediate and horrified attention. The
mouth was like a gross bird beak, with several thin appendages enclosing it. Zane inagined those
mandi bl es | atching onto his flesh, and lost his nerve. He had thought to leap to the nonster's
head and punch out its beautiful conpound orbs, but now he was frozen with fear and revul sion

The eyes surveyed him The huge, faceted structures were |ike wi ndows over deep and dusky
wel I's, reminding himof precious cut stones. He saw his reflection duplicated many tines over in
the nearest facets and was sure this was the image the mantis had of him The nonster could now
see himfar nore clearly than he could see it!

The head noved. Zane screaned and dropped off the leg. He fell jarringly on his back, and
the head plunged down at him Now he knew he was done for-because he had | ost his nerve.

But the head did not strike. It was the grasping forelegs that took hold of him lifting
hi mup. Toothlike serrations clanped his torso, holding himw th appalling authority. O course
the head had not struck directly, he realized; the mantis fed by grasping its prey and tearing
chunks of living flesh fromthe body.

It had himnow. Wuld it begin its repast by biting off his head, or would it prefer a
juicy linmb? Probably the latter, for this type of nonster preferred the very freshest neat, and
life remai ned | onger while the head was intact. It might even bite a hole in himso it could take
in sone warm bl ood as an aperitif. Crunch, as an appendage was chewed off, then slurp, as the
bl ood was |icked up. Assuming the insect had a tongue; Zane wasn't sure it did.

He waited hel plessly for what seened like an interm nable tine, his thoughts going around
in the schizoid formati on of thought, visualizing his bones being spat out |ike machi ne gun
bull ets and his skull being cracked open for the final delicacy. H's nobod did not inprove with
such rehearsals. His fate was seal ed; the |east he could do was be positive about it.

He wrenched his thoughts into another formation- and suffered another creative -- flash.
It was a nova.
"You can't kill mel" he exclainmed. "That's why you' re waiting!"

The | anbent eyes turned translucent.
"Because it's paradox," Zane continued, working out the rationale behind his revelation
"My soul is in balance, as it was when | assuned the office of Death, as it remains for the term

of my trial period. If |I die. Death nust collect my soul personally-and | am Death. | rnust collect
mysel f-and that's nonsensical ."

Still the nonster waited.

"So all you can do is scare nme. Paradox protects ne! There had to be a way out of that
snot her-spell, too, and the gunman shot Luna instead of ne. Not coincidence at all, but deliberate
deception. The Father of Lies can't wipe nme out! He wanted ne to think he could kill me, to make

me accede to his will-to intinmdate me. But his ploy has been bal ked by nmy paradox ploy!"

Slowy the preying mantis relaxed its grip, and Zane slid to the ground. But he wanted to
be absolutely sure. "Strike, nmonster!" he cried, waving his arms. "CGobble ne up!" He kicked at. a
forel eg.

The nmantis backed away.

“Your bluff has been called!" Zane said. "Satan's bluff has been called. Nothing can kill
Death when his soul is in balance." He realized that this was the thought that had el uded him
bef ore-hi s uni que situation.

Mortis returned, but Zane stood pondering a noment nore. It figured. Death could not be
killed with his good and evil in bal ance-because only Death could handl e such a case-and he was
Deat h! He could hardly handle his own death. H's predecessor, the forner Death, had been well
beyond his break-in period, so was no |onger in balance and had been vul nerabl e. Once Zane got
past his trial period, his balance of good and evil would shift one way or the other; then he,
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too, would be vul nerable. The other Incarnations had surely known. They had betrayed one Death to
strengt hen anot her.

He hadn't won yet. He had to establish Luna's security before he becane vul nerabl e
hinself. Otherwi se Satan had only to wait. But this reprieve should enable himto see it through
to the hearing on his petition Now Zane nounted. "W have a fighting chance, Mrtis! he cried. But
he doubted Satan woul d rmake it easy.

Chapter 13 -- THOUGH SATAN BAR THE WAY

They drew up at Luna's house. Zane was overflowing with his good news about the reprieve.
He woul d survive until the hearing, and therefore she would, too, and after that --

The house was silent. The griffins were gone. Suddenly worried, Zane entered. Luna, too,
was gone

There was a note on the table. Zane picked it up. It was witten in red cursive script, as
i f done in bl ood.

My Dear Deat h:

The fair nmoon is in My power. | cannot nmake her due, but | can nake her w sh she were
dead. Termi nate your strike, take your schedul ed next client, and free Luna from her pain. She
will go to Heaven directly, where you nmay join her at your conveni ence. Your nost hunbl e and
obedi ent servant, The Prince of Evi

Zane stared at the nessage, absorbing its every inplication. Suddenly it burst into flane
in his hand. He dropped it, but it never touched the floor. It was gone.

There was no doubt it was from Satan. The nonment one ploy failed, the Lord of Flies tried
anot her. Now that Zane was safe and knew it, Satan was striking through the woman he loved-in life
as well as death. Trust the Devil to have no scrupl es!

Was Satan bl uffing agai n? Zane dropped into the easy chair before Luna's tel evision set,
trying to clarify his whirling doubts. There was sonething --

Ah. He had it. "Satan, you forget that Luna is my next client. | will go there to rescue
her fromyour clutches, not to send her to Eternity." He | ooked at his orientation gens, fiXxing on
Luna's |l ocation, for she remained the one he had to take before he could tune in on others.

The tel evision set canme on by itself. "A bye has been issued, Death," Satan's face said
fromthe screen. The Devil seened to have an affinity for television. "Reset your watch, and it
will orient on the next client."

Zane brightened nonentarily. "Luna has been spared?"

"No, nerely put on hold. She will go unassisted when her tinme cones."

VWhen her tine came. That would be the noment Zane ended his strike-except that he would
bal k agai n when he had to take her. Wat would Satan gain by this maneuver?

"She can't go unassisted,” Zane said. "She is now in balance. Only |I can take her-and that
I will not do."

"She will not remain in balance," Satan said.

Zane's suspicion returned full-force. "Wat do you nean?"

"My nminions of the living realmw | cause her to react, either in a good or an evi
manner. Probably good, and that will tip her toward Heaven. Thus the assurance in My note. You
need not attend her at all; nerely resune your duties, and all else will take care of itself."

Zane liked this less and less. "You will torture her- and nake her better than she is now?
| don't understand that."

"Ponder it at leisure," Satan said. "But do not ponder overlong. My esteened associate. My
Earthly minions are a brutal lot, already dammed to Hell for good cause, who like torture for its
own sake."

The picture shifted to an Earthly chanber. There was Luna, tied to a chair, |ooking
defiant. Three thuglike men were with her

“"You're on," Satan's voice cane. "Make your denobn-stration.” The way he said it, the
syl l abl es "de-nmon" projected fromthe final word.

One thug drew a bright knife froma sheath. "Right, Boss," he said. He approached Luna.

Zane suffered an abrupt siege of intense rage and fear. They really were going to torture
Luna! He wanted to nmount Mortis and charge to the rescue, but couldn't tear hinself away fromthe
tel evi sion screen. How coul d they change Luna's bal ance by such neans? And how coul d he abate this
horror when his own nmagi c was gone? He night be secure from assassi nation hinself, but he could
not physically get past the barriers Satan's mninions would have erected to bar his way to Luna.
Satan was really putting the screws to him

The t hug brandi shed the knife before Luna's face. "Pray to Satan for succor,"

he sai d.
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"Satan can go succor hinsel f!" she snapped defiantly,

The kni fe noved closer. "One prayer to Satan can save you a lot of pain." The thug licked
his |ips.

Luna bl anched, obviously frightened. "Wat do you want of ne?"

"Only your prayer," the thug said, |eering.

"Al'l Satan can have is ny curse!"

Then she did a double take. "That's what you want! If | pray to Satan, |'ll be dammed by a
trifling amount. If | curse him ['Il be blessed sinilarly. Either way, ny soul nudges off
bal ance, and | can die without Death's personal attendance.”

"So that's it!" Zane exclained. "You're trying to get her renpbved fromny list entirely!
When ny strike ends, you can kill her inmmediately, and | can't balk you any nore!"

“You are learning," Satan agreed.

"It won't work! She has caught on to your plot!"

"W shall see."

On the screen, the thug made a sudden notion with the knife, slicing it at Luna's front.
It severed the nmaterial of her blouse. He sliced again, cutting away nore bl ouse w thout touching
her skin. In nonments she had been stripped to the waist, her hands still bound behind her

Now the thug put away his knife and fetched a black box with dials on one face and a pair
of wires ternminating in small disks. He extended the two extrenities toward the tips of Luna's
bare breasts.

"I wonder whether you appreciate the quality of pain that can be induced by electric
shock," Satan said conversationally to Zane. "No physi cal damage shows, and the intensity is
finely tuned. She can be nade to suffer a small anount -- "

The el ectrodes touched Luna's nipples. She junped, with an exclamation of pain.

"Pray to nmy Lord Satan," the thug said. "Or curse Hm Then the treatnment will stop."

" -- or a greater ampunt," Satan conti nued.

The el ectrodes touched again. This tine Luna's scream was piercing. Zane saw her whol e
body stiffen with the agony of the current passing through her chest.

When it stopped, her head fell forward, her face beaded with chill sweat, her |ips so pale
they al nost di sappeared. She was sobbing brokenly with reaction
"You can free her fromthis, Death," Satan said. "I know you do not like to inflict

needl ess pain."

Seeing her like that, Zane was tenpted. He couldn't stand to watch the woman he | oved
being tortured. This was worse than the jaws of the Hot Snoke dragon, for this was deliberate
cruelty, with no hope of unconsciousness or death. Unl ess he yiel ded..

"Speak to her, Death," Satan said persuasively. "Tell her to curse Mg, and go to Heaven
for Eternity." Zane hesitated. There was so much in the bal ance here! The thug touched Luna's
breasts again. This time she tried not to scream but an angui shed sound squeaked past her
constricted throat-the sort of sound one mi ght hear froma nouse being run over by the tire of a
truck. There was perspiration on all of her body that was exposed, and her eyes were staring, the
whi t es show ng too much.

"Luna!" Zane cried. "Curse Satan! Don't let themdo this to you!"

Slowy her head turned, seeking his voice. She heard him And Zane knew he had betrayed
her-and t he worl d.

Then she forced a snmile like a grinmace. "Oh, no, you don't. Father of Lies!" she gasped.
"You can't fool nme with Zane's voice! | know he would never urge ne to betray his trust, no matter
what ! "

Zane felt as if the electrodes had been touched to his own flesh. She believed in himbut
he had proved unworthy. He had broken, not she.

The thug extended the terrible el ectrodes again.

Zane squeezed his eyes shut. He had seen his nother suffering and had acted to free her
froma life that had becone intol erably burdensone. He had rel eased a whole ward full of suffering
ol d people. He had tried in every case to aneliorate the pain of death where death was necessary,
and to elinmnate suffering. Hi s whol e devel opi ng phil osophy of death was as a legitimte end to
pain. This time it was Luna who suffered, because of himand he had no right to free her

He heard her strangled scream He kept his eyes closed, seeing an expl osion of
mat chsti cks. Formations of thought-and how could any of themresolve this crisis?

Suddenly the fifth pattern flashed in his inmagination: -111- . The synbol for intuitive
thinking. H's mind concentrated, assimlating it, hurdling the intuitive gap --

"Death be not stayed!" he cried.

He | aunched hinself fromthe chair, charged outside, and vaulted onto his ready horse. "Go
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to Luna!" he cried, showi ng the orientation stones.

The stallion | eaped into the sky. The gl obe of Earth whirled by beneath them Then they
arrived-on board an orbiting satellite, with normal gravity generated by nmagic. Naturally Satan
was involved in space missions, to nake sure no people escaped his power by fleeing planet Earth.
But if the Prince of Evil's ninions had thought to escape Death here, they were fools.

A thug appeared. He gaped. "A horse in space!" he exclaimed, anmazed.

"Mre than that, ilk of Satan," Zane said grimy
"Hey, you can't pass here!" the thug protested. "Were's your Infernal clearance?"
Zane faced him "Mortal, ook at ne," he directed.

For the first tine, the thug saw himas his office. The man's eyes frogged. "Death!"

"Now stand clear, |est you feel ny touch," Zane said.

But the thug recovered sonme backbone. "You won't kill me. You're on strike. If you take ny
soul, ny Lord Satan can kill your woman."

"You have placed your trust in the wong power," Zane said. He reached for the thug, who
stiffened in fear but stood his ground like a half-bold cur

Zane caught the man's soul and jerked it out of his body. The nan collapsed. But the sou
was only half out; it renmined anchored in the host, as had the soul of the wonan on |ife-support
machi nery. The thug was not dead, only separated fromhis soul partway for the nonent.

Zane let go of the soul. It snapped elastically back into its host. The thug opened his
eyes and stared dazedly up at the cl oaked figure before him

"Go and tell your fell naster that Death is on his way and shall not be denied," Zane
sai d.

The nman clinmbed weakly to his feet and staggered down the passage.

Zane followed nore slowWy. Soon three more thugs charged up to intercept him

"Mortis," Zane said

The great Death horse, who had renmined in the background as Zane faced the thug, stepped
up. Zane renmpunted. "Tranple any who do not give way," Zane said coldly. "They have had fair
war ni ng. "

The stallion wal ked forward. His rmuscles rippled and his steel hooves gl eamed. Death's
eerie gaze shone down from above the nassive aninal. The sound of their tread became | oud.

Dazzl ed, the mnions of Satan gave way, |ike rabbits before a wolf. The horse paced on
One of the thugs drew a snmall machine gun fromunder his jacket. He pointed it at Zane.
"Your magic's gone, Death," he said. "Maybe we can't kill you, but we can riddle you with bullets.

That will stop you!"

"Do that, cretin," Zane said, and sat firmy while the Death steed continued the advance

The gun fired a burst.

The bullets ricocheted fromthe Death cloak and tore into the walls and equi prent of the
space station. Zane renmi ned unhurt.

The thug stared. "But -- "

Zane stretched his right armtoward the nan. He crooked his finger. The thug's soul began
to draw fromhis body as if pulled on a string. "Do not believe all that the Father of Lies tells

you," Zane said. He released the soul, and the man fell back, gasping.
Mortis marched on down the central hall. Death rode regally onward, seem ng invincible.
Two Hel | hounds appeared. The first | eaped for Zane head-on, jaws gaping, fire jetting.
Mortis' front leg jerked up. The netallic hoof caught the Hound in the head. The ful
force of the creature's nonentumcarried it into that hoof, crushing its skull. It dropped
lifelessly.

The other circled and pounced fromthe side. Zane extended his left arm The great jaws of
the Hound took in the gloved hand and cl osed on the sl eeve surroundi ng the el bow.

Zane turned his head slowy to | ook the nonster in the eyes. "This beconmes annoying," he
said and flexed his fingers in the Hound's throat, grasping the back of its tongue. "Begone,
beast, or I will make my displ easure known." He squeezed the tongue.

The creature stared. Then, slowy, it dissolved. Soon Zane was left with his arm extended,
unhurt, in a cloud of snmoke. Hi s magi ¢ had been stronger than that of the nonster

They noved into the next chanber. There was Luna, still tied half-naked to the chair.
"Death!" she cried. "Don't take ne!"

Zane knew it was no plea of cowardice she nade. She expected to live in agony-to foi
Sat an

Zane di snmounted as the three thugs attending Luna turned to face him staring. "I have
conme to take you home-alive," he said. "But first | have sonething to settle with these mi nions of
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the Evil One." He drew the great scythe fromits holster on the horse.

"No!" Luna cried. "Don't kill anyone! You nmustn't -- "
"Fear not. | shall nerely hurt thema little, as they have hurt you," Zane said, unfolding
the terrible blade. "I will cut off their hands and feet, but they shall not die." He sniled

savagely. "No, they shall not die!"

The thugs, abruptly terrified, scranbled away.

A fourth man entered the chanber. "I think not," he said.

Zane hardly glanced at him "Death shall not be denied." He hefted the scythe and took a
step toward the three thugs, who cowered abjectly against the wall.

"Death shall have no dom nion," the stranger said. He pointed at the floor before Zane,
and fire rose fromit.

This was evidently a higher functionary. "I will rescue ny |love, though Hell bar the way."
Zane swept the bl ade of the scythe through the flames, and they were cut off like so many weeds.
In a noment they died.

The man made a circle in the air with one finger. The space inside the circle fell out
i ke cut paper, leaving a window into a horrendous furnace. "Hell does bar the way. Do not tanper
with things you do not understand."

Zane made a circle with his own left arm flinging a length of his cape over the w ndow,
stifling it until it disappeared. "Wio the devil are you to oppose ne with such foolish tricks and
to slight my intelligence?" He shifted the blade of the scythe neaningfully. "The Devil hinself
shall not interfere with Death any nore."

The man's face nelted. Fromthe dripping flesh energed the gl owi ng countenance of the
Prince of Evil. "I amthe Devil, Death!"

Zane was for a nonent taken aback. "How can you be out of Hell?"

"I can be anywhere | wish!" Satan exclainmed, a ripple of flane playing across his
features. "Evil is inherent in all activities of man. Now bow down before Me and | eave of f your
i nane posturings, for your case is lost."

Uncertainty tore at Zane. He had made short work of Satan's Earthly and beastly m nions-
but Satan hinself was another matter. He | ooked around-and saw Luna still tied to the chair, the
three thugs by her, one holding the electrodes used to torture her. Renewed fury suffused him

"Then | shall deal with you," Zane said, facing Satan

The Prince of Evil smiled sardonically. "Wth Me? How do you propose to do that? Your
magi c i s gone, and you are but a man."

"My magi c gone? So you clained before, but it was and is alie. | received no confirmation
fromPurgatory. My magi ¢ horse remai ned, and ny nmagi ¢ gens, and ny invincible cloak. | was never
wi thout magic! Lies are all you have. Father of Lies. You suggest you can arbitrarily deprive ne

of my powers." Zane stepped toward the Devil. "Satan, it is not your prerogative! Death is
inviolate, as it nmust be, not to be tanpered with by the |ikes of you. Were Death has domi ni on
the Lord of Flies has none." Zane took another step. "Now get behind me, Satan, and di sperse the
ilk you brought here. Stay ne no longer fromny mssion, lest | orient ny power on you."

Sat an harrunphed, and his horns glowed. "A nonth ago you were the | east of pip-squeaks
scranbling to pay your back rent. The assunption of a cloak and scythe does not convert a nothing-
creature to a sonething-creature. You have del usions of grandeur that will quickly be dispelled.
You bluff, nortal nman."

For answer, Zane swept the deadly scythe at Satan's ankles and tail.

The Prince of Evil junped back, avoiding the cut. He flicked his fingers, and a sparkling
gl obe of energy floated at Zane's face. "Fool! Then feel the wath of Satan!"

Zane stood still, not even attenpting to evade the globe. It settled about his head,
bl azi ng high, coloring his vision as if he | ooked out froman inferno, but there was no heat. In a
nmoment it dissipated harm essly. The Deathhood had protected him "The bluff is yours. Father of
Lies."

Satan sneered. "You talk big, nortal nan, holding the magi c scythe and wapped in the
magi ¢ cl oak, backed by the nagic steed. These are nere tools of the office. Wthout themyou are
not hi ng. "

“"You lie again," Zane said. "You have no power over me, regardless." He set down the
scythe and lifted the cloak fromhis shoul ders.

"No!" Luna cried fromthe chair. "Don't let Satan trick you into powerl essness, Zane!"

Now it was her faith that was weak, instead of his. Zane snmiled and threw the cape aside
Then he renoved his shoes and stripped off his gloves and gens.

"You are indeed a fool," Satan gl oated.

"Then all you have to do is stand still," Zane said, "and we shall neke the proof of ny
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prerogatives." Slowy he reached one bare hand toward the Devil

Sat an nudged back. "What idiocy is this? | can destroy you with a single flick of My
finger!"

' Then you had better do it," Zane said,
finger." He extended his hand farther

Sat an nmoved back some nore, staying just clear. "Pool! | amtrying to spare you the
i gnonmi ny of being humiliated!"

"How very kind of you. Father of Lies.
m dsecti on.

The Devil puffed into nothingness.

Zane turned to see the Prince of Evil re-formbehind him "So you got behind ne, Satan,"
he renmarked. "I have noved you. Do you think that inproves your position? Strike, Lucifer! Do not
spare ny feelings any further. Humiliate nme. Destroy Death while he stands vulnerable. | turn ny
back on you again, to facilitate your chastisenent.” And he turned away.

Sat an sighed. "You have prevailed. Death. You called My bluff and forced Me to give way.
You have at |ast realized your full power."

"What el se is news?" Zane picked up his cloak and got dressed again.

“If I may inquire," Satan asked w thout sarcasm "as one |ncarnation to another-what gave
you the clue?"

"The fifth pattern of matchsticks," Zane said.

"Intuitive thinking," Satan agreed, conprehending i mediately. "That would do it."

"I realized that if there were any way for you to nmeddle in the affairs of Death, or to
stop Death fromperformng his duty, you woul d have done so | ong ago. No nmagi c cl oak woul d have
stopped you, the Incarnation of Evil, the personification of black nagic, whose powers of
enchant nent are not matched anywhere on Earth. It had to be inherent in the office, not in the
par aphernalia. Death has to be inviolable, absolutely certain. Not even God, the Incarnation of
Good, acted agai nst Death when | declined to exercise ny power in the world. Only Death can

for I am about to hook your soul with nmy own

Zane | eaned forward, shooting his hand at Satan's

deternmi ne his business. Therefore you had to be powerless against me in this instance. | cannot
defend this by logic; | sinply know it is true. | have faith in ny office.”
Sat an nodded. "You do indeed. Against that faith, even | can not prevail. Yet had you

chosen anot her issue, you would never have been able to oppose Me. Your power is |less than M ne,
as evil lives after death."

"I recognize that," Zane said. "But | net you on ny own turf, which is not a matter of
physi cal |ocale. Never again will you bluff me there.”

"You were a man performng an office," Satan said. "Now you have becone the office."

"Yes."

"And who informed you about the fornmations of matchsticks?"

"Nature," Zane said, realizing only now the extent of her oblique advice to him

"That green nmother!" Satan snarled w th disgust, and vani shed.

Zane went to Luna. "Begone, vermn," he told the thugs, who hastened to obli ge.

"But how did you do it?" Luna asked as he untied her and put the Death cl oak about her
bare torso. "No one is stronger than Satan, except nmaybe God."

Zane realized that she had not grasped all the inplications of his confrontation with the
Prince of Evil. She still thought of himas a man-and i ndeed, he was a man, with a man's | ove for
his woman. "To be strong is not to be omipotent,"” he explained. "There are seven Incarnations,
not five, when we include Good and Evil, rendering them God and D-evil. No one can say for sure
whet her one Incarnation is superior to another, but certainly each is suprene in his own
bailiw ck. So while Death can not balk Satan's adninistration of Hell, however corrupt it nmay be,
Sat an cannot bal k Death's activity either. And no Incarnation can directly harm any other, unless
that other accedes by design or ignorance or carel essness. Once | realized that and truly believed
it and conprehended its inplications, Satan had no further power over nme." He smiled. "Or you.
I"I'l take you by Purgatory now, to verify that Satan has dropped his claimto your early dem se.

Then 1"l resune ny job."

“"You are brilliant!" she exclainmed. "Once you had that revel ation, Satan hinself was
unabl e to oppose you. | see now the wi sdomof ny father's decision in giving ne to you. |'msorry
| lacked the faith in you that you had in nme."

She did not realize how weak his faith had been, before his intuition! "I hoped Satan

coul d not oppose ne," he adnitted.

She stared at him "You nean you didn't know?

"How can one know an intuition? There is no direct connection between question and answer.
| could not be sure of its validity until | tested it."
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"So you deliberately stripped yourself of all your magic and chal |l enged Satan-not sure you
were right?"

"That is so," he confessed, enbarrassed.

"Why, Zane, that's the npbst courageous act | ever saw"

"I't was nmy final desperation ploy, when | realized that Satan hinsel f was participating.
If there had been any other way -- "

"I thought | could I ove you, before," she said. "Now | amsure of it."

"It was not, ultimately, for love | did this," he said. "Love counseled me to let you die
and go to Heaven so you would not suffer any nore pain. But | had to keep you alive for your role
in saving humanity from Satan twenty years hence."

"Yes," she agreed. "Now | know | will never yield to Satan. | have cone to understand him
too well." She paused, turning to Zane. "One other thing -- "

He | ooked at her. The torture had not broken her spirit. Her flesh surely had not
recovered, but she was radiantly beautiful in the Deathhood. "Yes?"

Luna flung her arnms about himand ki ssed himw th amazi ng passion. "Those, twenty years
until my turn cones," she said. "You and I -- "

"Life and Death," he agreed.

They mounted Mortis and | eaped for Purgatory.

They arrived at the Mansion of Death, and Zane conducted Luna inside. She was nortal, but
sonmehow he had known he could take her with himthis time. He could take her anywhere-alive. She
was now hi s acknow edged Death nmai d.

They settled in the living room relaxing, and watched the tel evision. "The hearing
petitioned by Death has been cancel ed," the news announcer said. "The issue has been resol ved
privately." The announcer snirked. "It is runobred that the horns of the Prince of Evil are stil
steam ng. "

"That's what | wanted to verify,
time, Luna. Now |l can return to my work."

"You had better,” she murnured. "Thousands of people are suffering. They really need your
service. "

“I will have Chronos nove ne back far enough so that that suffering is erased; there wll
be no gap for the nortals.”

"Now conjecture is rife about the future status of the new Death," the announcer
continued. "He has virtually turned his office upside down, making substantial waves through both
Heaven and Hell. W sent queries to God and Satan, but neither deigned to conment.”

Zane shook his head in rueful admration. "Purgatory has one sharp news staff," he said.
"Too sharp at tines, | think."

"This is interesting," Luna said. "I did not realize you were such an inportant figure in
Eternity."

"I"'mnot. This news is personalized. |'msure the other Incarnations get news relating to
them W can turn it off." He got up and noved toward the set.

"However," the announcer continued, "we were able to interview several w tnesses destined
to testify at Death's trial-period assessment."”

Zane's hand paused near the knob. "Wtnesses?"

"l ncarnations require special handling," the announcer explained. "Their powers are such
that ordinary definitions of good and evil do not necessarily apply. In this instance, the four
ot her Incarnations have pronounced this Death viable. They testify that he has been put to the
question, unofficially, and that his answer was sufficient. They are willing to work with himfor
what ever portion of Eternity relates.”

"Ch," Zane said. "Naturally they're satisfied. They got me into this."

"But neither they nor ny father picked you for your regular job performance,” Luna said.
"Perhaps they did not expect you to be a good Death in that respect."

"I surely lived up to that nonexpectation,” he said ruefully.

"l wonder."

"While nothing is certain until the assessnment itself has been rendered," the television
announcer said, "we believe it is fair to say that the recomendati on of one other key wi tness
wi Il have overwhel ming force."

"What is this?" Luna asked.

"Maybe one of ny clients,"” Zane replied uncertainly.

"And here he is," the announcer said. "The key w tness, the one who knows whether the
burden on the soul of Death will shift toward Heaven or toward Hell as he enters his regular term
in the office.”

Zane said. "You definitely will not die before your
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"Who?" Zane denanded.

The canera swung around to center the picture on- Mrtis. The Death steed.

"And what do you say, w tness?" the announcer asked.

The horse nei ghed.

"This is ludicrous!" Luna excl ai ned.

"I don't know," Zane said. "Mortis is no ordinary horse."

"And there you have it, folks. Fromthe horse's mouth." The announcer paused. "OCh, the
translation? OF course. Mitis says his new master has demponstrated a quality uni que anong
I ncarnations, and this alone transfornms his errors to assets. He will have a positive freighting
on his soul, and will go on to becone one of the truly distinguished holders of the office." He
paused, while Zane stood amazed. "Congratul ations, Death. W of Purgatory are proud to have you
with us."

"Zane!" Luna exclainmed. "You won!"

"But all | did was try to help nmake it easier for people to die,’
several rules, and often | bungled it anyway."

Then the tel evision camera swung upward to show the wel kin, the |ovely done of the Earthly
sky. In a nonent it turned fromday to night, and the stars scintillated in their nmyriads, and the
i mges of rafts of angels forned, each angel with a shining halo. Al of them applauded politely:
the salutation of Heaven. It seened to Zane that one of them | ooked Iike his nother, and others
resenbl ed some of his clients.

The canmera swung down to show the fires of the nether world, with its massed denons, al
of themsticking out their forked tongues. But dinmly visible behind them were the condenmed soul s

Zane said. "l broke

of Hell, and here and there anbng these were covert thunbs-up gestures.
Zane sniled, experiencing a joy as deep as Eternity. "Thanks, fol ks," he said, and clicked
off the set. "I'll settle for the applause of one." He turned to Luna.

"Always. Forever," she agreed, kissing him

"But | wonder what that unique quality of mine is supposed to be?" he said as an
af tert hought.

"It is why | love you," she said.

Zane, back in the routine of his office, saw that the nother was suffering terribly from
the first shock of her grief as she cradled her dying baby in her arms. He was still working on
t he enormous backl og of clients that had accunul ated during his strike, but he could not let the
bereaved not her suffer nore than she had to.

Zane stood before her. "Wnman, recognize ne,

She | ooked up. Her nmouth fell open in horror

"Do not fear me," Zane said. "Your baby has an incurable malady, and is in pain, and shal
never be free of it while he lives. It is best that he be released fromthe burden of life."

Her nouth worked in protest. "You-you wouldn't say that if one you | oved had to go!"

"Yes, | would," he said sincerely. "I sent ny own nother to Eternity, to end her
suffering. | understand your grief and know it becones you. But your child is the innocent victim
of a wongful act -- " He did not repeat what she already knew, that the child had been conceived
by i ncestuous rape and born syphilitic. " -- and it is better for himand for you that he never
face the horrors of such a life."

Her haunted eyes gazed up at him beginning to see Death as nore friend than nenesis. "Is-
is it really best?"

"Sanuel Taylor Coleridge said it best,” Death replied gently, extending his hand for the
suffering baby's soul. "Ere sin could blight or sorrow fade, Death cane with friendly care; The
openi ng bud to Heaven conveyed, And bade it bl ossomthere."

As he spoke, he drew the tiny soul out. He knew even before he checked it that this one
woul d go to Heaven, for now he had discretion in such cases.

"You're not the way | thought you would be," the woman said, recovering sone stability now
that the issue had been decided. "You have -- " She faltered, seeking the appropriate word.

" Conpassi on. "

Conpassion. Suddenly it fell into place. This was the quality Zane brought to the office
of Death that the office had | acked before. It nmade himfeel good to realize that the del ays he
had i ndul ged in and the rules he had broken-that such acts could be construed positively instead
of negatively. He cared about his clients, strove for what was best for themw thin the dreadfu
paraneters of his office, and was no | onger ashamed to admt it.

He knew he had been installed in this office for reasons not relating to nerit. But he had
conquered his limtations and knew that he would performw th reasonable nerit henceforth.

"Death came with friendly care..." he repeated as he set his watch for the next client. He

he said softly.
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i ked the thought.
End of Anthony, Piers -- On a pale Horse
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