A FARCE TO BE RECKONED WITH

by Roger Zelazny & Robert Sheckley
PART ONE
Chapter 1

Y lith congratulated hersalf on her luck. She had chosen a perfect day for her journey from Heaven to the
nest little graveyard outside of Y ork, England. It was late May. The sunshine was glorious. Little birds of
all sorts cavorted on mossy tree limbs, singing away on the edge of the surround. And the best of it was,
the dozen little angelsin her charge were being very good, even for angels.

The youngsters were playing together nicely, and Ylith wasjust starting to relax when suddenly acloud of
sulfurous yelow smoke puffed into existence not ten feet from her. When the smoke cleared, ashort,
red-haired fox-faced demon wrapped in ablack cloak stood before her.

"Azzie" Ylith cried. "What are you doing here?"
"| thought I'd take allittle time off from infernd affairs, check out some shrines” Azziesaid.
"Not thinking of changing your dlegiance, areyou?' Y lith asked.

"Not likeyou," Azzie said, referring to Y lith'sformer career asawitch. "Nice bunch you've got.” He
waved at thelittle angels.

"They're being terribly good, asyou can see”" Y lith remarked.
"It isnot newswhen an angdl actsgood,” Azziesad.

Infact, thelittle angels had begun running around the graveyard and quarrdling. Their voicesrose,
high-pitched and sugar swest:

"Look what I'vefound! It'sthe tomb of St. Athel stan the Mealymouthed!™
"Oh, yeah? I've found the gravestone of S. Anne the Anxious, and she was much more important!”

The angdsdl looked very much adike with their snub features and their uniformly blond, smooth
honey-colored hair that curled up benesth in the pageboy bob so fashionable that century. They al had
plump wings, still covered with baby feathers and concealed under white and pink traveling cloaks. It
was customary for angdsvisting Earth to hide their wings.

Not that anyone would have been surprised to see angelsin that year of 1324. It was well known that
angelswent back and forth between Earth and Heaven on aregular basisthen, as did imps and devils
and other supernatura creatures who had managed to remain in existence during the change of mgjor
deties, aong with savera anomalousimmorta beings that no one had gotten around to identifying. In
terms of deities, the Renai ssance was an eclectic sort of an age.

"What are you doing here, Ylith?' Azzie asked.

The beautiful dark-haired witch explained that she had agreed to take this group of pubescent angelsona
tour of Famous Shrines of England as part of their summer term Religious Training course. Ylith, perhaps
because of her past history asawitch in the service of Bad — before she changed sides due to her love
for ayoung angel named Babrid—was very much in favor of religious education for the young. They had



to know something, so that when people asked questions, Heaven wouldn't be embarrassed by their
answers.

Thelr garting point, the Martyr's Fidd in the north of
England, had many famous tombs; the little angels were busy discovering who had been planted where.

"Heréswhere they buried St. Cecily the Unwary," one of thelittle angelswas saying. "1 wastaking to
Cecily just the other day, in Heaven. She asked meto say aprayer at her grave.”

Azzie said to Ylith, "The children seem to be doing fine. Why don't you come with me and let me give
you some lunch?

Y lith and Azzie had been an item once, back in the days when they were both Bad Cregturesin service
to Evil. Ylith till remembered how crazy she had been for the high-stepping, sharp-muzzled young fox
demon. That was quite sometime ago, of course.

Now she waked over to where Azzie indicated, near a spreading oak tree, and was more than alittle
surprised when alight flashed and the scene shifted abruptly. Suddenly she seemed to be standing on the
shore of agreat sea, with palm trees swaying on the beach and abig fat red sun lying low on the horizon.
Near the edge of the water was atable laden with good thingsto eat and drink. And there was a broad
bed, too, there on the beach, close to the table and made up with satin sheets and with innumerable
cushions of al sizes and shapes and colors. Besde the bed asmall chorus of satyrs sang the music of
seduction.

"Just lie down over here" Azzie said, for he had accompanied Y lith into the new construct. "1 will ply you
with grapes and iced sherbets and we will know such delights as we once enjoyed — entirely too long

ago.
"Hey, takeit easy!" Ylith said, evading Azziesamorous lunge. "Y ou'reforgetting I'm still an angd.”
"No, I'm not," Azzie responded. "1 just thought you might like to take a break."

"There are certain ruleswe must follow."

"How do they apply to your little fling with Dr. Faug?'

"That wasamistake," she said, "a case of bad judgment on my part while under emotiona stress.
Anyway, | repented afterwards. I'm okay. Just like before.”

"Except that you and Babriel broke up over it."

"We still see each other. How did you hear about that, anyway?'

"Thetaverns of Limbo are the great exchange posts for Heavenly and Hellish news.”
"I hardly seethat my lovelife rates as particularly important gossip.”

"Hey, you used to be big-time, lady. Y ou used to hang out with me, remember?"

"Oh, Azzie, youreimpossble" shesad. "If you want to seduce me, you should be teling me how
beautiful and desirable | am, not how important you are.”

"Asameatter of fact, you do look terribly good,” Azzie said.



"And you are being terribly clever, asaways," she said. Shelooked around at the seeside. "Itisa
beautiful illuson you've crested here, Azzie. But | redlly must get back to the children.”

She stepped out of the oceangdeilluson, arriving back in the churchyard just in time to prevent Angd
Ermitafrom pulling the ears of Angel Dimitri. Azzie soon appeared beside her, looking not too crestfalen
for hisrecent regjection.

"Anyhow... | don't think it's me you want so much. What is bothering you, Azzie?' Ylith asked. "What
areyou doing here, redly?’

"I'm between engagements,” Azzie said with abitter laugh. "I'm out of work. | came here to consder
what to do next."

"Came here? To England?”
"TotheMiddle Ages, actudly. It'sone of my favorite periods of Earth history.”

"How can you be out of work? | should think you'd be well employed by the Powers of Bad, especialy
after the magterful way you handled thingsin the recent Faust game.”

"Ah! Don't talk to me about the Faust game!™
"Whyever not?"

"The judges of Hdll have robbed me of the rea honors | should have received after Mephistopheles
bungled things so badly. The foolsin Hell go on asthough their positions are assured for dl eternity, little
redlizing that they stand in imminent danger of going out of fashion and vanishing from men'sthoughts
forever."

"The Forces of Bad, on the verge of vanishing? But what would happen to Good?"

"It would vanigh, too."

"That isquiteimpossible” Ylith sad. "Mankind cannot live without firm opinions on Good and Bad."

"Y ou think not? They did so once. The Greeks lived without absol utes, and so did the Romans.™

"I'm not so sure of that," Ylith said. "But eveniif it'strue, | can'timagine mankind living in that strident but
moraly bankrupt pagan way again."

"Why not?' Azzie asked. "Good and Bad aren't like bread and water. Mankind can get along nicely
without them.”

"Isthat what you want, Azzie?' Y lith asked. "A world without Good or Bad?'

"Certainly not! Evil ismy truework, Ylith, my vocation. | believeinit. What | want isto come up with
something impressivein favor of what they call Bad, something that will motivate mankind, seizeits
attention, bring it back again to the dear old drama of Good and Bad, gain and |oss.”

"Do you think you can do that?' she asked.
"Of course. | don't want to boast, but | can do anything | set my mind to.”

"Atleadt," Ylith said, "you have no problem with your ego.”



"If only | could get Ananketo seethings my way!" Azzie said, referring to the personified spirit of
Necessity who ruled gods and men in her inscrutable way. "But the silly old cow persistsin her
ambiguities”

"Youll think of something," Ylith said. "But now | redlly must be getting along.”
"How can you stand being around those brats dl thetime?' Azzie asked.
"Getting yourself to like what you ought to likeishdf thetrick of being good.”
"And what isthe other half?'

"Saying no to the blandishments of old boyfriends. Especialy demonic ones! Good-bye, Azzie, and good
luck."

Chapter 2

Disguised as a merchant, Azzie walked into the nearby city of Y ork. Crowds were streaming toward a
centra point in the city, and he alowed himsdf to be carried a ong through the narrow winding streets.
The people were in aholiday mood, but Azzie didn't know the cause of celebration.

A play was being enacted on awooden platform in the middle of the city's centrdl square; Azzie decided
to watch. Stage playsfor the genera public were afairly recent invention. Suddenly it had become afad
that was sweeping Europe.

It was all pretty smple and straightforward. Actors came out on araised platform and pretended to be
someone ese. If you'd never seen it beforeit could be quite thrilling. Azzie had seen many playsin his
tune—along tune that stretched al the way back to the primitive goat dances of the ancient Hellenics—
and he consdered himsdlf something of an expert. After dl, he had been in the opening nights audiences
for Sophocles great dramas. But this production in Y ork was something different from goat dances and
from Sophocles. Thiswas redlistic drama, and these two actors were talking like man and wife.

"So, Noah, what's new?' said Noah's wife.
"Womean, | havejust had adivinereveation.”

"Cadll that news?" Mrs. Noah said scornfully. "All you ever do, Noah, iswak out into the desert and have
revelations. |sn't that true, children?”"

"Sureis, Mama," said Jepthah.
"Right on," said Ham.
"Tootrue" said Shem.

"The Lord God has spoken to me," Noah said. "He commands me to take the boat | just built and move
everyone aboard, because Heis about to send arain that will drown dl things."

"How do you know this?' Mrs. Noah asked.
"l heard the voice of God."

"Y ou and your crazy voices!" said Mrs. Noah. "If you think I'm going to moveinto that crazy boat with
you and the kids just because you've heard avoice, you've got another think coming.”



"I know it'll bealittle crowded,” Noah said, "especidly after we get dl the animals aboard. But not to
worry. The Lord will provide."

"Animas?' Mrs. Noah asked. "Y ou didn't say anything about animals.”

"l wasjust getting to that part. That's what the Lord wants me to do. Save the animals from the Flood
He's about to send.”

"What animas are we talking about? Like pets?'

"God wants us to take more than just pets,” Noah said.

"Likewhat?'

"Wdll, like everything,” Noah said.

"How many of everything?"

"A pair of each kind of animd."

"Each kind?All of them?'

"That'stheidea.

"You mean, likerats?'

"Y es, two of them.”

"And rhinoceroses?’

"I admit it'll be a squeeze. But yes, rhinoceroses.”

"And eephants?'

"WEell get them aboard somehow.”

"And walruses?'

"Yes, of course, walrusestoo! God'singtructionswere very clear! Two of every kind."
Mrs. Noah gave Noah alook that as good as said, Poor drunken old Noah is having hisfantasies again.

The audience loved it. There were about a hundred of them in the improvised theeter, lounging on
benches. They howled at Mrs. Noah's lines, stamping their feet to show approva. They were poor
townspeople and rustics mostly, this audience that had gathered to watch a soon-to-be-apocryphal
miracle play called Noah.

Azzie sat in one of the box seats that had been set up on a specid scaffolding above and to the right of
the stage. These seats were for the use of the prosperous citizen. From here he could watch the actors
who played Noah's sons wives changing their costumes. He could lounge at his ease and remain above
the unwashed fetor of the masses for whom these plays, with their moradly correct attitudes and their
Smpering points of argument, were intended.

The play went on. Noah boarded his boat; the rains began. A yokel with awatering can stood on a
ladder and smulated the beginning of forty days and forty nights of rain. Azzie remarked to the
well-dressed man in the box seet behind him, "Do what God says and everything will come out right for



you! What atrivia concluson, and how untrue to everyday life, where things come out in the oddest
fashion with no regard for cause and effect.”

"A sagepoint,” the man said. "But consder, Sir, these tales are not meant to betrueto life. They just
point to how aman should attempt to comport himself in various circumstances.”

"Well, obvioudy, Sr," Azziesad. "But it isal sheerest propaganda. Don't you ever wish you could seea
play with moreinventionin it, instead of a concoction like thisthat links homilies together as a butcher
links sausages? Wouldn't you like to see a play whose plot was not hitched to the smpering determinism
of sandard mordity?

"Such would be refreshing, | suppose,” the man said. "But such a philosophicaly based work is unlikely
to come from the clerics who pen this sort of thing. Perhaps you'd care to pursue the point further, g,
after the play, over atankard of de?

"Ddighted," said Azzie. "l am Azzie Elbub, and my professon isgentleman.”

"And | am Peter Wedtfdl," the stranger said. "I am agrain importer, and | have my shop near St
Gregory'sinthe Field. But | seethe players are beginning again.”

Theplay got no better. After it was over, Azzie accompanied Westfall and severd of hisfriendsto the
Sign of the Pied Cow, in Holbeck Lane near High Street. The landlord brought them flowing tankards,
and Azzie ordered mutton and potatoesfor all.

Westfdl had received some education in amonastery in Burgundy. He was alarge middle-aged man,
sanguine of complexion, mostly bald, florid of gesture, and tending toward goutiness. From watching him
refuse the mesat, Azzie suspected him of vegetarianism, one of the deviant marks by which a Catharist
heretic could be detected. It made no difference to Azze, but hefiled the information away for possble
use some other time. Meanwhile there was the play to discuss with Westfal and the severa other
members of his party.

When Azzie complained about the play'slack of origindity, Westfal said, "Indeed, gir, it is not supposed
tobeorigind. Itisagtory that tellsamost edifying message.”

"You cal that an edifying message?' Azzie demanded. "Be patient and it'll al work out? Y ou know
perfectly well that the squeaky whed getsthe grease, and that if you don't complain nothing ever
changes. In the Noah story, God was atyrant. He should have been opposed! Who says God isright
every time? Isaman to have no judgment of hisown? If | were aplaywright, I'd come up with
something better than that!"

Westfal thought that Azzie's words were provocetive and unorthodox, and it wasin hismind to chastise
him. But he noticed that there was a strange and commanding presence about the young fellow, and it
waswell known that members of the Court often disguised themselves as ordinary gentlemen, the better
to draw responses from the unwary. So Westfall eased up on his queries, finaly pleading the late hour as
an excuseto retire.

After Westfal and the others had departed, Azzie stayed on awhile at the tavern. He wasn't sure what to
do next. Azzie consdered following Y lith and again trying his seductive wiles, but he redized it would not
be agood move. He decided instead to travel on to the Continent, as he had origindly intended. He was
thinking of staging aplay of his own. A play that would run counter to these mordity playswith their

ingpid messages. Animmordity play!
Chapter 3



Theideaof staging animmordity play had seized and inflamed Azzi€simagination. He wanted to do
great things, as he had in the pagt, first in the matter of Prince Charming and then again in the affair of
Johann Faust. Now he wanted to strike again, to amaze the world, both spiritual and materia.

A play! Animmordity play! One that would creste anew legend concerning man's destiny, and would
single- handedly turn the tides of fortune toward Darkness!

He knew it was no small task; he knew he had some strenuous work ahead of him. But he aso knew of
the man who could help him create such aplay: Pietro Aretino, one day to be eminent among Europe's
Renaissance playwrights and poets. If Aretino could be convinced...

He made up his mind sometime after midnight. Y es, hewould do it! Azzie waked through the town of

Y ork and out onto the fields. It was asplendid night, with agreat spangling of stars shining from their
fixed sphere. All good God-fearing folk had gone to bed hours ago. Seeing there was no one abott,
God-fearing or not, he stripped off his satin coat with the double row of buttons and opened his crimson
waistcoat. He was splendidly muscled; supernatura creatures are able, by paying a modest fee, to keep
their bodiesin shape magicaly, utilizing the Hellish service that advertises " Sound body, evil mind.”
Stripped, he unfastened the linen binder that pulled his batlike demon'swingsflat to hisbody in order to
concedl them during hisjourneys among mankind. How good it felt to stretch hiswings again! He used
the linen binder to tie up his clothing to hisback, taking care that his change was securdly placed. He had
lost money thisway before through carel ess stowage. And then, with three running steps, he was d oft.

Hedid forward in time as he went, enjoying its astringent smell. Soon he was over the English Channdl,
headed in a southeasterly direction. A brisk little following breeze pushed him aong to the French coast
inrecord time.

Morning found him above Switzerland, and he pumped for more dtitude asthe Alps came into sight.
Next camethefamiliar Great St. Bernard Pass; soon after that he was flying over northern Italy. Theair
was noticeably warmer, even at Azzies dtitude.

Itay! Azzieloved it here. Italy was hisfavorite country, and the Renaissance, at which he had just
arrived, hisfavorite time. He considered himsdlf a sort of Renaissance demon. He flew over vineyards
andtilled fieds, little hillsand sparkling rivers.

Azzie turned toward the east and, adjusting the set of hiswingsfor the heavier air rising off the land, flew
until land and sea seemed to interpenetrate in agreat marsh that stretched green and gray below him and
combined at last with the Adriatic. And here he came to the outskirts of Venice.

Thefind yelow rays of the setting sun illuminated the noble old city, glinting off the waters of the cands.
In the oncoming gloom of evening he could just make out the gondolas, each with alantern suspended
from apoleinitsrear, making their way back and forth over the Grand Candl.

Chapter 4

Back in Y ork, old Meg the servant was cleaning up the inn when Peter Westfall arrived for hismorning
pail of de.

"Madter Peter,” Meg said, "did you lose something last night? | found this where you gentlemen were
gtting."

She handed him alittle bag made of ether deerskin or avery fine chamois. There was something inside.

"Oh, yes," Wedtfdl said. He fumbled in his purse and found afarthing. "Here, have apail of beer for your



trouble”

Westfal returned to his house in Rotten Lane and went to his private room on the top floor. The room
was spacious, with doping windows set in the celling, and it was furnished with three tables made of stout
oak. On these tables Westfal had placed variousitems of the alchemist's trade. In those days, the alied
practices of alchemy and magic were accessible to many.

Wedtfall pulled out achair and sat down. He untied the silver cord that knotted the throat of the bag,
eased intwo fingers, and carefully withdrew the smooth yellow stone he found inside. Engraved on it was
asign that could be recognized as the Hebrew | etter, aeph.

Westfall knew it had to be atalisman or charm — an object of power. Thiswas the sort of thing that a
master magician would possess. With it, various conjuring powers would be his; he could call one or
more spirits out of the deep, depending on how the talisman was tuned. Westfal had alwayswanted a
talisman, for without it, his magic had aways been quite ineffectud. He suspected that it had been
dropped by the spooky young fellow he had talked with after the Noah play the previous night.

That gave him momentary pause. He stopped and thought. This, after al, was not histdisman. The
owner would belikdly to return for something so unusua and valugble. If he did, Westfal would of
coursereturn it immediately.

He started to put the talisman back into its soft case, then stopped. It could do no harm if he played with
it until its owner returned. Surely that would be unobjectionable.

Wedtfdl wasdl donein hisupper chamber. He turned to the talisman. Al right, let's get to work," he
sad. "l don't know which magica incantationsto use, but if you're agenuine charmed object, amere
indication should be enough. Fetch me a spirit here to do my bidding and be quick about it."

Before his eyesthelittle stone talisman seemed to heave and sigh. The black sign on its Side changed
color, first becoming golden, then deepest red. It began to vibrate asif it had asmall but powerful demon
ingde. A sort of high-pitched hum emanated fromiit.

Thelight in the chamber dimmed asif the talisman were steding power from the sun. A whorl of dust
rose from the floor and began to rotate in a counterclockwise direction. There were deep sounds
gpparently coming fromtheair, like unto the bellowing of impossbly large cattle. A cloud of green smoke
filled the room, setting Westfdl to coughing. While he caught his breeth he watched the smoke dispd,
revealing ayoung woman with lustrous black hair and an expression of pert beauty. She waswearing a
long full skirt with many pleats, and ared silk blouse with dragons embroidered onit in thread of gold.
She had on little high-hedled shoes, and avariety of tasteful jewery. Right now she was very angry
indeed.

"What isthe meaning of this?' Ylith demanded. For it was Y lith whom the talisman had captured,
probably because Azzi€'s last thoughts had been of her. The talisman must have picked up the
impression.

"Why, | conjured you," Westfal said. "Y ou are apirit, and you must do my bidding. Right?" he added
hopefully.

"Wrong," Ylithsaid. "I am an angel or awitch, not amere spirit, and | am not bound to your talisman. |
suggest that you recdibrate and try again.”

"Oh, sorry," Wedtfall said, but as he spoke Y lith disgppeared. Westfdl said to the taisman, "Do be more
careful thistime. Fetch me the spirit you're supposed to. Do it!"



Thetdisman quivered asif it felt bad about being reprimanded. A musica note came from it, and then
another. Thelight in the chamber dimmed again, then returned to full brilliance. There was a puff of
smoke, and from it stepped aman wearing acomplicated suit of dark satin and aconical hat. From his
shoulders flowed anavy blue satin cloak embroidered al over with magica sgnsin gold thread. The man
had a mustache and beard, and he looked entirely out of sorts.

"What isit?' heasked. "l told everyone | was not to be disturbed until after my next sequence of
experiments. How can | be expected to pursue my investigations unless | am left in peace? Who areyou
and what do you want?"

"I am Peter Westfdl," Westfdl said. "'l have conjured you by the power of thistdisman." Westfdl held it
up.

The bearded gentleman said, ™Y ou conjured me? What are you talking about? Let me seethat!" He
looked closdly at thetdisman. "Origindly Egyptian, but familiar somehow. Unless| missmy guessthisis
one of the origina serieswith which King Solomon bound alarger collection of spirits back quite some
time ago. | thought al of these had been retired. Where did you get this?'

"Never mind," Wedtfdl said. "I haveit. That's the important thing, and you must obey me."

"I must, must I? Well just see about that!" The man suddenly doubled in size and moved thresteningly
toward Westfall. Westfall seized the talisman and squeezed it; Hermes et out a shriek and stepped back.

"Takeit easy!" hesad. "You don't haveto get rough.”
"This charm gives me power over you!"

"Oh, | supposeit does," the other responded. "But damn it, thisisridiculous! I'm aformer Greek god and
asupreme magician — Hermes Trismegistus, by name.”

"Wadl, you've come acropper thistime, Hermes," Westfall said.

"That seemsto be the case,” Hermes said. "Who are you? Not amagician, that I'm sure of." He looked
around. "And no king, because thisis certainly no palace. Y ou're some sort of commoner, aren't you?"

"l amagrain merchant," Wedtfal said.

"And how did you come by thisamulet?"

"None of your business.

"Probably found it in your granny's attic!"

"It doesn't matter wherel got it!" Westfdl'sfist tightened convulsively over the amulet.

"Takeit easy!" Hermes said, wincing. "All right, that's better." Hermes took a deep breath and performed
asmall incantation to cam himsalf down. Thiswas no time for rage, no matter how judtified. This stupid
mortal did indeed have power over him because of this ancient amulet. How had he gotten it? The fellow
must have stolen it, because he obvioudy knew little or nothing about the Art.

"Master Westfall," Hermes said, "1 acknowledge your power over me. | do indeed have to obey you.
Tel mewhat it isyou want, and let uswaste no further time."

"That'smorelikeit,” Westfdl said. "First | want asack of gold coins, fine minted and capable of being
spent where and how | please. English, Spanish, or French coinswill do nicely, but no Itaian ones—they



awaysclip the edges. | dso want an Old English sheepdog, a pedigreed onelike the King has. That'll do
for agtart, but I'll have more requests after that."

"Not so fast," Hermes said. "How many wishes are you expecting meto grant?’

"Asmany as| want!" Westfall cried. "Because I've got the amulet!" He flourished it, and Hermes winced
with pain.

"Not so hard! I'll get your stuff! Give me aday or two!™ And so saying, Hermes disappeared.

Hermes had no difficulty putting together the items Westfal wanted. He kept bags and bags of gold coin
in acave under the Rhine, in the care of dwarfswho had been out of work since Gotterdammerung. The
Old English sheepdog was no greet trouble, either — Hermes easily kidnapped one from akennd near
Spottiswode. Then he returned to Westfal's chamber in Y ork.

Chapter 5

Good dog. Now go liein the corner,” Westfall said. The haf-grown Old English sheepdog looked at him
and barked.

"He'snot very well trained,” Westfdl said.

"Hey, you didn't say anything about him being trained,” Hermes replied. "He's got a pedigree aslong as
your arm.”

"He'sagood-looking dog,” Westfall acknowledged, "and the gold pieces are satisfactory.” Hehad a
mess of them in asmal stout leather bag at hisfedt.

"I'm glad you're satisfied,” Hermes said. "Now if you will just tell thisamulet that you release me and that
| am no longer in your power, we can each of us get on with our own business.”

"Not sofast!" Westfal said. "I still have anumber of wishes| want you to grant.”
"But I'm busy!" Hermes complained.

"Y ou must be patient. I'll need you around for awhilelonger, my dear Trismegistus, and if you do what |
ask, dfter that I'll consder releasing you."

"That'snot fair" Hermessad. "I'm willing to grant you awish or two out of respect for your ill-gotten
talisman, but you're taking advantage of the Stuation.”

"Magic isthere to take advantage of people with,” Westfal said.
"Don't pressyour luck," Hermes said. "Y ou don't know whét you're playing around with here.”

"Enough of thistak," Wedfal said. "Listen carefully, Hermes. Earlier, before | conjured you, the talisman
gave me somebody ese. A woman. A very beautiful woman. Do you know who I'm talking about?"

Hermes Trismegistus closed his eyes and concentrated. Then he opened hiseyes again.
"My sense of postcognition tells me you conjured up one of God's angels, aformer witch named Y lith.”
"How did you know that?' Westfal asked.

"Second sght isone of my atributes” Hermes said. "If you'll release me, I'll teach you theway of it."



"Never mind. What | want isfor you to bring that lady —Y lith, you called her? 1 want you to bring her to
r],E.ll

"I doubt shell want to come," Hermes said, eyeing Westfal with interest. Thiswas atwist he hadn't
anticipated.

"l don't careif shewantsto or not,” Westfdl said. "The sight of her hasinflamed my imagination. | want
her."

"Ylithisgoing to lovethis," Hermesremarked aside. He knew she was astrong-minded lady who had
been fighting for feminine spiritua equdity in the cosmos long before the concept was even conceived of
on Earth.

"Shewill haveto get used to me," Westfdl said. "'l intend to possessthat lady in al the ways aman may
possessamaid.”

"l can't make her agreeto that," Hermes said. "Thereésalimit to my powers, they stop at having any
influence over the feminine psyche."

"Y ou don't have to make her agreeto anything,” Westfal said. "I'll do that mysdlf. Y ou merely haveto
put her in my power."

Hermesthought for awhile, then said, "Westfdl, |

have to be frank with you. Possession of magic has overborne your good sense. Thisthing with Ylithis
not agood idea. Y ou're meddling with something here you don't want to get anywhere near."

"Beglent! Doasl say!" Hiseyeswerewide and shining.

"Haveit your ownway," Hermes said, and he conjured himsdlf out of there, marveling at the unerring
way humans had of getting themselvesinto trouble. And he was beginning to see the glimmering of aplan
that might bring benefit to himself and the other Olympians who were now cooped up in the unreal world
known as Afterglow. Buit first he was going to have to procure Y lith for Westfall, and that might prove
morethan alittle difficult.

Chapter 6

Hermestook himsdf to one of hisfavorite places, an old shrine on the Aegean idand of Delosthat had
been dedicated to his worship for some thousands of years. Here he sat down and, looking over the
wine-dark sea, consdered his situation.

Although he was one of the origind twelve Olympians, Hermes hadn't suffered the fate of the other gods
when the entire Greek thing collapsed shortly after the deeth of Alexander the Great and the birth of
superdtitious rationaism in Byzantium. The other gods hadn't been able to fit into the new world that
cameinto being with Hellenitic times, and when the new religion came aong, they hadn't sood a chance.
Their worshipers al abandoned them; they were declared not to exist, and wereforced to lead a
shadowy existence in the realm called Afterglow. Afterglow was adreary place, dmost exactly like the
ancient Greek underworld. Hermeswas glad he didn't haveto live there.

Hermes was held over from the ancient Greek world because of hislong association with magic. From
early times he had been active in the conjuring arts, and abody of lore had sprung up that was attributed
to hisingpiration. The Corpus Hermeticum, ascribed to Corndlius Agrippaand others, had become the
soul of Renaissance magic; Hermeswasits presding deity.



He had proven ussful to mankind in other ways, too.

Hewasfine at locating things, and he had been long associated with medicine due to the caduceus he
often carried, a souvenir of his Egyptian days as Thoth.

Hewasbascally afriendly god, more gpproachable than most. Over the years he had entered into
discussions with many human magicians, al of whom had conjured him with respect. But thiswasthefirst
time anyone had ever conjured him by force, causing him to obey whether he wanted to or not. He didn't
likeit. Trouble was, he didn't know quite what to do about it.

He was brooding over this, sitting under agrest oak tree and looking out to sea, when he heard a soft,
whispering sound. He listened more carefully. A voice was saying to him, "My boy, what seemsto bethe
trouble?'

Hermessaid, "Zeus, isthat you?"'

"Yes it'sme" Zeussad, "but only asaghostly essence. Thered meisin Afterglow, wheredl therest of
uswere banished. All except you, of course.”

"It wasn't my fault they carried me over as Hermes Trismegistus,” Hermes said.
"No oneisblaming you, my son. Just gtating afact.”
"I don't understand how you can be here a dl," Hermes said. "Even as aghostly essence.”

"l have aspecia dispensation. | can manifest my essence wherever oak treesflourish, and that's not bad,
given the circumstances I'm in nowadays and the prevalence of oaks. Something seemsto be troubling
you. What isit, Hermes? Y ou can tell your old dad.”

Hermes hesitated. He didn't trust Zeus. None of the Olympians did. They remembered what he had done
to Cronus, hisfather — castrated the poor old bugger and thrown his partsinto the sea. They knew that
Zeus feared the same fate, and so they tended to make sure no one wasin aposition to do that to him.
Even the thought of it made him touchy, and if he was treacherous and inconstant, it was because he
thought that was the safest way to keep his cojones. Hermesknew al this, but he aso knew that Zeus
was agood person to talk to. "Father Zeus, a human has gotten control of me."

"Indeed? How could that have happened?’

"Remember those sedls that King Solomon bound some of the fellowswith? Well, they haven't al been
retired.”

Hermestold him the story, adding at the end, "So what can | do?"

Zeusrudled hisleaves and said, "This human pretty well hasyou right now. Play aong, but watch what
goes on. When something happensthat you can use, then you must act immediately and drastically.”

"I know dl this" Hermes said. "Why are you stating the obvious?'

"Because | know your scruples, my son. Y ou've gone aong with these new people and their complicated
ideas about the old gods. Y ou've been taken in by their big talk. Y ou think it'sall very profound, this
magic stuff of theirs. Well, let mejust tell you, it'sal amatter of power, that'sal magic is, and power is
nine tenths amatter of trickery."

"All right, enough dready,” Hermes said. "How am | supposed to get hold of thiswitch woman for



Wedfd|?'

"That isthe easiest of the problemsthat face you. Go to your sister Aphrodite and ask her for the use of
Pandoras box. She'sbeen using it for her jewdry latdy. It will make afirg-rate spirit catcher.”

"Of course, aspirit catcher! What will | do with it?”
"Y ourethe great magician. Figureit out for yoursdlf."

Sometime later, Hermes gppeared in the graveyard in Y ork, disguised as an eccentric old gentleman.
Under hisarm was aparcel, neatly wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. He walked up to Ylith
and said in an atered voice, "Miss Y lith?'Y our friend asked that | give you this"

"Azzieleft apresent for me?' Ylith said. "How nice!" She stripped away the wrapping and opened the
box without thinking. In thelid was amirror, asparkly, hazy, multicolored mirror of atype she
remembered seeing in Babyloniaand in Egypt, amagic mirror, asoul catcher, damn it, someone had
pulled that old trick on her! Quickly she averted her eyes, but it wastoo late; her soul, flying out of her
mouth at that ingtant like atiny transparent butterfly, was caught by the mirror and pulled in, and in that
moment Y lith's body collapsed. Hermes caught her and lowered her gently to the ground. Then he closed
the cover of the box with adecisive snap. When he had Pandoras box safely secured with awoven
golden cord, he gave a pair of lunching workmen acoin to pick up the body and transport it acrosstown
to Westfdl's chambers. "Careful, there! Don't damageit!" The workmen seemed abit puzzled and not at
al sure they were doing the right thing until Hermes told them he was a doctor who could revive the
unfortunate lady, who obvioudy had suffered a shock brought about by baleful zodiaca influences.
Hearing so plausible and scientific an explanation, none of the workmen inquired any further. After dl,
they were just following doctor's orders.

Chapter 7

Westfal wondered what was taking Hermes so long, but he decided it might not be so easy amatter to
take awoman away from the world, just like that. He wondered at himsdlf; it wasn't his usud way of
doing things. Had some supernaturd creature established an influence over him and indicated to him by
subtle means that he should ask for the woman? He wasn't sure, but he sensed the operation here of
something abnormal, something beyond the laws of magic, something that worked in its own way and
reveded itsdlf or not asit saw fit.

The long afternoon passed; Westfall found abit of cheesein his pantry, and ahed of bread. He
moistened the bread with some of last night's soup, heated over alittle stove he kept in acorner. A draft
of winewashed it down, and then he dozed in hisarmchair. It was a peaceful time until asound as of the
ar splitting gpart cameto hisears. He sprang to hisfedt, crying, "Have you brought the woman?'

"l have done my part, Hermes said. He waved his hand to dispel the clouds of smoke that had attended
hisarrival. He was dressed as before, but thistime he earned under hisarm asmall, richly made wooden
box.

"What have you got there?' Westfdl asked.

Just then came the sound of heavy footsteps on the stairs. A muffled voice from outside cried, "Will
somebody please get the door?' Westfall went and opened it. Two large workmen camein, lugging
between them the body of abeautiful young woman, unconscious, and pae as death.

"Where do you want her?' asked the workman carrying the end with the head and shoulders.



"Just put her down on the couch over there. Gently!"

Hermes paid both workmen and saw them to the door. He said to Westfdll, "I have given her into your
power. Now you have her body. But | advise you not to fool around with it "without the lady's
permisson.”

"Whereis she?' Wedtfdl asked. "Her consciousness, |
O" mean:

"Y ou mean her soul,” Hermes said. "It isright herein thisbox." He put the box down on one of Westfdl's
tables. "Open it when you please, and her soul will fly out and reanimate her body. But watch your step.
The lady ismore than alittle angry, not taking kindly to being conjured when she was trying to do
something dse”

"Her soul isredly inthe box?' Westfdl asked. Helifted the small brown slver-inlaid container and shook
it. From deep within he heard ashriek and amuffled curse.

"Y ou're on your own now,” Hermes said.

"But what am | supposed to do?"

"That'sfor you to find out.”

Wedtfall picked up the box and shook it gentry. He said, "Miss Ylith? Areyou in there?"

"Y ou bet I'm here, you unspesakable piglike thing," Ylith said. "Open thislid so | can get out and get at
you."

Westfdl turned pale and squeezed the lid down tightly with both hands. "Oh, dear.” He looked at
Hermes.

Hermes shrugged.

"Shesangry.”

"Youretellingme?' Hermes said.

"But what am | to do with her?"

"Y ou wanted her," Hermes pointed out. "I thought you'd have that part figured out."
"Well, not exactly."

"I'd advise you to try to come to some understanding with her. Y ou're going to have to do that."
"Maybel'll just put the box away for awhile," said Westfall.

"That would beamisteke.

"Why?

"Unless Pandora's box iswatched dl of thetime, what iswithinisableto get out.”

"That'snot fair!"



"I've played fair with you, Westfall. Y ou should know these things aways have atrick to them. Good
luck.”

He began to make a gesture to conjure himsdlf out of there.

"Remember," Westfdl sad, "1 ill havethetdisman. | can cdll you up when | wish!”

"l wouldn't advisetrying it," Hermes said, and vanished.

Westfall waited until Hermes smoke had faded away. Then he turned to the box. "Miss Y lith?"
"What isit?'

"Could we haveatak, youand |?"

"Open thisbox and let me out. I'll giveyou talk."

Westfal shuddered at the sound of ragein her voice. "Maybe we should wait alittlewhile," hesaid. "I
need to think thisout." Ignoring her curses, he walked to the other end of the chamber and settled down
to think. But he didn't take his eyes off the box.

Wedtfall kept the box on his nightstand. He did have to deep occasiondly, but he wakened himsdlf
periodically to make sure Ylith was till in there; he had become concerned that she would get out on her
own. He began to dream that she was about to open the box, or that it had opened during the night.
Sometimes he woke up screaming.

"Ligten, miss," he sad, "what say we forget al about this?I'll let you go and you leave me done. Isthat
okay?'

"No," Ylithsad.

"Why?What do you want?'

"Indemnity,” Ylith said. ™Y ou can't expect things to happen as easily asthat, Wedtfal."
"What will you doif | let you out?"

"I don't honestly know."

"Y ouwont kill me, though, will you?'

"I might. | just might."

It was a standoff.

Chapter 8

Pietro Aretino was somewhat surprised to find ared- haired demon at his door that day in Venicein
1524. But not too surprised. Aretino madeit apoint never to be put out of countenance by anything.

Hewas abig man, hisown red hair receding from his high brow. Thirty-two years old that month, he had
spent dl hisadult life asapoet and playwright. His verses, which combined the utmaost scurrility with an
exquisite sense of rhyme, were recited and sung from one corner of Europe to the other.

Aretino ‘was ableto live well on the expensive presents that kings, noblemen, and prelates were forever
forcing upon him to induce him to desist from attacking and mocking them. "Pray take thisgold salver,



good Aretino, and be so kind asto disinclude mein your latest broadside.”

Aretino had been expecting something of the sort when the knocking came on his door. He opened it
himsdlf, his servant having gone home for the day. Onelook told him that this fellow who stood before
him was no Earthly messenger. No, this foxy-faced and bright-eyed personage had that air about him of
one of the supernatural onesthat Aretino had always heard about but had not up until now met.

"Good evening to you, Sir," Aretino said, keeping arespectful tone until he knew whom he was insulting.
"Have you some business with me? For | think | have not seen your race.

"We have not met beforethis” Azziesad. "Yet it seemsto methat | know the Divine Aretino through the
luscious sagecity of hisverses, in which asound mord point is never far behind the laughter.”

"It isgood of you to say so, Sir," said Aretino. "But many hold that thereisno mora content whatsoever
tomy lines”

"They are deceived,” Azzie said. "To scoff at the pretensons of mankind, asyou unerringly do, dear
magter, TSto point up the excellencies of that which the churchmen are usudly al too willing to dismiss.”

"Y ou speak out boldly, sir, in favor of those deeds that men consider evil.”

"Y et men perform the Seven Deadly Sinswith an dacrity they do not display in their high-minded quests
for the good. Even Soth isentered into with a gregter aacrity than accompanies the pursuits of piety.”

"Sir," said Aretino, "your viewpoint ismy viewpoint. But let us not remain here on the doorstep, gossiping
likeapair of old crones. Come into my house, and let me pour you aglass of afinewine | recently
brought back from Tuscany."

Aretino led Azzieindgde. His house, or rather his paazzo, was smal though luxurious. The floorswere
carpeted with thick-piled rugs sent by the Doge himsdlf; tall waxen tapers burned in bronze candelabra,
and the flames sent streaks of light down the cream-colored walls.

Aretino led theway to alow-cellinged Sitting room decorated with rugs and wall hangings. A charcoal
brazier took ail the wintry chill that still hung inthe air. He gestured to Azzie to make himself comfortable
and poured him aglass of sparkling red wine from the crystal decanter that stood on alittleinlaid table
nearby.

"Now then, Sr,” said Aretino, after they had toasted each other's hedlth, "tell me how | may be of service
to you.

"Say rather," said Azzie, "that | wish to be of serviceto you, since you are the preeminent poet and
satirist in Europe and | am but asimple patron of the arts who wishesto set forth an artistic enterprise.”

"What exactly did you haveinmind, Sir?" Aretino asked.
"I would like to produce aplay.”

"What an excellent ideal" cried Aretino. "1 have severd that might suit your purposesvery nicely. Allow
me to fetch the manuscripts.”

Azzie held up ahand. "Although | have no doubt asto the supreme perfection of everything you have
written, my dear Aretino, something aready written will not do. | would liketo beinvolved in anew
enterprise, a piece that would make use of a particular conception of mine.”



"Of course,” Aretino said, for he was familiar with men who wished to produce works of art, coming up
themsdves with the conception but leaving the dull work of the actud writing to someonedse. "And
what, sir, do you propose for the theme?'

"l would like my play to point up some smple hometruths," Azzie said. "These are facts of existence that
experienced men have known throughout the centuries, yet they are not so acknowledged by our
dramatists. Thesewriters| refer to, davishly following Arigtotle, ingst upon proving the bandities: that the
wages of gn are death, that gluttons end up in the gutter, that the lascivious are doomed to
disappointment, and that those who love lightly are condemned never to love well.”

"These are the usual sorts of mord propositions,” Aretino said. Do you wish to confute them?'

"Indeed | do," Azzie said. "Even though they are the very stuff of everyday folk wisdom, some of us
know that matters do not always come out thisway. My play would prove the contrary to what is
generdly maintained by the mumble-mouthed do-gooders. In my play, the Seven Deadly Sinswill be
shown asthetrue path to afinelife, or in any event, asno impediment to it. In brief, my dear Aretino, |
wish to produce animmordity play."

"What anoble conception!™ cried Aretino. "Oh, | applaud you, S, for your great notion that
single-handedly attempts to oppose the centuries of mealymouthed propagandawith which men have
tried to convince themsalves to do the conventiona thing no matter how they opposed it. But let me point
out, Sir, that it will be difficult to mount such a production without bringing down upon our headsthe
hypocritical wrath of Church and State. And besides, where will we find acast? Or astage that isn't
clamed by the Church?’

"Inthe play | want to produce,” said Azzie, "1 do not contemplate such aforma procedure as actors,
stage, and audience. The play will unfold naturdly; wewill give our actors agenerd sense of the situation,
and let them work out the lines and action for themselves, in afree-form and unpremeditated manner.”

"But how would you have your play proveits mora unless you foreplan the outcome?”

"I have afew thoughtson that,” Azzie said, "which | will share with you when we are in agreement on the
project. Let mejust say that the machinery of worldly cause and effect is something | can manipulate to
good advantage to get the results | desire.™

"It would take a supernatura being to make such astatement,” said Aretino.
"Ligento medosdy," Azziesad.
"| listen," said Aretino, somewhat taken aback by Azzie's suddenly commanding manner.

"I am Azzie Elbub, ademon of noblelineage, at your service, Aretino,” Azzie said, making a negligent
gesture with one hand, at the end of which blue sparks of lightning flashed.

Aretino's eyes opened wide. "Black magic!”

"l avail mysdf of theseinfernd stage effects” said Azzie, "so that you might know at once with whom you
arededing.”

Drawing hisfingerstogether, Azzie produced alarge emerad, then another, and another. He turned out
gx of them and lay them side to Side on thelittle table where the wine stood. Then he made a pass over
them, and the emeralds shuddered and collapsed into asingle large stone, the largest emerald the world
had ever known.



"Amazing!" said Aretino.
"It must return to its origina form after awhile" Azzie said. "But the effect is pretty, isit not?!
"Amazing!" said Aretino again. "Can such atrick be taught?"

"Only to another demon.” said Azzie. "But thereisalot | can do for you, Aretino. Comeinto this
enterprise with me and not only will you be paid beyond your wildest dreams, but also you will receive a
tenfold increasein your aready sizable fame because you will be the author of aplay that will set fortha
new legend upon this old Earth. With alittle luck, it will presage the beginning of an age of candor such as
the hypocritical old globe has not yet seen.”

Azzie's eyesflashed fire as he spoke—he wasn't one to stint his effects when trying to make a point.

Aretino stumbled back at this display. He tripped over afootstool and would have falen heavily had not
Azziereached out along lean arm covered in finered hair and restored the surprised poet to his balance.

"I can't tell you how flattered | am,” Aretino said, "that you would come to mefor this supreme
production. | am entirely in accord with your wishes, my dear Lord Azzie, but the matter isn't quite so
smple. | would not give you less than the best. Give me aweek'stime, my lord, in which | may consider
the matter, and meditate, and consult the ancient stories and legends | have heard. The entire basisfor
thisplay of yours, however it is mounted, must be astory. It isthe search for that story to which Il
devote mysdlf. Shal we say until next week a this sametime?”

"That ismost excdlently said,” Azziesaid. "1 am glad you are not jumping into this matter lightly. Yes,
take aweek."

With that, Azzie made a gesture and vanished.
PART TWO
Chapter 1

When ademon leaves Earth in order to go to the Realm of Darkness, profound forces are involved,
discernible only to sensesthat can detect what for most humansis undetectable. That evening, not long
after histalk with Aretino, Azzie gazed upward at the Starry sky. He snapped hisfingers— he had
recently procured a new finger-snapping spell, and now .was agood chanceto try it out. The spell
kicked in and flung him into the air, and soon he was traveling rapidly through space, his passage brighter
than afdling gar.

Azzieroared through the trangparent separation that forms the covering of the Heavenly sphere of the
heavens, picking up mass as he went in accordance with the law of speeding objectsthat governs even
devilsinther flight. The stars seemed to nod and wink at his passage. The wind that howled between the
worlds sent achill through him, and Ur-frost formed on his nose and eyebrows. He felt the savage chill of
those desol ate spaces, but he didn't dow down. Hewas in the devil's own hurry. Once Azzie got an idea,
he was unstoppable.

In order to get agreat event like an immordity play written and staged, he needed money. He had to pay
the human actors, and it cost plenty to purchase the specia effects— those fortuitous miracles that
would occur to cheer his actors on their way to undeserved good fortune. Azzie had remembered that he
hadn't been paid his bonus for the Bad Deed of the Y ear award which he had received for hispart in the
Faud affair.

At last his speed was sufficient for the great shift that propels abeing from one relm of existenceinto



another. Suddenly Azzie was no longer traveling through the sphere of mundane objects and energies
made up of atoms and their congtituent member particles. He had passed through the invisble and
impal pable separation that divides ordinary objects like mumesons and tachyons from the finer particles
of the Spiritual Realm.

Hefound himsdlf in aplace of great misty shapes and indistinct colors, where vast and indistinct objects
swam in ahoney-colored atmosphere. He was home again.

Just ahead of him were the great grim blue-black walls of Hell City, on which the wals of ancient
Babylon had been modeled. Sentindl devils patrolled the high bastions, Azzie waved his pass a them and
hurtled on.

He camein over the dark Satanic suburbs and soon wasin the business section of Hell City, wherethe
adminigtrative work was carried out. He passed by the Public Works division; it was of no interest to him
just now. The great bureaucratic buildings coaesced around him, he picked the right one, and soon he
was hurrying down acorridor filled with other demons, aswell asimpsin pageboy's uniforms. Hereand
there were the inevitable kimono-clad succubi who made the lunches of senior officials so pleasant. He
came a last to the Accounting Section.

He was expected to take his place at the end of thelong line of petitioners who waited impatiently for
someoneto hear their cases. They were adown-at-the-hedls and seedy bunch. Azzie went right past
them to the head of the line, flourishing a gold-edged Bypass Card he had gotten from Asmodeus back
when he stood high in that senior devil'sfavor.

Theclerk in charge of Payments Past Duewas anill- favored Transylvanian imp-goblin with along nose
and breath that was horrific even by Hell's standards. Devoted as he and al hisfellowswereto doing as
little as possible, thus saving their own energy and Hell's money, he claimed that Azzie had not filled in his
papers correctly, and in any event, he had filled out the wrong forms. Azzie showed him aWaiver of
Correctness signed by Bedlzebub himsdlf. It stated that no impediment in the paperwork was to stop or
delay the payment of moneys owed to said demon. Theimp-goblin was sore pressed by this, but found a
last excuse.

"I do not have the authority to pass on these things. I'm just awretched little imp-goblin clerk. What
you've got to do isgo down the hall, take the first door to your right, go up the staircase — "

Azzie was having none of it. He produced another form, an Instant Action Chit, which stated that no
excuseswould be tolerated in the paying of this demand, and that any obfuscation on the part of the
requisite clerk would be met with Pecuniary Punishment, viz., taking the amount owed out of the clerk's
own salary. Thiswasthe most drastic form of action anyone could take in Hell City, and Azzie had had
to stedl the form from the special office where they were handed out only to the favored few.

The form's effect on theimp-goblin wasimmediate and gratifying. "It's not coming out of my pocket!" the
imp- goblin said. "Whereés my ssamp?' He rummaged around his desk, found it, and stamped Azzi€'s
paperswith URGENT! PAY IMMEDIATELY! inletters of fire. "Now just take that down the hal to
the Payments window. And then kindly go away. Y ou have quite ruined my day."

Azzie did so. He vowed to return with nasty new tricks if there was any further trouble. But the clerk at
the Paymentswindow, seeing the notation PAY IMMEDIATELY!, initided it and handed over forthwith
and without delay severa sacks of gold coins, making up the full amount of what Azzie was owed.

Chapter 2
By the time Azzie got back to Venice, Sx days of Earth- time had passed. The weather had turned mild



and glorious, and flowering plants had burst into bloom in the little parks. White and yellow bloomswere
everywhere, gloriousin the mild sunshine. The ladies of Venice promenaded in the fine weather, the men
walking along with them, prattling of the affairs of noblesand their ladies. Thetide wasfalling, carrying
the garbage and debris of the inhabitants out to sea. The spanking east wind was sweeping out the
odorous vaporsthat made Venice alikely place for European plaguesto begin. All indl it wasagood
timeto bedive.

Azzie had planned to look into the Arsend, the most famous shipbuilding facility in Europe, but no sooner
had he turned into a narrow cobblestoned street that led to it than he bumped into alarge blue-eyed
fellow who took onelook at him and gave him awarm thump on the back.

"Azzie! Upon my word, itisyou, isn't it?" said the other.

It wasthe angel Babrid, an old acquaintance from bygone adventures. Although they served opposite
sdesin the great battle of Light and Dark, they had become friends— or if not exactly friends,
something closer than acquai ntances— over the course of events. They had another connection,
too—the love they both bore the beautiful black- haired witch named Y lith.

Azzie thought that Babriel, who worked nowadays for Michael the Archangel, might be herein Veniceto
keep an eye on him, and might even be suspecting him — through some previoudy unheard-of Heavenly
art — of the scheme he was attempting to hatch.

After Babriel expressed surprise a Azzie's presencein Venice, Azziereplied, "l took alittle time off from
my dutiesin Hell to enjoy the Sghtsof thisfair city. It issurely the Earthly paradise of the present

generaion.”

"It was wonderful to seeyou again,” Babrid said to Azzie, "but now | must rgoin the others. The angel
Israfel comes at vespersto pick us up and return us to Heaven, this being only aweekend outing.”

"Good journey to you, then," Azziesad.

And so they parted. Azzie had picked up no intimation that Babriel was spying on him, yet he wondered
why the blue-eyed angd wasin Veniceat just thistime.

Chapter 3

Babrid aways enjoyed getting back to Heaven. It was such a pretty place, with itsrows of small white
houses on generous green lawns, itsfine old trees, and its generd air of gentedd Goodness. Not dl of
Heaven looked like that, of course, but this was West Heaven, the better side of Paradise, where the
archangelslived and where the Spiritual Embodiments had summer places. The Spiritual Embodiments
weretall and attractive women, and an angel could do far worse for himself than tie up with one of them
—for the mating of excellent qualitieswas adlowed in Heaven. But as beautiful asthey were, Babriel
wasn't attracted to them in the way of aman and amaid. His heart went out to Y lith. Perhaps because of
her previous history as Whore of Athens and Assistant Whore of Babylon, back when she served Bad,
hefound her irresstible. Y lith sometimes seemed in love with Babriel, sometimes not.

He went by a shortcut to East Heaven and stopped at Y lith's house, just to say hello, but shewas not in.
A refurbished nature spirit gotten up like a cherub was mowing the lawn, a penance he had imposed on
himsdlf for past indiscretions. He told Babriel that Y lith was away leading agroup of young angelsto
sacred shrines on Earth.

"Oh, redly?' Babrid sad. "What period are they visit-



"l believeit's caled the Renaissance," said the nature spirit.

Babriel thanked him and | eft in athoughtful mood. Wasit merdly coincidence that Azziewas dso visiting
that period? Babrid was not suspicious by nature, and was considered trusting even for an angd. But he
had learned the hard way that, strange though it might seem, everybody was not like him. Especidly not
Azzie, in whom dissmulation was such a second nature as to overshadow entirely hisfirst nature,
whatever that might be. Babriel had his doubts asto Y lith's orthodoxy, despite her enthusiasm for every
sort of Niceness. He didn't think she would turn away from her alegiance to Heaven, but she might have
been tempted to look up her old boyfriend—or, morelikely, he her. If that was the case, why had they
picked the Renai ssance in which to rendezvous? Or wasit just coincidence?

Babrid was brooding on these matters when he walked up Shady Olive Tree Lane and cameto the big
white mansion on top of the hill where Michad lived. The archangel was tending to the rosesin hisfront
yard, the deeves of hiswhite linen gown pushed back to reved his brawny forearms.

"Welcome back, Babrid!" said the archanged, putting down his clippers and wiping from his brow the
sweet sweat of honest |abor. "Did you enjoy your sojourn in Venice?'

"Immeasurably, sSir. | took the opportunity of trying to improve my knowledge of the arts. For the greater
glory of Good, of course.”

"Of course," said Michadl, with afriendly twinkleto his deep-set eyes.
"l raninto Azzie Elbub, sr.”

"Saw old Azzie, did you?' said Michadl, stroking his chin thoughtfully. He remembered the demon well
from their last encounter during the affair of Johann Faugt. "What was he up to?'

"He sad hewasjust therefor alittle holiday from hisdutiesin Hell, though | suspect he might have come
thereto be near theange Ylith. Sheisaso on Earth.”

"It'spossible,” said Michadl. "Or there could be some other reason.”
"Likewhat, Sr?"

"There are many possibilities,” Michael said vagudly. "'l shal haveto think about this. Meanwhile, if you're
quite rested, there'salot of correspondenceto take care of insde." Michael was punctilious about
answering hisfan mail, which cameto him from al over the Spiritual Redlm, and from Earth aswell.

"I'll getright toit,” Babrid said. He hurried ingdeto hislittle office in what had been the Servants Wing
but was now cdled the Honored Guests of Lesser Importance Wing.

PART THREE
Chapter 1

It was aspecid embarrassment for Ylith to find herself shut up in abox. She hadn't had that onetried on
her since the infatuated King Priam of Troy had congtructed a specia box in which he hoped to put Ylith
once he caught her. But he never caught her. And now Troy waslong gone, and Priam dong with it, and
Ylithwas still here, at least partialy because she didn't put her head into boxes.

It only goesto show you, she thought, no sense being too proud. Just look a me now. In abox.

A paeluminous glow filled the box, reveaing fields, hedges, and aline of mountainsin the background.



She heard aman's soft voice at her ear.

"Y lith, what are you doing here? Y ou seem to bein trouble. Let me help.”
Thelightsin the box came up brighter.

"Who am | talking to?" Y lith asked.

"It'sZeus" thevoicesad. "l can dill do thingslike that, evenin my present reduced circumstances. But
you haven't told me what you're doing here.”

"Some guy kidnapped me and locked me up in here." Ylith had met Father Zeus once before, when she
had been trying out for a part as anature spirit during the Greek Reviva period in Rome. Zeus had said
he'd let her know, and she hadn't thought about it since.

"Why won't he let you out?" Zeus asked.
"Hesafrad I'll kill him. And | will, too!"

Zeus sighed. "Y ou sound like my daughter, Artemis. Tak about implacable! Why not try alittle
dissmulgion?'

"What do you mean?"'

"Tell thiskidnapper you like the idea of being locked up in abox by him."
"Hed never believe that!”

"Try it. Kidnappers are goofy. Tl him anything. Just get free.”
"Youmeanlie?'

"Of course.”

"That wouldn't be honest!"

"Y ou could make amends later. That'swhat | dwaysdid, when | remembered. Meanwhile, you'd be
free"

"But we're not supposed to lie" Ylith said, though her voice wasirresolute.

"Now, my dear, talk again to this human and get him to see things your way. Get back out into the world.
Y ou're too pretty to stay shut up in abox."

Later, after she had composed herself and looked to her makeup, Y lith cried out, "Westfall? Y ou il
there?'

"Yes, I'm here”
"Aren't you supposed to be at work or something?'

"Of course. But frankly, I'm afraid of leaving you done. | mean, maybe you could get out — or at least
enchant me"

"I could enchant you anyhow," Ylith said in asultry voice. "But you redly think I'm such avicious witch?'



"Well," Wedtfadl said, "after you lit into me asyou did, | figured I'd better be prepared for the wors.”

"You got mesore,” Ylith said. "No woman likes to be suddenly snatched out of what she's doing and
shut into abox and delivered to somebody asif she were merchandise.

Witches are only human, you know, even the most angelic of us. We want to be courted like red ladies,
not pushed around like antique tarts.”

"l understand d| that now,” Wedtfall said. "But now itistoo late."

"Not necessarily,” Ylith said, and her voice dripped honey.

"Redly?' Wesfdl sad.

"Openthelid, Wedtfdl. | won't hurt you. | promise on my word asan angdl. Let's see how we get dong.”
Westfall took a deep breath and opened thelid.

Y lith came out smoking, doing her witch'simpersonation of Hecate.

Westfal screamed, Y ou promised not to hurt me!”

The chambers were suddenly quite empty. Westfall wasin adark corner of Limbo, and Y lith had taken
to theair to report back to Michad. Pandoras box was gtill open and glistening faintly.

Chapter 2

Azziearrived a Aretino's door one week to the minute after he had first talked with him. Aretino
welcomed the demon to hishome and led him to an upper sitting room where they could take their ease
on brocaded chairs and enjoy the spectacle of the lights of Venice outlining the cands. Aretino served a
wine he had chosen carefully for the occasion. A servant brought in little cakesfor refreshment.

A soft blue twilight lay acrossthe city, increasing by ahundredfold itsair of magic and mystery. From
below came the sound of aboating song: "Ho for the life of agondolier!” Man and demon listened toit in
dlencefor afew moments.

Azzie was experiencing one of thefinest timesin hislife. Thiswasthe first moment of thelaunching of a
new enterprise. The next words he spoke would make a great change in many lives; he was about to
experience his own importance as a prime mover. Azzie was to become one who shaped events rather
than being shaped by them. Power, self-aggrandizement, that waswhat it was all about.

In Azziesimagination the new project swelled into immediate completion. It amost seemed done
immediately after it had been conceived. Hisvison of it was vague but grand.

It took him amoment to come back to himsdf and redlize that everything till remained to be
accomplished. "I have experienced some impatience, my dear Aretino, waiting to hear what you might
come up with. Or do you consider the matter of my play beyond your competence?”

"I think I'm the only man for thejob," Aretino said boldly. "But you'l judge for yoursef when | tell you
the legend | would like to base the play upon.”

"A legend? Oh, good!" Azziesaid. "l lovelegends. Isit about anyone | know?"

"God isin my story, and Adam, and L ucifer.”



"All old friends. Do proceed, Pietro.”
Aretino settled back, and, taking asip of wineto clear histhroat, began talking. ..

Adam was lying beside abrook in Eden when God came to him and said, "Adam, what have you been
up to?'

"Me?' Adam sat up. "I've just been sitting here thinking good thoughts.”

"l know you've been thinking good thoughts,” God said. "I tunein on you every oncein awhilejust to
see how youre doing. That's persond God involvement at its finest. But what were you doing before
those good thoughts?

"I'mnot sure.”
"Try to remember. Y ou were with Eve, weren't you?"
"Well, yeah, sure. That'sal right, isn't it? | mean, shesmy wife, you know."

"Nobody'strying to make anything of it, Adam. I'm just trying to establish afact. Y ou were talking with
Eve, weren't you?"

"All right, | was. She was going on about something the birdstold her. Y ou know, God, just between
you and me, for agrown woman she does go on alot about birds.

"What else were you doing with Eve?’

"Just talking about birds. With her it'sbirdsal thetime. Tell mefrankly, do you think thelady isal there?
| mean, is she normal? Of course | don't have anyone to compare her to because I've never met another
lady. Y ou didn't even give me amother, not that I'm complaining. But gtill, talking about birdsdl thetime,
| mean, come on aready."

"Eve happensto be very innocent,” God said. "Nothing wrong in that, isthere?'
"l guessnot,” Adam sad.

"What's the matter? Have | offended you?'

"Y ou? Offend me? Don't be slly. Y ou're God, so how could you offend me?”
"What else did you do with Eve other than talk with her?"

Adam shook hishead. "Frankly, you wouldn't want to know. | mean, whereisit written that aman
should talk dirty infront of his God?'

"I'm not talking about the sex thing," God said contemptuoudly.

"L ook, if you know what | did and what | didn't do, why do you even bother asking me?’
"I'm trying to make apoint,” God said.

Adam added something in avoice so low that God had to ask him to speak up.

"| said that you shouldn't get so angry a me. After dl, you made mein your image, so what do you
expect?'



"Oh, that's ‘what you think, isit? And you think that my creating you in my image excuses any sort of
behavior on your part?'

"Wdl, | mean, &fter dl, you—"

"| gaveyou everything, dl of it, life, intelligence, good looks, a cute wife, imagination, good food, amild
climate, good taste in literary matters, skill at many sports, artistic aptitude, the ability to add and
subtract, and quite alot dse.

| could have put you on the Earth with one finger and left you spending al your time counting up to one.
Instead | gave you ten fingers and the ability to count al theway up to infinity. | did it al for you. All |
asked was that you play with the stuff | gave you but leave aone the Stuff | didn't want you to touch. Is
that right or isthat not right?'

"Yeah, it'sright,” Adam mumbled.

"All | said was, that tree over there, what we call the Tree of Life, seethat apple onit? And you said you
saw it. And | said to you, ‘Just do me afavor, don't eat that apple, got it? And you said, 'Sure, God, I've
got it andit'sno big ded.' But yesterday, with Eve, you were eating the forbidden apple, weren't you?"

"Apple?’ Adam asked, with apuzzled tone.

"Y ou know very well what applesare,” God said. "They're round and red and they taste sweet, only you
shouldn't know how they taste because | told you not to taste one.”

"I never understood why we weren't supposed to eat it.”

"| told you that, too," God said, "If you had bothered to listen. It would give you knowledge of Good and
Evil. That'swhy you weren't supposed to et it."

"Wheat's so bad about knowledge of Good and Evil ?* Adam asked.

"Hey, any kind of knowledge iswonderful," God said. "But you have to have some knowledge to be able
to handle knowledge. | was bringing you and Eve aong nice and dow to the point where you could eat
of thefruit of the tree of knowledge without freaking out or thinking you knew everything. But she had to
go tempt you with that apple, didn't she?"

"It wasmy own idea," Adam said. "Don't go blaming Eve. All she knows about isbirds.”
"But she put you up to it, didn't she?"

"Maybe she did. But so what? There's arumor around here that you wouldn't be so angry if one of usdid
edt the apple.”

"Wheréd you hear that?"

"I don't remember," Adam said. "Birds and bees, maybe. But Eve and | had to taste the gpple sometime
or other. Thelaw of dramatic necessity saysyou can't just leave aloaded apple on the mantel without
using it sometime. Can't just stay in the Garden of Eden forever, can we?

"No, you cant,” God said. "Asamatter of fact, you're leaving a once. And don't think you're coming
back."

So God put Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden. He sent an angel with aflaming sword to do the
job. And so it was that first man and first woman met first eviction officer. Adam and Eve took onelong



last look at the place that was home and then walked away. They'd livein alot of places after that, but
none of them would be home.

It was only when they were out of Eden that Adam noticed that Eve didn't have any clothes on.
"Holy cow!" Adam cried, staring at Eve. "Y ou're stark naked!"
"Soareyou,” Evesaid.

They stared dl they wanted to at each other's private parts. And then they burst out laughing. And so
sexua humor was born.

When they had finished laughing at each other's private parts, Adam said, "I think maybe we'd better
cover up the hardware. We've got too much hanging out, if you know what | mean.”

"Funny we never noticed it before,” Eve said.

"All you ever used to noticewas birds," Adam said.

"l can'timaginewhy," Eve sad.

"What's that up there ahead?' Adam asked.

Evesaid dowly, "If | didn't know it wasimpossible I'd say it was other people.”
"How can that be?' Adam said. "Werethe only people.”

"Not anymore," Evetold him. ™Y ou remember, we talked about this possibility.”

"Of course," Adam said. "I remember now. We agreed that other people was a prerequisite to having an
afar.”

"Y ou would remember that," Eve said.

"l just never thought He'd actudly doit,” Adam said. "1 aways thought He meant for usto be the only
people.”

God had moved fast. At the beginning they had been the only people. But they'd done something wrong.
Disobeyed orders. And so God punished them by making other people. It "was hard to know what He
meant by it.

They walked until they came to atown, until they cameto acertain house.

Adam asked the first person he saw, "What isthe name of thistown?"

"This" theman sad, "isNext Best."

"That's an interesting namefor atown,” Adam said. "What doesit mean?”'

"It means that Eden’s best, but no one can get back there, so we livein Next Best.”
"How do you know about Eden?" Adam asked. "I never saw you there."

"Hey, you don't have to have actualy lived there to know it was good."

Adam and Eve settled down in Next Best. They soon met their next-door neighbor, Gordon Lucifer, a



devil who had set up thefirst law practicein town.

"Wethink we need alawyer,"” Adam said to Lucifer one day. "We think we were unfairly expelled from
.Eden.

We never got an eviction notice, for one thing. We never had a proper hearing in acourt of law. We
were not represented by counsdl.”

"Y ouve cometo theright place,” Lucifer said, leading them into hisoffice. "To right all wrongs, that isthe
motto of the Forces of Dark, the firm | work for. Understand, I'm not claiming there's anything wrong
with the Big Fellow. God mostly meanswdll, but He's entirely too high-handed abouit this sort of thing. |
think you've got agood case. | shdl file aclaim with Ananke, whose obscure judgments govern usal.”

Ananke, the Faceless One, heard Lucifer's pleaiin her chamber of gray clouds, where the great casement
window faced out on the ocean of time, and the winds of eternity blew the white curtains.

Ananke ruled that Adam had been evicted unfairly and should be allowed to return to Eden. Adam was
elated, thanked everybody, told Eve to wait, and went off to regain Eden. He searched in vain for the
way to hisformer Paradise, but couldn't even find the end of his nose; God had covered the areawith a
thick darkness. Adam called upon Gordon Lucifer and told him what had happened. Gordon shook his
head and summoned his boss.

"Wadll, that's not redlly fair," Satan said. "Heisbegging the question. But I'll tell you what. Here are seven
tall candlesticks with magica properties. Use them wisely and you can light your own way back to
Paradise”

Adam st forth, carrying six of the candlesticksin acame's skin on his back, and holding the seventh in
front of him, whereits unearthly bluewhite light cut through the gloom with surredistic precison. Thislight
afforded Adam unparalleled views of the way ahead and he proceeded boldly.

After progressing for adistance, with his candlein its noble holder dispelling the dark on al sides, Adam
cameto alow wall withivy onit, adtill pool of water nearby. It seemed to him that this wasthe place
where he had napped and dreamed so often back in the days of Eden when life had been smple. He
stopped and looked around, and at once his candle went out. "Drat!" said Adam, because he knew no
stronger word than that, this being an age before the birth of true invective, and plucked a second
candlestick out of his pack.

The candle lighted itsdlf, and Adam went on again. Thistime when the darkness was dispelled he cameto
aglowing beach a twilight, with alittleidand in the distance, and warm air flowing smoothly over dl of it.
And again he stopped, and again darkness descended as the candle flame went out.

Time and time again this happened, God's darkness confusing Adam'’s mind, presenting him with places
that seemed for amoment like hislost Paradise, but, upon extinguishing the candle, proved to be
otherwise. When thefina candle went out, Adam found himsalf back where he had started, and there,
willy-nilly, he stayed.

After Adam's seventh failure, Ananke ruled that that was how it was going to be, and overruled her own
previous judgment. She pointed out that despite her own decree, Adam could not be returned to Eden,
because his expulsion marked the first turning of the whed of dharmaand hisfailureto get back despite
the help of the seven candlesticks reved ed some of the fundamental code of the possibilities of the
universe. It seemed, Ananke pointed out, that the entire world of sentient beings was based on amistake
made a the beginning, when the code governing the karmic machinery was set forth. Adam could be
consdered thefirst victim of divine cause and effect.



Chapter 3

Thus Aretino finished his story, and he and Azzie sat in silencefor along time in the darkened room. Full
night had come, and the candles had burned down to guttering stumpsin the pewter holders. Presently
Azzie girred himself and said, "Wheredid you get it?"

Aretino shrugged. "Obscure gnogtic fable.”

"I've never heard of it, and demons are supposed to know more theological speculation than poets. Are
you quite sure you didn't make it up yoursdf?'

"Would it matter if | had?' Aretino asked.

"Not one bit! Wherever thetale camefrom, | likeit. Our play will be about seven pilgrims, and we will
give each of them agolden candlestick, possession of which will grant each of them hisheart'sdesire.”

"Wait aminute,” said Aretino. "I never said there were any golden candlesticks. Not redlly. It'salegend,
that'sdl, and if there are any golden candlesticks | don't know if they have any power."

"That'samerequibble" Azzie said. "l love the tale and we must have golden candlesticksfor our retelling
of the legend even if we have to make them oursalves. But perhapsthey Hill exist somewhere. If so, Il
find them. If nat, I'll come up with something.”

"What about the people who will carry them? The people who are to act out the story?" Aretino said.

"I'll pick them mysdf," Azziesaid. "I'll choose seven pilgrims, and give each a candlestick and achanceto
get hisheart'sdesire. All he—or she—hasto do istake the candlestick; the rest will be donefor him.
Magicaly, asit were"

"What quditieswill you look for in your pilgrims?" Aretino asked.

"Nothing specid. | just need seven people who want awish granted without difficulty. They shouldn't be
hard tofind."

"Y ou're not going to ing st that they win their heart's desires through perseverance and good character?”

"No. My play will prove the opposite of that sort of thing. It will show that any person can aspireto the
highest Good without having to lift afinger to hep himsdlf.”

"That's redlly unprecedented,” Aretino said. "Y ou're going to prove that luck and chance rule men'slives,
rather than mora observances.”

"That'swhat | intend,” Azzie said. "That's the whole point of Evil: proving that the weaker caseis best.
What do you think of my mord, Aretino?"

Aretino shrugged. "Chance rules? It'sthe sort of reflection that weak men love.”
"Good. It will win usabig audience.™

"If that iswhat you want,” Aretino said, "I have no objectionsto it. Whether | serve Bad or Good,
everything | writeis propagandaand specia pleading. Y ou are paying for this play, after al. | an merdy
the artist accepting the commission. If you want a play demonstrating that green gallstones bring May
flowers, pay me and I'll writeit for you. The big question is, do you like my idea?'

"I loveit!" Azziecried. "We mugt get started on it immediately.”



Aretino said, "Well need to consider what theater to use. That dways makes adifferencein theway |
block out my scenes. Have you any particular actors and actressesin mind? If not, there are several |
could recommend.”

Azzie leaned back in his chair and laughed. Dancing flames from the nearby fireplace cast sharp shadows
across his narrow fox face. He brushed back his orange hair and said, "I think | have not made my ideas
clear to you, Pietro. What | planisno ordinary play such asis put on in the porches of the churchesor in
places of public assembly. I'll have no hired actors mouth their lines and make alaughingstock of my
conception. No! | redlly will pick ordinary men and women for the job, people whose own desires and
fearswill lend verismilitude to the partsthey play. And rather than araised stage with painted scenery, I'll
givethem theworld itself to work out their dramas on. My seven pilgrimswill act out the story asthough
they wereliving it, which of coursethey will be. The storieswill tell what befals each pilgrim after he gets
the golden candlestick, and each tale will be different. Like the Decameron, you see, or the Canterbury
Tdes, but finer sinceit will be the product of your pen, my dear maestro." Aretino executed asmall bow.
"Our actorswill act asif they wereinred life," Azzie went on, "and they will not know that thereisan
audience watching, namely ourselves.”

"Beassured I'll not tell them," Aretino said. He clapped his hands and his servant came in deepily witha
tray of stale petit fours. Azzietook oneto be palite to his host, dthough he rardly used human food. He
preferred such traditional Hellish dishes as candied rats heads and thorax stew, or a human haunch nicely
browned and served up with plenty of crackling. But thiswas Venice, not Hell, and he took what he got.

After refreshment, Aretino yawned and stretched and went to anearby room to wash hisfacein abasin
of water. When he returned he took half adozen new candles out of a cupboard and set them dight.
Azzie's eyes glowed in the dancing light, and his fur seemed charged with ectricity. Aretino sat down
opposite him again and said, "'If your stageisthe world, who will be the redl audience? Where on Earth
can you segt them?”

"My play will befor dl time" Azzietold him. "My main audienceisn't even diveyet. | create, Fietro, for
the future generationswho will be edified by our play. It isfor them we [abor."

Aretino wastrying to be practicd — no small trick for an Itaian gentleman of the Renaissance. He sat
forward, thisbig rumpled bear of aman with alarge nose and high coloring, and said, "So | would not
actudly writethe play?"

"No," Azzietold him, "the playerswill haveto contrive their own lines. But you will be privy to dl the
actions and conversations, you will see and hear dl their reactionsto events, and from that you will
weave aplay that can be performed for future generations. The first time through, however, will belong to
theworld of legend, for thisis how myth isformed.”

"It isanoble conception,” Aretino said. "Please do not think me criticdl if | confessthat | perceivea
difficulty or two.

"Namethem!"

"l am assuming that our actors, no matter where they begin, will come at last to Venice bearing their
candlegticks.”

"That ishow | visudizeit," Azziesad. "Firgt, | want to commission your tale of the seven candles asthe
bassfor my tae." Azziewithdrew asmdl but heavy sack from hiswallet and handed it to Aretino.

"I think you will find this sufficient for your start-up costs. Theré's more where this came from. All you
have to do iswrite down the basic tory line. Y ou will not write the actua dialogue, remember. Our



actors, whom | will choose, will do that for themselves. Y ou will watch and listen to them, and be stage
manager and coproducer with me. Later you will write your own play on this subject.”

"I lovetheidea, my lord. But if you take asmulacrum of Venice and move it e sawhere in space and
time, how will | get around to do what is necessary in the staging of our drama?”

"Tothat end,” Azzie said, "through charms and taismans | will grant you the ability to move around fredy
in space and time for purposes of looking after our production.”

"And what of Venice when we havefinished?' Aretino asked.

"Wewill dip our sequestered Venice back into the time track of thereal Venice, whereit will fit as nestly
asashadow fitsits object. From that point onward, our legend will cease to be merdly aprivate affair,
and will become apart of universal legendry, with its actions and consequences recorded in the annals of
mankind."

"My lord, | love the opportunity this gives me as an artist. Not even Dante was granted such an
opportunity.”

"Then get towork," Azzie said, rising. "Write me out the legend of the golden candlesticksin afair hand.
I'll see you again soon. Meanwhile I've work to do."

And he disappeared.

Aretino blinked and passed his hand through the space where Azzie had been. There was nothing there
but insubgtantia air. But the bag of gold Azzie had paid him was solid and comforting.

PART FOUR
Chapter 1

Azziewaswell content when heleft Aretino's house, the memory of Adam's sory il tingling in hismind,
but he had become aware, with that fine demon's sense that he possessed, that something was curioudy
amiss

The weather had continued fine. Little feathery clouds sailed across a sky of purest azure, like galleons of
snow molded by children. All around him, Venice went on with its pleasures and its [abors. Heavy-laden
bargesfilled with clothing and foodstuffs sailed dowly acrossthe Grand Cand, their bluff, gaily painted
bows thrusting through the low chop. A funerd barge, al glossy black and silver, dipped slently pagt, its
varnished coffin strapped to the bow, black-clad mourners standing silently together on the afterdeck.
Church bells sounded out. Crowds hurried to and fro on the promenades, and nearby afellow came past
in motley, with coxcomb swaying and bellsjingling, a comedian bound for an engagement & some
theater, no doubt. A group of five nuns hurried by, the great white wings of their headdresses|ooking
ready to loft them into flight. On abollard near aline of tied-up gondolas, alarge fellow dressed in white
satin and wearing a broad hat sat with a sketchbook and colored chalks, trying to capture alikeness of
the Candl.

Azziewdked over to him. "It ssemswe meet again.”
Babriel looked up. Hisjaw dropped.
Azzie came around to study Babriel's sketch.

"Isit the view herethat you're drawing?' he asked.



"Yes. Can't you td|?’
"l was having alittle difficulty,” Azzie admitted. "Theselineshere—"

Babrid nodded. "I know, I've gotten them wrong. This perspective matter is difficult to capture, but |
thought I'd haveago at it."

Azzie squinted at it again. "It's redly not bad for an amateur. I'm surprised to see you here. | thought you
were going back to Heaven."

"And s0 | did. But Michadl sent me back here to do some sketching and thusimprove my understanding
of European art. He sends hisregards, by theway. And aso inquired after the health of your friend,
Aretino."

"How did you know about Aretino?'

"l saw you come out of his house. He's quite famous, of course, though most of hisverses are scarcdly fit
for Heaven. He's notorious, too, isn't he? He was one of the Top Ten Sinners of 1523."

"Huh!" Azzie sneered. "Mordigs are dways preudiced againgt writerswho show life asit israther than
asthey fed it ought to be. It happens| am afan of Aretino. | merely went by to pay my compliments,
nothing more."

Babrid stared at him. It had never occurred to him to inquire what Azzie was doing coming out of
Aretino's house. But now that Azzie had called attention to it himself, the angel began to wonder.
Although Michadl had hinted that something untoward might be afoot, Babriel hadn't redlly given it much
thought. Azziewas hisfriend, and, athough he served Bad, Babrid couldn't redlly consider him bad.

It occurred to him for the first time that his friend probably was up to something, and that it was up to
him, Babrid, to discover what it was.

They parted with expressions of mutual esteem and a promise on both their parts to do lunch again soon.
Then Azzie went off down the street. Babrid stared thoughtfully after him for awhile, then returned to his
drawing.

Babrid returned to hishote in the early afternoon. The four-gtory building sagged down on itself and
seemed sgueezed in by the larger buildings on either sde. Half a dozen angels were staying there because
Signor Amazzi, the grim and reverent owner, made a specid price for those associated with religion.
Some said he knew that the quiet, well-mannered, regular-featured young people who came from some
ungpecified northern country to stay with him from time to time were angels. Others said he thought they
were angles, repegting Pope Gregory's joke. Amazzi sat at hislittle desk when Babriel camein, and said
to him, "Theré's someone waiting for you in the Stting room.”

"A vigtor! How nicel" said Babrid. He hurried in to seewho it was.

The gitting room was cozy and smdll, afew feet below street level but illuminated by sunlight streaming
through high narrow windows, giving it achurchly effect that the godly found pleasing. Michad the
Archangel sat on ahigh- backed straw-seated chair off to one sde, leafing through a papyrustravel
brochure extolling the pleasures of upper Egypt. He closed it hadtily and said, "Ah, there, Babrid! | just
stopped by to see how you were getting on!"”

"Oh, very well indeed, sir," Babrid said. He showed Michadl his sketchbook, remarking, "1 till haven't
gotten on to this perspectivetrick, sr.”



"Keep trying awhile longer,” Michael sad. " A working knowledge of painting isuseful in helping to
evauate the many masterworks Heaven has in its superlative collections. Have you encountered your
friend Azzieagan?'

"Indeed | have, Sr. Just alittlewhileago | saw him coming out of the house of Pietro Aretino, the
well-known scurrilous poet and ribad playwright.”

"Did you indeed? What do you think it was al about? Simple fan worship?"

"That'swhat I'd liketo believe," Babrid said. "However, acertain gppearance of upset in my friend's
behavior when | mentioned Aretino's name has led me to wonder if it might not be otherwise. But | hate
to accuse anyone of possible double-dedling, sir, and least of dl onewho ismy friend, despite being a
demon.”

"Y our scruplesdo you credit,” Michad said. "Though wewould expect no lessof onewhois after al a
full- fledged angel. But consider. Azzie, asa servitor of Bad, would not be doing hisjob if he were not up
to some subterfuge conducive to the advancement of Evil in the world. So to accuse him of harboring
wrongdoing issimply to give him hisdue. Of course he'sup to no good! The questionis, what ishe
doing?'

"Asto that, | have not the dightest idea.”

"Yet | think we need to find out. Azzie isno longer an indgnificant personage. Twice has he served the
Powers of Darknessin grest affairs. There was the case of Prince Charming to begin with, and then the
matter of Faust, the outcome of which is till under adjudication in the courts of Ananke. | understand
Azzie now stands high in the councils of unrighteousness. It seems obviousthat heisaprune player in
those games that spring up from time to time to bedevil mankind and set the feet of humans on the path to
damnation.”

"My friend isasimportant asal that?' Babriel said, round-eyed with amazement.

"Soit would seem these days," Michadl said. "At theleadt, it seemswiseto investigate what hisinterest is
in thewily and too-clever-by-haf Aretino.”

"l think you'reright, Sir," Babriel said.
"And you, my lad, arethe very angd todoiit.”

"Me? Oh, surely not, sir! Y ou know how lacking | am in guile, your archangelship. If | attempted by
duplicitous conversation to ascertain his purposes, Azzie would see through mein an ingtant.”

"I know that," Michael said. "Y our ingenuousnessis legendary among us. But it can't be helped. You are
in the perfect position to do abit of spying, Snceyou are herein Venice already. It should be easy
enough for you to make the acquaintance of this Aretino. Go to him as one who haslong admired his
work, and spesk to him, look around his house, see what you see. Even buy him lunch to draw him out
further. Well put down the cost to Heavenly Investigations.”

"Youredly think itll be mordly okay if | spy on my friend?' Babriel inquired.

"It sandsto reason that it is," Michagl said. "One cannot betray an enemy, only afriend. Without betrayal
thered be no revelation.”

Babriel nodded and agreed at once to do what Michadl asked. Only later did he redlize Michael had
never given him adirect answer. By then it wastoo late to worry about it, though. While betraying a



friend may or may not be amora wrong, going against the order of an archangel is decidedly inadvisable.
Chapter 2
The next day, on the stroke of twelve, Babriel knocked at Aretino's door.

There was no response at first, dthough he could hear avariety of sounds from within. They seemed to
be the strangest mixture of musical instruments and human voices, many of them raised in laughter. He
knocked again. Thistime a servant opened it, avery proper-looking man save that his wig was askew.
Helooked asif he had been trying to do too many things at the sametime.

"l wish to spesk with Aretino,” Babrid said.
"Oh, dear, everything isin such astate of upset,” the servant said. "Wouldn't another time do?"

"No, it must be now," Babrid said with unaccustomed firmness, stiffened by the thought that hed soon
have to report his progress— or lack of it—to Michadl.

The servant stepped back, admitting Babriel. He led the angdl to adrawing room, and said, "Kindly wait
here. I'll ask if the master can seeyou.”

Babriel teetered back and forth on hishedls, atrick held learned long ago to help passthe time. He
looked about the room and saw a manuscript on alittle drawing table nearby. He had seen only the
words "Father Adam” when there was a bustle of noise and agroup of people camein. Babriel sprang
beck guiltily.

They were musicians, but they had discarded their for-mal coats and jackets and were walking at easein
their shirtdeeves, playing their insruments. It wasn't any church air they were striking up, but rather a
lively dance melody.

They passed through without so much asaglance a Babridl. They were intent on penetrating to some
inner room from which a babble of voices and high-pitched squeals and brays of raucous laughter
betrayed the fact that some mirthful activity wasin progress. Babrid stole another look at the manuscript,
and thistime he was able to read ahdf sentence: "Father Adam, shortly after his expulsion from the
Garden of Eden for eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge..." Then hewasinterrupted again, thistime
by pedsof girlish laughter.

Helooked up just astwo damsels came running into the room. They were young beauties, one with dark
touded hair, the other with tangled blond tresses. They wore bright diaphanous clothing that floated
behind them asthey ran, onein playful pursuit of the other, and Babridl blushed as he became aware that
their clothing was sufficiently disheveled to reved carmine-tipped breasts and rosy thighs.

They stopped infront of him. In the most delightful French accent, the blonde said, "'Y ou there! Have you
senhim?'

"Towhom do you refer?!
"That naughty Pietro! He promised to dance with me and Fifi here”

"l haven't seen him," said Babriel, ressting the urge to cross himself because he thought the ladies might
find it offensve.

"He must be around here somewhere," the blonde said. " Come, Fifi, let's hunt him down and punish him."
She gave Babrid acertain look that sent a shiver down him from the crown of his head to the nethermost



extremities of histoes. "Why don't you come, too?' she said to mm.
"Oh, no, no," Babrid said. "I am supposed to wait here.”
"And you aways do what you're supposed to? How boring!"

Laughing, the girls swept on into the next room, down the corridor, and out of sight. Babriel mopped his
brow and tried to get another look at the manuscript. Thistime he managed to read thetitle. The Legend
of the Seven Golden Candlesticks.. And then the sound of footsteps aerted him and he moved away
from thetable.

Aretino camein, hisbeard in disarray and his doublet unfastened, his hose hanging halfway down his
shanks. Hisfine linen shirt was stained, probably with wine. He walked with a decided list to starboard,
and his eyes were bloodshot and bleary, the eyes of aman who has seen too much too often but il
seeks to see more. He carried a half-filled wine sack in his hand, and his step was none too steady.

With some difficulty, the poet cameto astop in front of Babrid, and with owlish dignity demanded,
"Who the Hdll areyou?'

"A student,” said Babrid. "A poor student from Germany. |'ve come hereto Venice to bask in the bright
sunshine of your genius, dear master, and to buy you lunch, if | may be so presumptuous. | am your
greatest fan in dl the country north of Aachen.”

"Areyou indeed?' said Aretino. "Y ou like my stuff?

" 'Like isapaltry word, dear master, to expresswhat | fed toward your oeuvre. Men cal you the Divine
Aretino, but even that isto damn your geniuswith faint praise.”

Babrid was not aflatterer by nature, but he had been around enough, in both high circlesand low, to
know how to handle the lingo. He only hoped he wasn't laying it on too thick for credence. But Aretino,
especidly in his present sate, found no expression of histaent too fulsome.

"Y ou speak well, my boy. I'll say that for you." Aretino paused to suppressahiccup. "I'd loveto have
lunch with you, but itll have to be some other time. I'm right in the middle of a party now in celebration of
my new commission. Wherein Hell are my guests? Up in the bedrooms dready, I'll warrant. But I'm not
far behind!" And s0 saying he staggered toward the door.

"Might | inquire, dear master, asto the nature of your new commisson? Y our wellwishersdl over
Europe would be so interested to hear.”

Aretino stopped, thought for amoment, then came back into the room and picked up the manuscript
from the table. Tucking it under hisarm, he said, "No, no! | am sworn to secrecy on this matter. But you
and therest of the world will be astonished, | promise that. The scale of the enterprise done... But not
another word." And so saying hewalked out of the room, moving quite well save for the odd lurch or
two.

Chapter 3

Rushing back to Heaven, Babriel went directly to the suburbs where Michagl had his split-level ranch
house. He burst in on the archangel in his study, afine, well-lighted room where he had laid out his stamp
collection on arosawood table under a Tiffany lamp and was going over it with magnifying glassand
tweezers. The blond angel's sudden appearance caused a gust of wind to arise, and the stamps danced
merrily intheair. Babriel rescued a Capetown Triangular before it blew out the window, and he put a

paperweight atop it to keep it safe.



"Terribly sorry,” Babrid murmured.

"Just try to be alittle lessimpetuous,” Michad said. "Y ou have no ideahow difficult it isto get theserarer
issues up from Earth without awkward questions being asked. | take it you've met with some successin
your investigations?'

Babrid babbled about Aretino's manuscript, itstitle, itsfirst line, together with the information that the
poet was cel ebrating a new assignment, and, from the look of the cel ébration, awell-paying one.

"Seven Golden Candlesticks,," Michagl mused. "It does not ring abell. But come, let's consult the
computer that the Heavenly Department of Attractive Heresies has recently ingtaled.”

Heled Babriel down the hall to hisworkroom, where, beside the Gothic file cabinets and the
Romanesgue desk, there was a computer termina of the cubic design called modern. The archangd sat
down at the console, clapped apair of spectacles on the end of hisnose, and typed in various identifying
words. He did other things with the keys, and soon data was flowing, black and green, down the screen
inarushing stream. Babrie blinked, but it was dl going by too rapidly for him. Michagl seemed to have
no difficulty scanning the information, however, and he soon nodded and |ooked up.

Objections had been raised asto the suitability of computersin Heaven. The main argument in their favor
pointed out that they were mere extensions of quill pen and stone tablet, both sanctioned for usein
portrayas of spiritua placesfor purposes of sgnifying the Idea of Information. The computer was
inherently no different from earlier writing technologies, and it had the virtue of taking little room in which
to storealot of information—unlike stone tablets, which could grow quite unwieldy and brought with
them the attendant need of reinforcing the floors of the places where they were stored. Even parchment
papers, though light by comparison to stone tablets, had their problems, not least of which was their
degtructibility.

"What did the computer tell you?' Babridl asked.

"It ssemsthereisan old gnostic legend about Satan giving Adam seven golden candlesticks with which to
find hisway back to Eden."

"Did he ever get there?' Babrid asked eagerly.

"Of course not!" Michael snapped. "Don't you think you'd have heard about it if he had? Don't you
redlizethat all of mankind's history isbased on the fact that Adam didn't get back to Eden, and that he
and every other man are till gtriving for it?”

"Of coursg, ar. | didn't think."

"If the Enemy is playing around with astory from the earliest days of creation, when the ground rules
were set up to run the interaction between men and spirits, that isamatter of considerable interest to us.
Seven golden candlegticks!™

"Did they ever exist?' Babrid asked.
"Probably not."
"Then presumably they don't exist today and can do usno harm.”

"Don't jump to conclusons" Michad said. "Myths are the damnedest things. If those candlesticks did
exig, they could cause alot of troublein thewrong hands. Therisk isso terrifying thet | think we must
assume they do exist until proven otherwise, and even then we must remain cautious.”



"Yes, gr. But if Azzie had the candlesticks, what would he do with them?"

Michael shook hishead. "That is till hidden from me. But it won't befor long. | am going to look into this
meatter persondly.”

"And what about me, Sir?' Babriel asked. "Shdl | get back to spying on Azzie?'
The archangel nodded. "Y ou're getting theidea,” Michad said.

Babrid hurried back to Venice. But ahurried search, and then amore careful search, convinced him that
Azziewasno longer inthat city.

Chapter 4

Azzie had been cdled to Hell in a peremptory fashion. His head was till spinning as he stood in Satan's
gtting room in the white clapboard house where the CEO of Hell did much of hisbusiness.

A demon in blue suit and rep tie came out. "His Excellency will seeyou now.” And just likethat, Azzie
was in the chambers of Satan. Satan's place looked like aLong Idand sitting room in afancy housein
one of the best suburbs. There was nothing particularly Satanic about it—just golf trophies, hunting prints,
and asmdl of fineold lesther.

Satan had dl the eaborate Hellish stuff, the torture instruments, recordings of Black Masses, dl the stage
trappings, but they werein adifferent part of the house, which he kept for officia business.

Satan was smallish, "with negt, prissy features, balding, bespectacled. He could take on any appearance
he pleased, but he generdly favored an unassuming look; a the moment he wore ayellow dressing robe
with apaidey ascot tied around the neck.

"Ah, Azzie, it'sbeen along time! | haven't seen you since you werein my class on the ethics of Evil, back
inthe good old university days.”

"Those were the good old days, ir," Azzie said. He had dways been impressed with Satan. Satan was
one of the main architects and theoreticians of Evil, and he had been the demon's role model for many
years.

"Now, then," Satan said, "what'sthis| hear about you putting on aplay?'

"Oh, yes" Azziesad. "It'strue.” He thought Satan would be pleased with hisinitiative. Satan was dways
telling the young demonsto get out there and do something bad.

Azziesad, "l got thisideafor animmordity play from watching one of the other kind. Y ou see, Sir, our
opponents are always trying to prove that good actions are the only way to get good results. That's
propagandistic and quite untrue. My play isgoing to show how absurd their notion is.”

Satan laughed, but there was something pained in hisexpression ashe said, "Well, | wouldn't exactly say
that! The opposite of Good is not exactly Bad. Y ou will remember, | pointed thisout in my classeson
bascinfernd logic.”

"Yes, ar. | don't mean to put Bad in the position of meaning you don't have to do anything to be
rewarded for it."

"l should hope not!" Satan said. "That's not the position that Good takes. That's afact of life whether
you're good or bad.”



"Yes, dr," Azziesaid. "l guess| didn't quite seeit that way. | mean, can't | do aplay that brings up some
of the good features of Evil?*

"Certainly you can! But why did you use this rather tedious example? Why don't you show that Evil is
clever and very chic?'

"Isit, 9r?Yes, of courseitig | don't know, sir, | just got the idea that this would be agood thing to do.
It'samusing, you see, and our opponents are so serious minded.”

"Do you mean to imply that we herein Hell are not serious minded? | can assure you that's not the case.”
"That's not what | meant, Sir!"

"I'd be rather careful about thisidea," Satan said. "I don't want to order you outright to drop it. Why
don't you put it on hold for a‘'while?I'll try to find you some other assgnment.”

"On hold, sir?| couldn't do that. I've dready got peopleworking onit," Azzie said. "I've made promises.
| wouldn't want to stop my actors and go back on my word. Unless of course | am ordered to."

"Oh, no, no," Satan said, "I'm not going to order you to stop. Wouldn't that make me alaughingstock—if
| ordered one of my own demonsto stop putting on aplay extolling Hellish activities! No, my dear
felow, it'sentirdy your choice. Just remember, if it doesn't work out the way you are rather fatuoudy
hoping it will, well, you were warned. We did ask if you wouldn't like to at least postponeit until you
could think it over.”

Azzie was 0 shaken by dl thisthat he left without asking after one of hismain concerns. wasthe
candlestick story redlly true? But he left determined to go on with his play, and to visit the one being he
thought could help him with the matter, true or not.

Chapter 5

Azzie was determined now to find out whether or not the golden candlesticks actualy existed. He had a
plan either way: if they did exist, he would use them in the play he was going to stage for the edification of
man and spirits; if not, he would find some craftsman who could make facsimiles.

But he was hoping they did exist.

Everyonein Hdl knowsthat if you need an answer fagt, you just go to The Man — Corndlius Agrippa, a
figure of sngular importancein recent centuries and still much discussed in the Renaissance. Helived in
an ided spherethat was neither spiritua nor materia but had some odd makeup of its own that had not
been defined yet. Agrippahimsalf had been surprised when it sprang into being, and he hadn't had time
yet to assmilateit to his system.

The system was based on a statement so self-evident asto appear obvious, yet it gave curious difficulties
when hetried to prove or apply it: the cosmos and everything in it existed as a unity; as above, so below,
and dl parts of everything were interdependent. From thisit followed that any one part could influence
any other part, and that the sgn or symbol of anything could influence the actudity of the anything that it
stood for, sncethey were equivaent in the unity that linked al things. So far, so good. Thetroublelay in
trying to proveit. Although Agrippacould influence many things with many other things, he hadn't
succeeded yet in influencing al things whenever he wished. Furthermore, he hadn't yet accounted for the
presence of chance, which occasondly seemed to throw dl his calculations astray in amanner that
seemed random, thereforeillicit in aplan-built universe, therefore actually something else. It wasthat and
smilar problemsthat Agrippaatended to in his high-roofed old house in that space that existed neither in



the materia sphere nor in the spiritudl.

"Azzie! How good to seeyou!" the archmagician cried. "Here, hold thisfor me, will you? I'm about to
turn gold into adark vapor.”

"Isthat really necessary?' Azzie asked, holding the retort that Agrippa handed him.
"Itis, if you want to convert it back again.”

"If that's what you want, why do it in thefirst place?' Azzie asked. The retort was Starting to bubblein his
hands, and the liquid inside had turned from transparent to ocher yellow shot through with green. "What
isthis?"

"A sovereign throat remedy,” Agrippasaid. He was somewhat smaler than middle height, with afull
philosopher's beard and mustaches, and he even wore payes like the Hasidic rabbis he sometimes talked
to a thetavern in Limbo where they met for refreshments and learned conversation. He wore along
cloak and atall pesked hat with a pewter buckleoniit.

"Why is an intellect like yours bothering to concoct throat medicine?' Azzie asked.

"l try to remain practical,” said Agrippa. "Asfor the operation with the gold, | seek to reversethe
process of melting it down to ablack vapor and dudge, and so be able to convert any black vapor to

gold"
"That would mekefor alot of gold," said Azzie, thinking of dl the dudge he had seenin hislifetime,

"So it would. But plenty of gold iswhat men want. And hermetismis above al ahumanistic philosophy.
Now then, what can | do for you?"

"Did you ever hear," Azzie asked him, "of the seven golden candlesticks that Satan gaveto Adam to help
him find hisway back to the Garden of Eden?’

"It sounds familiar. Wherés my owl ?*

Upon hearing himsdf called, alarge snowy white owl with speckled wings flew down silently from his
perch up near the calling where thewals angled in sharply.

"Go fetch my scrall,” Agrippasaid. The owl circled the room once and flew out the window. Agrippa
looked around puzzled, then his eyelighted on the retort in Azzie's hands.

"Ah, giveit herel" He bent over it and sniffed. "Y es, that ought to do nicely. If it'snot throat medicine, it'l
do for themange. | am very closeto auniversa panaceathat will cure al diseases. Now, let's see that

dudge”

Helooked into hislittle furnace, where the gold had been bubbling. He frowned. "Even the dudgeis now
quite burned away. | could try to resurrect it from memory only, because the doctrine of universa
correspondences posits no imposs ble conditions, and what the tongue can say the mind can conceive of
and the hand can capture. But it's easier to Sart with fresh gold. Hello, herés my owl again.”

The owl flew to his shoulder. In his beek tie carried alarge rolled parchment. Agrippatook it, and the
owl returned to his overhead perch. Agrippa unrolled the scroll and read through it rapidly. "Aha™ he
cried. "Hereit isl The seven golden candlesticks do indeed exist. They are stored with al the other lost
myths the world has known in the Cathar castle of Krak Herrenium.”



"Wheresthat?' Azzie asked.

"In Limbo, due south from the zero meridian of Purgatory. Do you know how to get there?!
"No problem," said Azzie. "Thank you very much!" And he was off.

Chapter 6

Babriel kept aclose watch for Azzies return. The angel had found quarters closeto Aretino's house— a
gmall place, for he didn't need much. He adso acquired a servant, an old woman 'with sunken mouth and
bright black eyes round as buttons. She cooked for him, the grudl of the righteous, which Babriel
preferred above dl other victuas. She washed his paintbrushes when he came home from his
experimentsin perspective, and in adl wayslooked out for him.

Babried might have missed Azzi€sreturn to Venice, for the demon flashed down inthe night likea
thunderbolt and made straight for Aretino's house. But Agatha, as the old woman was called, had been
keeping watch, and her whole family had been enlisted into the task. Her father, Mendlaus, wasthe first
to seethe quickening of light in the ‘western sky, and he went to tell Agatha. Lighting a candle, she went
through the dark passages to where Babrid stayed, knocked on the door, and entered.

"The oneyou seek isherein Venice, master,” she said.

"At lagt!" Babrid said. He wound acloak around himsdf, as dark a one as he could find, and he went
forth.

Deciding to use the quality of subterfuge that he had heard so much about, Babrid climbed Aretino's
trellisand cameto rest on asmall bacony outside a second-story window. Insde he could see Azzie and
Aretino, but he could not make out their voices. Irritably he said, "Timefor amiracle here,” and with
those words, a glowworm detached itself from its game of tag with itsfellows and came over to him.

"How do you do, sir? What can | do for you?"
"l want to know what isbeing said insde.”
"Trust me, I'mthelad tofind it out.”

The glowworm moved away, and after awhile found achink in thewindow frame. He buzzed injust in
timeto hear Azzie say, "'l don't know what you have in mind, Aretino, but well try it. And well do it
now!" And with that there was aflash of light and Azzie and Aretino disappeared.

The glowworm returned and told thisto Babriel, who decided he had been messing with complicated
matters, because he didn't understand at all what had happened.

Inside the house, just before the glowworm's arrival, Azzie had been saying, "I just dropped by to tell you
I've found the candlesticks.”

"Y ou have? Where are they?'

"According to Cornelius Agrippa, they're stored in acastlein Limbo. I'll pop over there and make sure
they're fill available, and then set them up as prizes.”

"Prizes?’

"Redly, Pietro, get with it. Y ou thought up the candlesticks. Or remembered the story, whichever it was.
There are saven of them, so wewill have seven pilgrims. All they haveto do is get the candlesticks, and



their dearest wisheswill cometrue. How do you like that?"

"l likeit fing" Aretino said. "It'swhat I've dways wanted. To take something in my hand and wish on it
and what | want comestrue.”

"And not becauise you did anything to deserveit, either," Azzie said. " Just because you possessed the
magica object. That's how things ought to work. Sometimes that's how they do work. At leest, that's
what our play isgoing to say. I'm going to tel my volunteersthat al they need to do isfind the
candlesticks and their problems are over. Basicdly.”

Aretino raised his eyebrows, but nodded and also murmured, "Basicaly, yes. But how will they get the
candlesticks?"

"I'll givethe pilgrims each aspdll, and the spell will lead them to the candlesticks.”
"Soundsdl right tome," Aretino said. "So werregoing to Limbo. Isit very far?'

"Quitefar, by any objective sandard,” Azziesad. "But theway wedo it, itll take very littletime at dl. As
aplaywright you should find thisinteresting, Pietro. No living man, to my knowledge, has been to Limbo
— except Dante. Y ou're sure you want to make the trip?”

"Wouldn't missit for theworld," Aretino said.
"Thenwere off." Azzie made asign, and the two of them vanished.

Aretino'sfirst view of Limbo was disgppointing. The place was dl done up in shades of gray. Inthe
foreground were rectangular blocks that might have been trees, on one of which Azzie stood. Or perhaps
they stood for trees. It was hard to tell what stood for what in this place.

Behind them, triangular blobs, lighter in color and smaler, seemed to indicate mountains. Between the
trees and the mountains were areas of crosshatching that might have been anything at al. Therewasno
gtir of wind. What little water there waslay in stagnant pools.

Presently asmall dark blob on the horizon attracted Aretino's view. They moved in that direction. Bats
squealed around them and little rodents hurried by.

Chapter 7

Above the door of castle Krak Herrenium was asign that ssid ABANDON THE FANTASIES OF
REASON, YE WHO ENTER HERE.

Soft music came from within the castle. Thetunewaslively, yet it had something of adirge about it.
Aretino wasn't exactly frightened—it is difficult for apoet to be frightened when he'swalking with his
demon. The demon is more scary than the "world around him.

A man came through alow arched doorway, stooping to fit under. Hewas alarge man, and tall. He
wore abillowing cloak over hisbaldric and jacket; on hisfeet were peaked boots. He had abold face
with large and expressive eyes. Clean-shaven he was, and there was about hisface alook of powerful
ubtlety.

The man stepped forward and bowed low. "1 am Fatus. Who might you be?'
"SothisisFatus castle” Aretino mused. "How fascinating!”

"I knew you'd likeit," Azzie said, "what with your well-known reputation for seeking novelty.”



"My taste for novelty extendsitself more to people than to things," Aretino said.

Fatus eyestwinkled as he said, "Good day to you, demon! | see you have brought afriend.”
"ThisisPietro Aretino," Azziesaid. "Heisahuman.”

"Ddighted."

"We have come on aquest that | think you can help uswith," Azzie said.

Fatus smiled and gestured. A small table and three chairs appeared. There waswine on thetable, and a
bowl of sweetmests.

Fatus said, " Perhaps you would care to have a snack with me while we discussit?*
Azzie nodded and sat down.

They munched and talked, and after awhile Fatus made a gesture calling for entertainment. At hissignd,
atroupe of jugglers came out of aback room. These men were of the breed caled legd manipulators,
and they threw acircle of torts and reprisalsinto the air and passed them from hand to hand and up and
down and in and out, and Azzie marveled greetly at their dexterity.

At length Fatus smiled and said, " So much for illuson. What may | do for you?'
"l have heard,” Azzie said, "that you store many old and curiousitems herein your castle.”

"That | do," Fatussaid. "Eventudly it dl comesto me, and | find room for it, whatever itis. Usudly it's
dross, but sometimesit'sthe rea thing. Sometimes these treasures are truly prophesied, sometimesthe
stories are without ashadow of truth to them. | don't care, | make no distinction between real and unredl,
redlized and unrealized, manifest and hidden. What treasure are you seeking?”'

"Seven golden candlesticks," Azzie said, "given by Satan to Father Adam.”

"I know the onesyou are referring to. | have some pictures of them you could look at."
"l want only thered things" Azziesaid.

"And what do you intend to do with these candlesticks once you have them?"

"My dear Fatus, | am beginning a great enterprise, and these candlesticks play apart init. But perhaps
you need them for some purpose of your own."

"Not at dl," said Fatus. "1'd be delighted to loan them to you.”

"What | had inmind," Azzie said, "isloaning these candlesticks to humans so that they could get their
dearest wishesfulfilled."

"What aniceidea," Fatussaid. "Thereredly should be more of that in the world. How do you planto
cary thisout?'

"Withtheaid of spdlls" Azziesad.
"Speld” Fatus said. "What agood ideal Spells can make just about anything work.”

"Yes" Azzie sad. "That's the wonderful thing about them. Now, if you'll permit, Aretino and | will just
collect those candlesticks and then go back to Earth and get the spells.”



Chapter 8

Azzie hid the candlesticks in a cave near the Rhine, then continued to Venice where he dropped Aretino
off a hishome.

The next part of this, the procuring of the spells, was best done without human participation.

Azzietook off at once, using his season pass on the Secret Routesto Hell to get him adirect line through
the firmament to the river Styx. The Secret Route dumped him in Grand Central Clearing Station, where
al of Hell's destinations are exhibited on the Devil's own bulletin board, with flashing lights to show trains
soon to depart. Thelong banks of trains, many of them steam driven, stretched asfar asthe eye could
see. Each one had a conductor in front, looking impatiently at hiswatch while eating from his brown-bag
lunch.

"Can|l hep, sr?'

Azzie had been gpproached by aprofessiond guide of the sort that hangs around every greet terminus.
Thisfelow, agoblin with acap pulled down over hisforehead, pocketed Azzi€e's coins and took him to
theright train.

Azzie had timeto find the club car and have an espresso as the tram pulled out of Hell Station and
chuffed direct across the dry Badlands to the river country where Supply was located. In an hour or so
they arrived.

There wasn't much to see. Supply was aflat and monotonous little town, with a scattering of honky-tonks
and fast-food joints. Just beyond it lay Supply itself, the greast complex on the banks of the Styx that
provided the inhabitants of Hell with everything they needed to conduct their nefarious tasks.

Supply was made up of a series of stupendous warehouses, built on the always-popular super-Quonset
moddl. The ground these warehouses stood upon soped marshily down to the low muddy banks of the
Styx. Culverts, ditches, and water causeways ran from these buildings down to theriver. All of Hell's
refuse poured directly into the Styx, without any treatment at al. Thisdidn't polluteit; the Styx had been
a maximum pollution sinceit wasfirst brought into existence. Refuse and contaminants from other
sources had the paradoxicd effect of purifying the River of Hell.

Azziefound the building where spdlls "were stored and gpplied directly to the clerk, along-nosed goblin,
who looked up from his comic book. "What kinda spells? What do you want to do with them?”

"I need spellsto lead people to seven candlesticks.”

"Sounds graightforward enough,” said the clerk. "In what way were you planning on having the spells
work? The smplest spell merely givesadirection, an address. It'll typicaly be a scrap of parchment or a
shard of clay or an old scrap of leather on which will be the words, for example, 'Go straight to the
crossroads, then turn right and walk until you reach the big owl. That'satypica instruction from aspell.”

Azzie shook hishead. "I want the spellsto bring my people to the candlesticks, which will be hidden
somewherein thered world."

"The assumed redl world, | think you mean,” the clerk said. "Okay, you want aspell that doesn't just tell
its recipient where to go, but also suppliesthe power to take him there.”

"That'sit," Azziesad.

"How much do your people know about spells?’



"Vey little, | should think," Azziesaid.

"I was afraid of that. Isthe spell supposed to offer its holder any protection on hisway to the
candlesticks?"

"That would cost more, wouldn' it?"
"Of course.”
"Then no, no protection. They've got to take somerisk."

"So what we have now isaspell with built-in power that will indicate when the holder ison theright track
by clicking or flashing or snging or something like that, and then | suppose will sgnd when he has
reached the right place, the place where the candlestick is."

"Well, it should do morethan sgna,” Azziesaid. "l don't want there to be any doubt about their finding
the candlesticks.”

"Inthat case you're better off going with a half-spell operation.”
"l don't think | know that one," Azzie sad.

"Chadean. A spdll like that comesin two parts. The wizard—that's you — puts haf the spell in aplace
the recipient wantsto get to. A place of safety, say. Then let's say the recipient, the holder of the half
spell, isinabattle. It growsvery dangerous. He turns on the half spell and it spirits him away to where
the other half spdll is. Thisisthe best way if you want to get someone out of somewherefast.”

"Sounds good to me," Azzie said. "'l can put seven haf spells near the candlesticks, and give the other
half spellsto my people, and when they invoke them, that'll get them there.”

"Precisaly. Now, do you also want a set of magic horses?’
"Magic horses? What on Earth would | want magic horsesfor? Are they necessary?"

"Not redly, but if you're planning thisfor an audience the magic horses provide a spirited spectacle. They
aso add another layer of complication.”

"Not too serious acomplication, | hope?' Azzie asked. "I don't know how smart my contestants are
going to be. But assuming they're like most humans..."

"Point taken," said the clerk. "The magic horses complication should be easy enough to manage. And it
doesadd alot of class.”

"Put me down for seven magic horses" Azzie said.

"Right," said the clerk, scribbling on an order form. *Now, do you want the horsesto have any redl
magica qudities?'

"WEell, extra puissance, nobility, comeliness, ability to fly, ability to talk, ability to metamorphoseinto
another anima—"

"Those sound like expendve additions."



"Y ou can have anything you want," the clerk said, "but you do haveto pay for it."

"Make them magic horses then, but without any extraqualities” Azzie said. "That ought to be good
enough.”

"Fine. Arethere any other complications you want to introduce between the receipt of the half spellsand
the arriving at the candlesticks?"

"No, if they just get thet bit done, that'll befine" Azzie said.
"Okay, what caliber spell?' the clerk said.
"Caliber? Since when did they comein caibers?'

"New ruling. All spells must be ordered by cdiber.”

"| don't know wheat caliber | need," Azzie said.

"Find out," the clerk said.

Azzie gavethe clerk abribe and said, "Each spell should be able to transport a human being from a
location in one realm of discourseto alocation in ancther. Then it needs to take him on to another
degtination.”

"Then you need double-barreled spellsrather than haf spells,” the clerk said. "Can't ask dl that of an
ordinary spell. Thereésalot of energy required, changing realms of discourse. Let's see, how much do
these humansweigh?'

"l don't know," Azziesaid. "l haven't met them yet. Let's say amaximum of three hundred pounds each.”
"The caliber isdoubleif the spdll has to move more than two hundred and fifty pounds.”
"Makeit two fifty, then. I'll make sure none of them weighsin abovethat.”

"Okay," the clerk said. He found a scrap of paper and did some figuring. "Let's seeif I've got this
sraight. Y ou want seven double-barreled spdlsthat'll each transport atwo-hundred-fifty-pound human
— and that includes anything he's carrying—to two different spotsin two different realms of discourse.
I'd say it'll take forty-five-caiber spells. Which brand do you want?

"There are different brands?' Azziesad.

"Bdieveit," said the clerk. "MoroniaMark |1 isagood make. So's | diota Magnifica 24. Makes no
differencetome.”

"Givemeeither.”

"Hey, you've got to make the choice yoursdf. Do | gottado everything for you?'
"Makethem Idiotaspdls.”

"We'reout of Idiotaspells. | expect some morein by next week."

"I'll take the Moroniaspdls, then.”

"Okay. Fill in hereand here. Sign here. Initid here. Initid to indicate you'veinitided yoursdlf. Okay. Here
yougo."



The clerk handed Azzie asmall white package. Azzie opened it and examined its contents.
"They look likesmdl slver keys™" hesad.

"That's because they're Moronias. The Idiotas look different.”

"Will thesework aswell?'

"Some say better.”

"Thanks!" Azzie cried, and he was gone. Back for the weary round back through Grand Centrd Clearing
Station, and then to Earth again. But he was elated. He had what he needed. The legend. The story. The
candlesticks. The spells. Now he just needed the people to act out his story. And that ought to be the fun

part.
PART FIVE
Chapter 1

On abrilliant morning in June, on an unpaved country road to the south of Paris, a coach and four came
round abend from behind a clump of mgestic chestnut treeswith ajingling of harness and a pounding of
horses hooves. Aside from the noises made by the horses, and by the cresking of the swaying coach,
there was nothing to be heard but the hum of the cicadas and the loud cry of the coachman: " Gee up
there, Holdfast!"

The coach was abig one, painted yellow and red, and it had two footmen on top behind the driver.
Therewasasmilar coach fifty feet behind it, and behind that, severa horsemen moving along at asmart
canter. A dozen muleswere a therear.

Inside the lead coach were six people. Two children — a good-looking young boy of nine or ten, and his
gdter, agirlwoman of fourteen with ahead of crisp red curls and a pert expression on her comely face.
The others were adults, wedged together uncomfortably but making the best of it.

The coach had begun to lurch badly. Had one of the following horsemen galloped up besideit, hewould
have seen that the right front wheel was making a curious looping movement. The coachman felt the
change and pulled his horses back just asthe whedl came off, and the coach cameto rest onitsaxle.

The leading horseman, a corpulent, red-faced man, pulled up beside the window of the coach.
"Hdlo! Everybody dl right in there?'
"Werefine, dr," theboy sad.

The horseman bent over and peered inside. He nodded to the adult passengers, but his eyes rested on
Puss.

"l am Sir Oliver Denning of Tewkesbury," hetold her.
"l an MissCarlyle," shesaid, "and thisismy brother, Quentin. Are you part of the pilgrimage, sr?"

"I am," theman said. "If dl of youwill get out of the coach, I'll have my man Waitt see what he can do
with that whedl." Hejerked his head a Wait, a dark little Welshman.

"Weare obliged to you, Sr," said Puss.



"Not at dl,” said Sir Oliver. "We could have abit of apicnic while Watt gets the whedl back on.” His
vague glance didn't quite include the other occupants of the coach.

Sir Oliver had noticed Puss even before the accident; probably when she had loosened her kerchief. The
sght of her great head of red curls and her winsome expression had proven too much for him. Men, even
proven warriors, got silly around Puss.

They found asunny, grassy spot inasmal clearing not far from the coach, and Sir Oliver unfolded a
camp blanket that smelled not unpleasantly of horse. He was evidently an old campaigner, because he
had victuals and even some utensIs packed in aleather saddlebag.

"Thisisvery niceindeed,"” Sir Oliver said, once they were settled down and he had anicely roasted
drumgtick in hishand. "How often have | eaten like this during the recent warsin Italy, where | had the
honor of serving with the renowned Sir John Hawkwood.”

"Did you see much action, sir?" Quentin asked, more to be polite than any other reason, because he had
decided that Sir Oliver spent most of histime around the quartermaster's wagon.

"Action? Oh, yes, agoodly amount,” Sir Oliver said, and he spoke of a clash of arms outside of Pisaas
though dl the world should have heard of it. After that he dluded familiarly to other armed encountersin
and around the Itdian cities, which he termed desperate engagements. Quentin had cause to doubt this
snce he remembered hisfather telling him that most of the warfarein Italy consisted of bellicose public
words and behind-the-scenes private negotiations, after which acity would fal or asege be abandoned
according to what had been agreed upon. He aso remembered hearing that that wasn't true when the
French wereinvolved, but held for the most part in dealings between the Itdians and the Free
Companies. Sir Oliver never mentioned the French. Only the Colonnas and Borgias and Medicisand
suchlikeforeigners. Sir Oliver had some rousing tales of early-morning engagementsin which smal
groups of warriors would engage smilar groups with sword and lance. He spoke of midnight vigilsinthe
south of Italy, where the Saracens till held sway, and told of sudden desperate encountersat little walled
citieswhere death might drench you from above in the form of boiling oil and molten lead.

Sir Oliver was a short, thickset man, built like ablock of wood. Middle-aged and balding, he had a habit
of jerking his head emphatically as he made his point, and when he did that hislittle goatee waggled. He
often punctuated his more dire pronouncements with a peremptory clearing of histhroat. Puss, who was
aways up for any kind of mischief, had begun to imitate him, and Ouentin was hardpressed to restrain his
laughter.

At length Watt came over and declared the whed fixed. Sr Oliver said he was well pleased, and
accepted everyone's thanks with manly modesty. He said that since they were al part of the pilgrimageto
Venice, he expected to see agreat dedl of dl of them, plainly assuming that the company of so handy and
so distinguished awarrior would beto everyonesliking. Puss said in her gravest voice that everyone
welcomed him not |east because the company might have further need of his servicesif another whed
came off. Sir Oliver found nothing funny in this speech, but accepted it as his due, and didn't even
wonder why Puss and Quentin and severd other ladiesfell smultaneoudy into afit of coughing.

Later that day, the pilgrimage finally met the nun who was supposed to be traveling with them but who
had not shown up at the point of rendezvous. She came riding up on apafrey, with aservant following
her on amule and carrying her falcon. The coach stopped, there were hasty conferences, and room was
madefor her insgde,

Mother Joannawas mother superior of an Ursuline convent near Gravelines, England. Her family name
was Mortimer, and she made sure everyone knew she was closdly related to the well-known Shropshire



Mortimers. She had alarge, broad face tanned by the sun, she carried afacon wherever she went, and
shelost no chance during the stops to take the bird out and loose the jesses and send it questing
whenever any suitable prey wasin sght. When it brought back some mouse or vole, dl bloody and
broken, she'd clap her hands and say, " Good score, Mistress Swiftly,” for that was her name for the
facon. Quentin couldn't tand the way shetalked to it, prattling on in her squesaky voice until he thought
he'd burst into giggles. At last severa members of the company prevailed on her to let the bird ride atop
the coach with her servant. Mother Joanna sulked then until she saw a stag break cover at the edge of
theforest. Shetried to convince the other pilgrimsto stop for an impromptu hunt, but they had no dogs
along, except for somebody's little pug — and it would have been hard put to go up against arat.

The company learned that Mother Joannawas not only aMortimer but also the older sister of that
Congtance who had married the Marquis of St. Beaux, abrilliant match. But she hersdlf, not wanting to
marry, or as Puss whispered to Quentin later, not finding anyone who would have her despite her estates
and her famous name, had prevailed on her father to settle her as head of anunnery. She declared hersdlf
wdll pleased with the one a Gravelines, for the hunting thereabouts was second to none, and the nearby
forest was o at her disposal. In addition, the nuns, she said, were of good families, and good dinner
conversation was never lacking.

And s0 the long day passed.
Chapter 2

Sir Oliver leaned back in the saddle and looked about. They were till in open country. Pleasantly
rounded little hills stretched on the | ft for many miles. On the right, aswift-moving stream sparkled.
Ahead he could dready see the outlying clumps of big treesthat marked the start of the forest.

But there was something else, something that moved, adot of red, coming down from the hills, coming
down to intercept the road half amile ahead of the pilgrimagetrain.

Mother Joannarode up beside him on her well-trained bay. "What isthe matter?’ she asked. "Why have
we stopped?’

Sr Oliver said, "l want to take alook at the territory before we plungeinto it.”
"What on Earth could you hope to see?' Joanna asked.
"l am looking for some sign of the banditsthat are said to infest these parts,” Oliver said.

"We dready have our protection,” Joannasaid. "Those four crossbowmen who are feeding from our
provisons."

"I don't entirdly trust them,” Oliver said. "Fellowslike that are gpt to run at thefirst sign of trouble. | want
to seeif thetrouble presentsitsdlf firg.”

"That isridiculous,” Joannasaid. "A thousand score bandits could be hiding just afew feet avay in the
greenwood and wed never see them until they wanted usto.”

"I'mtaking alook anyway," Oliver said stubbornly. "There is someone up ahead.”

Joanna peered at the road. Inclined to nearsighted- ness, it took her awhile to identify thered dot asa
man.

"Where did that fdlow come from?' she asked, haf to hersdf.



"I do not know,” Sir Oliver said. "But heis coming toward us, so perhapswe shdl learn.”

They sat their horsesin silence as the horseman approached. The pilgrim train was stretched out on the
road behind them, the two coaches, four additiona horses, and twelve mules, carrying the thirty people
who made up the group. Some had joined them at Paris, where they had stopped only briefly for
provisons. It was a Paristhat they had picked up the four crossbowmen, pensioned off from the Itdian
wars, led by a sergeant named Patrice who had declared that he and his men were ready to hire out to
protect the pilgrims on the perilous passage through bandit- ridden southern France.

The pilgrims were not an entirely happy group. In Paristhey had argued one entire evening about the
route they would take to Venice. Some had been in favor of avoiding the mountai ns altogether and taking
the easy way through the heart of France, but the English were making trouble again. Evenif you were
English, that route was to be avoided.

Most of the pilgrims had favored a more easterly route, through Burgundy and then down the western
bank of the Rhone until they reached the dark forests of Languedoc, and came through them to
Roussillon. Thisview had prevailed. Thusfar there had been no incidents, but they stayed on their guard,
for anything might happen in this accursed country.

The single horseman rode toward them at asmart trot. The fellow wore a scarlet doublet, and from his
shoulders flowed acloak of dark red fabric highlighted with threads of purple. He wore soft brown
leather boots, and on his head a green felt cap from which floated a single eagl€'s feather. He rode up to
them and pulled his horseto astop.

"Good afternoon!” Azzie cried, introducing himsdf as Antonio Crespi, aVenetian. "I am amerchant of
Venice" hesad, "and | travel throughout Europe selling our fine Venetian cloth of gold, especidly to
merchantsin the north. Allow me to show you some samples.”

Azzie had prepared for this by obtaining samplesfrom ared Venetian merchant whom he had sent home
clothless but happy with hisbag of red gold.

Sir Oliver inquired asto where Sir Antonio had come from, appearing as it seemed out of nowhere.
Azze told him he had taken a shortcut that had cut many miles off histrip. "I travel dl the time between
Venice and Paris, and it would be strange indeed if | didn't know the shortcuts and the safest routes.”

Azzie smiled in hismogt affableway. "Sir, if it isnot too bold of meto ask, I'd liketo join your company.
A singletraveler donetakeshislifein hishandsin these parts. | could do your company some good,
lending you the use of my sword if need be, and acting as aguide for some of thetrickier parts of the
journey yet to come. | have my own provisions, and would be no troubleto you &t all.”

Oliver looked at Joanna. "What do you think, Mother Joanna?"

Shelooked Azzie up and down. A hard, critical look. Azzie, who had been stared at by many, leaned
back at ease, one hand on the rump of hishorse. If they didn't take him on as amember of the
pilgrimage, he was sure hed come up with another scheme. Ingenuity at getting one's own way was one
of thehalmarks of Hell.

"l see no objection,”" Joannasaid at last.

They rode back to the wagons, and Oliver made the introductions. Azzie took up a position at the head
of the column, his by right since he claimed knowledge of the country hereabouts. Sir Oliver rode with
him for awnhile.



"What lies ahead in thisimmediate vicinity?' Oliver asked.

"There's degp woodsfor the next fifty or so miles" Azzie told him. "WEell haveto camp in the forest
tonight. There's been no bandit activity hereabouts for the last year or so, so we ought to be dl right. By
tomorrow evening we will reach theinn that servesthisarea. It'safird-rate place, maintained by some
friars and boasting a more than adequate kitchen.”

Both Oliver and Joannawere cheered by this news. It was comforting to know agood mea and awarm
bed lay ahead. And Antonio was aready proving himsdlf an amusing companion. The young red-haired
merchant had many storiesto tell about lifein Venice a the court of the Doge. Some of hisstorieswerea
little strange, and some were downright scurrilous, but that made them al the more amusing. Some had to
do with the odd ways of demons and devils, who were said to visit Venice more than most places.

And so thelong dow day passed. The sun crept across the sky, in no rush to compl ete its appointed
rounds. Little white clouds moved like airy ships bound for the ports of the sunset. Breezes ruffled the
treetops. The pilgrims moved at awalk, picking their way aong the overgrown forest track, not hurrying
because there was no rushing aday that crept along with the deliberation of eternity.

Utterly, preternaturally sill wasthat forest. There was no sound except the jingle of the harnesses, and
occasionally acrosshowman'svoice raised in song. At last the sun reached its zenith and began its dow
deepy descent down the other side of the sky.

The caravan continued moving deeper and deeper into the great forest, where the brilliance of the day
was dappled with green leafy shadows. The pilgrimsin the coaches began nodding off to deep, and those
on horseback drooped over their reins. A doe ran in front of the foremost horses and disappeared with a
soft explosion of brown and white and tan into the foliage on the far side of the track. Mother Joanna
gave agtart but couldn't summon the energy to give chase. All nature, as well asthe people passing
through it, seemed under the forest's mild enchantment.

Things continued in thisway until evening was amost upon them. Then, finding aflat well-grassed little
clearing, Azzie declared that it would be agood ideato stop here for the night, as the country ahead was
more broken and difficult. The pilgrimswere happy to follow his suggestion.

Footmen unhitched the horses and watered them at allittle stream nearby. The pilgrims got out of the
coaches; those who were riding dismounted and tied up their horses. The adults found or fixed up likely
placesto deep for the night while the children, led by Puss, began agame of tag.

Azzieand Sir Oliver walked to the edge of the woods, where afallen oak made anatura firebreak. They
gathered twigs and branches, and then Oliver bent down and applied flint and tinder. He had never been
particularly good at the job of fire making, but no one el se seemed to be doing it and he didn't want to
ask Sir Antonio.

The sparks flew into the dry tinder, but they snuffed out dmost immediately. The Devil's own breezeran
aong theforest floor, contrary to the usud way of things. Oliver tried again and again, but the maicious
littlewind blew out his efforts. He was having difficulty even getting the sione to strike. The harder he
tried, the less effective he was. The breeze on the forest floor was acting dmost asif it had amind of its
own: when Oliver findly got alittle fire going, asudden puff of wind from adifferent direction
extinguished it.

He stood up swearing, trying to ease his aching knees. Azzie said, "Perhaps you will permit meto do that
for
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"By dl means," Oliver sad, extending theflint.

Azziewaved it asde, rubbed the forefinger of his right hand with the pam of hisleft, then pointed his
forefinger a thetinder. A smal bolt of blue lightning flew from hisfinger to the tinder, remained therea
moment, then went out. When it disappesared, amerry little flame was burning before them. No breeze
blew it out. It was asif thewind knew its master.

Sir Oliver tried to speak, but no words came.

"Didn't meanto sartleyou,” Azzie said. "Just alittletrick | learned in the Orient.”
Helooked & Sir Oliver, and Oliver noticed tiny red flames dancing in his pupils.
Azzieturned and strolled back to the coaches.

Chapter 3

Azzie found Mother Joanna setting up thelittle tent she carried with her on pilgrimages. It was of
bleached cotton dyed green, soit blended in nicely with the forest. It had bamboo stavesto giveit shape,
and avariety of ropeswith which to tieit down. Joannawas wrestling with the ropes now. During the trip
they had gotten themsalvesinto atangle, and now they formed a massthe size of agoat's head — and
just as obstinate.

"It'sthe Devil's own job, untangling thisknot," she declared.
"Why, then, better let mehaveago at it," Azzie said cheerfully.

She handed him the tangle of ropes. Azzie held up hisleft forefinger and blew onit; hisforefinger turned a
bright canary yellow, al except the fingernail, which extended itsdf into a stedl-colored talon. Azzie
tapped the knot with histalon, and agreen nimbus of fire danced around it for amoment. Wheniit died
away, he tossed the bundle of ropes back to Mother Joanna. Shetried to catch it, but the ropes flew
apart before they reached her. She bent down and picked up the ropes that had just a moment ago been
irrevocably tied into aknot to riva the Gordian.

"How on Earth..." she began.

"A fakir'strick, learned in an Orientd bazaar,” Azzie said, grinning at her. She stared at him, and saw the
tiny red flames dancing in his eyes. She wasrelieved when Azzie waked off, whistling.

Later that evening, the pilgrims were gathered around thefire; dl were there except Azzie, who had
declared hisintention of taking astroll in the woods to relax before bedtime. Oliver and Mother Joanna
sat alittle apart from the others; there was no doubt at al what they were going to talk about.

"The new fdlow," Oliver said. "What do you think of him?"

"Hefair putsthewind up me," the abbess said, reverting to an expression of her childhood nanny.
"Yes," Oliver agreed. "There's something uncanny about him, wouldn't you say?"

"Indeed | would. In fact, just an hour ago, | had alittle encounter with him that hasleft me thinking.”

"Sodid I!" sad Sr Oliver. "When | had trouble sarting the fire, Sr Antonio did it himsaf—with his
forefinger.”



"Hisforefinger and what else?' asked Joanna.

"Nothing else. He pointed it, and flames sprang up. He said it was an old fakir trick he learned in the
Orient. But | say it looked like witchcraft.”

Mother Joanna stared at him for amoment, then told of her experience with Azzie and the knot.

"It'snot norma," Oliver said.

"No. It mogt certainly isnot."

"And it'snot some Orientdl fakir'strick, either.”

"That it isnot," Mother Joanna said. "Furthermore, he haslittle red lightsin his eyes. Did you notice that?*
"How could | overlook it?" Oliver said. "It isadevil mark, isit not?"

"Thatitis" Mother Joannasaid. "I'veread it in the Handbook for Exorcising Demons.”

Just then Azzie regppeared from the forest, whistling merrily. Over his shoulder he carried ayoung deer.

"I would be pleased if you'd let me provide tonight's dinner,” Azzie said. "'Perhaps one of your varlets
could cut up this noble beast and roast him for us? | am going to take a bath in yonder brook. Running
down adeer is sweety work." And he took himsdlf off, whistling as he went.

Chapter 4

The pilgrimswere awake beforefirgt light. Asthe morning sun camefiltering through the leaves, they
packed, made a hasty breakfast, and were under way. All day they journeyed through the forest, keeping
closewatch for signs of trouble, but not encountering anything fiercer than mosguitoes.

By early evening Sir Oliver and Mother Joanna were peering anxioudy ahead through the trees, searching
for thefirst Sgn of theinn that Azzie had promised.

They were afraid he had deceived them. But he was as good as hisword, and suddenly theinn lay dead
ahead, a good-sized two-story building built of stone, with asupply of firewood stacked to one side and
ayard for the animals and a shed for the retainers.

They were greeted at the door by Brother Francois, alarge, burly, bearded man. He shook their hands
asthey trooped in one by one.

Azzie wastheladt to enter, and he gave Brother Francois abag of silver coins, "To pay for our stay.” He
laughed and gave Francois a peculiar look; Francois staggered back as though struck by some
unpleasant thought.

"Sir," the Dominican asked, "have | not made your acquaintance before?!
"Y ou might have seenmein Venice" Azziesad.
"No, it was not Venice. It wasin France, and it had something to do with bringing aman back to life."

Azzie remembered the incident, but he saw no reason to enlighten the monk about it. He shook his head
politely.

After that, Brother Francois seemed upset and absent- minded. He explained about rooms and victuals



to the pilgrims, but seemed scarcely able to keep his attention on his own words. He kept glancing a
Azzie, muttering to himsdlf, and when he thought no one was looking, making the sign of the cross.

When Azzie asked for the use of the little bedroom upstairs, Brother Francois was quick to agree, but
seemed more thunderstruck than ever. He kept looking at the coinsin his hand and shaking his head. At
last he gpproached Oliver and Mother Joanna. " That fellow with you, that Antonio, have you known him

long?"

"Not long a dl," Oliver said. "Has he shortchanged you?'
"No, no. To the contrary."

"What do you mean?"

"He agreed to pay six centimesfor use of the room, and he put the copper coinsin my hand. Then he
sad, 'What the Hdll, | might aswell be generous.” and he pointed hisfinger at the coins. And the coins
changedto glver."

"Silver!" cried Mother Joanna. "Areyou sure?"

"Of course! Look for yourself." He held out aslver centime bit. All three of them stared at it asif it were
the Devil himsdif.

Later Oliver and Mother Joannawent looking for Fran9ois, to arrange their morning med, but they
couldn't find him. They finally found a note tacked to the pantry door. "Gentlefolks," it read, "please
forgive me, but | remembered an urgent appointment | must keep with the abbot at the St. Bernard
House. | pray that God will watch out for your souls.”

"How very curious!" Oliver said. "Why, do you sup-0 »

pose:

Mother Joanna's lips tightened. " The man was frightened out of hiswits, that'swhy he ran avay.”
"But if hethinks Antonio isademon, why did he not at least tell us?!

"| think hewas afraid to say aword,” Mother Joanna said, "'since this demon has chosen to travel in our
company.” She thought for amoment. "We might well be gpprehensive, too."

The soldier and the nun sat slently for along time, staring gloomily into the flames. Sir Oliver poked at
the coals, but he didn't like the faces he could seein the flames. Mother Joanna shuddered for no
apparent reason, since no breeze had passed her by.

After awhile shesad, "We can't just let this Stuation continue.”
"No, certainly not,” Sir Oliver said.

"If he'sademon, we must take steps to protect ourselves.”
"Ah! But how to find out?'

"WEeIl come right out and ask him," Mother Joanna said.

"Do s0. | would be mogt grateful,” said Sir Oliver.



"I mean, | think you should come right out with it. You areasoldier, after all. Addresshim to hislace!”
"I wouldn't want to insult him,” Sir Oliver said, after giving the matter some thought.
"ThisAntonio isnot ahuman.”

"Whatever heis, he might object to our knowing it, though,” Sir Oliver said.

"Somebody hasto spesk to him."
"l suppose s0."

"Andif you'reany sort of man..."
"Oh, I'll spesk to him, all right.”

"Heisdefinitely ademon,” Mother Joannasaid firmly. "Thoselittlered lightsdancing in hiseyesarea
dead giveaway. And did you notice his rump? It had more than the suggestion of atail."

"A demon! Right hereamong ud” said Sir Oliver. "If that'stheway it is, | suppose we should kill him. Or
it"

"But could we kill ademon?* asked Mother Joanna. "It's supposed to be very difficult.”
"Isit?1 have no experience in these matters.”

"I have but alittle," Mother Joannasaid. "It is not the duty of my branch of the Church to be engaged in
turning away evil spirits. We usudly leave that sort of thing to other orders. But one does hear Sories.”

"Whichtdl you..." theknight prompted.

"That killing ademon is apt to be difficult, nay, impossible Mother Joannasaid. "With the added
embarrassment that, if you are ableto kill it, it probably wasn't ademon at al, but some poor human with
the bad luck to havered lightsin hiseyes.

"It ssemsto be adamned tricky position,” Sir Oliver said. "What shdl we do?

"l suggest we warn the others, and then put together what religious relics we have among us and seek to
exorcisethefoul soirit.”

"I don't suppose hell likethat," the knight said thoughtfully.
"It doesn't matter. It's our duty to try to exorcise demons.”
"Yes, of course," said the knight. But hewasill at ease with theidea

The other members of the party weren't surprised to hear that M other Joanna suspected a demon was
traveling among them. It was the sort of thing one had to suspect in these unsettled times. There were
reports of weeping satues, talking clouds, and more. It waswell known that there were a Hellish great
number of evil spirits, and that most of them spent most of their time on Earth, trying to tempt people. It
was awonder one didn't see demons alot more often.

Chapter 5

They waited, but Azzie dill didn't come down from hisroom on theinn's second floor. At last they voted
to send Pussto invite him to come down and talk with them.



Puss knocked at the door of Azzie'sroom with lessthan her usud bravado.

Azzie opened the door. He was brilliantly dressed in anew long coat of red velvet with an emerad green
waistcoat, and his hair was neatly brushed into a shining orange bush. Helooked asif he had been
waiting for an invitation.

"They want to talk to you," Puss said, pointing a the common room below.
"Good. I've been waiting for this" Azzie said.

Hetook afinal brush at hishair, adjusted his coat, and came downstairs with Puss. The gentlefolk of the
pilgrimage were dl in the big taproom. The common sort hadn't been consulted, and were outside in the
stables gnawing their crusts of bread and their herring heads.

Sir Oliver stood up, made alow bow, and said, "1 hope you'll excuse us, sir, but we've been thinking,
and, | should say, worrying. If you'd just reassure us, everything would befine."

"What isthe problem?' Azzie asked.

"Wedll, gr," Oliver said, "to get straight to it, you aren't by any chance ademon, gir, are you?”
"Asameatter of fact,” Azziesad, "l am."

A gasp arose from those assembled.

"That," said Oliver, "isnot what | wanted to hear. Y ou don't redlly mean it, do you? Please, just say it
int sol"

"Butitisso," Azziesad. "l showed you proofs earlier, just to get over and done with the tedious part of
convincing you. Have | succeeded in doing o7

"You haveindeed, sr!" Oliver said, and Mother Joanna nodded.
"Fine" said Azzie. "Then we know wherewe stand.”

"Thank you, sir. Now would you be so kind asto go away and leave usin peace to continue our holy
pilgrimage?’

"Don't beslly,” Azzie said. "I've goneto alot of trouble to get thisthing set up. | have an offer to make.”
"Oh, my God!" Sir Oliver said. "A ded with the Devil!"

"Stop acting s0," Azzie said. "Just hear me out. If you don't like my offer, you needn't take me up onit,
and were quits of each other."

"Youredly meanthat?'

"Onmy honor asaPrince of Darkness." Azziewasn't redlly aPrince of Darknessat dl, but it did no
harm to exaggerate atrifle among al these highborn gentlemen and ladies.

"l supposeit'll do no harm to hear you out,” Sir Oliver said.
Chapter 6

Speaking in aloud, ringing voice, Azzie said, "L adies and gentlemen, | am indeed ademon. But | hope
no onewill hold this against me. What, after al, isademon? Merely aname for one who serves one of



the two sides whose struggles govern al existence, human and superhuman. | refer, of course, to the
principles of Good and Bad, Light and Dark, asthey are caled. Let me point out first the absolute
necessity that there should be two sides to everything, for things areimpossibly flat without that. | will
point out aso that these two sides should be locked in more or less equa struggle. For if only Good
existed, as some seem to fedl would be desirable, no one could make that moral effort toward

s f-improvement that is the very essence of human progress. There would be no contrast between
things, no way to differentiate the greater from the lesser or the desirable from the reprehensible.”

Azzie asked for some wine, cleared histhroat, and went on.

"Having established the propriety of acontest between these two great qudlities, it followsthat one sde
cannot win dl of the time. Otherwise, our contest is no contest at al. The outcome must remain in doulbt,
now one side showing the preponderance, now the other, and no find result may be discerned until the
wholething isnearly over. Inthiswefollow alaw asold asany, the law of dramaturgy, which getsits
best effects from an equaizing of forces. Good is not even supposed to be that much more powerful than
Bad, because once the issue is no longer in doubt, the contest is no longer interesting.

"If we can accept this, we can proceed to the next point which from it flows. If it ispermissble for there
to be a Dark to oppose Light, or aBad to oppose Good, then those who serve one side or the other are
not to be despised. We must not |et partisanship cloud our reason! If Bad is necessary, then those who
serve Bad cannot be considered superfluous, despicable, unlawful, inconsequentid. | do not say that they
need to be followed, but they should at least be heard.

"Next I'll point out that Bad, once you discount its bad press, hasalot going for it, in terms of
sprightliness, if nothing dse. That isto say, the principle of Bad, like that of Good, has an inherent
desrability about it that men may choose of their own freewill. To put it more smply sill, Bad canbea
wholelot of fun, and no one should fed bad about choosing it sinceit is as venerable and respectable a
principle as Good.

"But will aperson not be punished for having anything to do with Bad? My friends, that ismere
propaganda on the part of Good, and not atrue statement of the pogition at dl. If itisal right for Bad to
exig, thenit must be dl right to serveit.”

Azzietook asip of wine and looked at hisaudience. Y es, he had their attention.

"l am prepared now to get directly into my offer. Ladies and gentlemen, | am Azzie Elbub, ademon of
some antiquity, and an entrepreneur from very far away. What | have come hereto do, my friends, isto
put on aplay. I'd like seven volunteers. Y ou'll find your tasks pleasant, and not at al onerous. Asyour
reward, you will get to have whatever it isyou most desirein theworld. In fact, that's the whole point of
my play: to demongtrate to the world that a person can have his or her dearest wish without having to do
anything much to get it. Isn't that anicemord? | redlly think it holds up hope for al of us, and ismore
indicative of theway things redly work than the converse— having to work for something and to have
certain qualities of character that will bring the desired thing into your orbit. In my play we prove that you
don't have to be virtuous, or even particularly effective, to achieve reward. So think about it, ladies and
gentlemen. Y our souls, by theway, will not bein any jeopardy whatsoever.

"l am now going to retire to my room. Anybody who isinterested can come and visit me during the night
and I'll lay out the exact conditions. | look forward to discussing this more with you later, on an individua
bass”

Azzie made a sweeping bow and went back upstairs. He had time for alight dinner of cheese and bread,
and aglass of wineto finish it off. He poked up thefire in the grate and settled back.



Hedidn't have long to wait.
Chapter 7

Azziesat in hisroom, hdf listening to the murmurs of the night while reading afusty old manuscript of the
sort that was dways available on the shelves of Hell's more popular libraries. He loved the classics.
Despite his giftsfor innovation, which were responsible for his present adventure, Azziewasa
traditionalist. There was aknock at the door.

"Comein," Azziesad.

The door opened and Sir Oliver entered. The knight was unarmored now, and appeared to have no
weapon on his person. Perhaps he knew better than to go armed into the presence of afiend from Hell.

"Hope I'm not disturbing you...."

"No," Azziesaid, "comeonin. Takeachair. Glass of wine? What can | do for you?'

"I've come about that offer of yours..."

"Intriguing, waant it?"

"Indeed. You said, unless| misheard you, that you could seeto it that aman got his dearest wish."
"] did indeed say thet."

"And you pointed out that he needed no specia qudity to get that wish.”

"That's exactly the point,” Azzie said. "For look you, if he had aspecia ability to begin with, what would
he need with my help?'

"A point most excdllently made," Oliver said.
"Y ou are too kind. Now, how may | help you?"

"Well, sr, what | want most of al isto become known far and wide as agreat soldier, the peer of my
namesake, that Oliver who fought the rear guard for Roland back in the days of Charlemagne.”

"Yes" Azziesad, "goon.”
"I want to win anotable victory, against overwhelming odds and at no great risk to mysdlf.”

Azze produced asmall parchment pad and a stylus with a salf-sharpening point. He wrote, "No risk to
i

"I want to be known to men far and wide, to be as renowned as Alexander or Julius Caesar. | want to be
commander of asmall company of very good men, peerless championsal, and what they lack in
numbers they must more than make up for in sheer ferocity and skill."

"Ferocity and skill," Azzie noted, and underlined "ferocity” because it seemed agood thing to underline.

"I, of course," Oliver went on, "would be the finest fighter of them al. My skillswould be matchless. |
want to acquire those skills, my dear demon, but at no personal cost or hardship. I'd dso like a pretty
and compliant young lady, a princessif possible, to be my wife and bear my sons, and | would like to
retire to my own kingdom, which someone would give me, free, and there | would live happily ever after.



That last isimportant, by the way. | don't want any surprise endings making me bitter or sad.”
Azzie wrote down "must live happily ever after,” but didnt underlineit.

"That'sthe generd idea, gir," Oliver said. "Can you teke care of dl that?"

Azzieread over thelist. "No risk to sdlf. Ferocity and skill. Must live happily ever after.”

He frowned over it. Then helooked up. "I can cover some of your points, my dear Sir Oliver, but not al
of them. Not that I'm not capable of it, of course, but smply because this play I'm putting on deslswith
othersaswell asyou, and to take care of your pointsin their entirety would take a Heavenful of miracles
and aHellish amount of time. No, my dear gr, I'll find away in which you can, without danger to
yourself, win anotable victory and get rewarded richly for it and stand high in men's eyes. After tht,
you'll be on your own."

"Wadl," Sr Oliver sad, "1 was hoping for everything, but what you can do for me won't be abad position
to start from. If | begin asarich and famous hero, I'm sure | can take care of everything ese mysdif. |
accept your offer, my dear demon! And let metell you, | am nowhere as againgt the powers of Bad as 0
many of my fellows. I've often felt the Devil has quite afew pointsin hisfavor, and is no doubt amuch
jollier fellow to be with than his dour Opponent in Heaven.”

"| gppreciate your wish to please me," Azzie said. "But I'll hear no dander against our worthy Opponent.
We qualities of Good and Bad work too closdly together to wish to dander each other. Both Dark and
Light haveto live in the same cosmoas, you understand.”

"No offense meant,” Sir Oliver said. "I have, of course, nothing against Good.”
"No offense taken, at least none by me," Azzie said. " Shdll we begin, then?"
"Yes, my lord. Do you wish meto sign my nameto a parchment in blood?"

"That'll not be necessary,” Azzie said. ™Y ou have signified your assent, and it is so registered. Asl
explained, your soul isnot forfeit for your participation.”

"What do | do now?' Sir Oliver asked.

"Takethis" Azziereached into his cloak and removed asmdl, intricately made silver key. Sir Oliver held
it up to the light and wondered at its workmanship.

"What doesit open, Sr demon?"

"Nothing. It'saMoroniadouble-barreled spell. Put it avay in a safe place. Continue your pilgrimage. At
some moment—perhaps afew seconds from now, perhaps afew hours, but possibly even so much as
severad days ahead — you will hear the sound of agong. That will be the sound the Moroniaspell makes
when it turnsitsaf on to the Ready position. Then you must take the spell and urgeit to joinits other half.
Thething isinternally programmed to do that, of course, but it never does any harm to repest the
command. It will take you to its other half, which islocated near amagic horse. The magic horse will
have saddlebags, and in one of them you will find agolden candlestick. Am | clear so far?”

"Quiteclear,” Sir Oliver said. "Find candlestick.”

"Then you must go to Venice—if you're not there aready. Soon upon your arrival, maybe earlier, youll
find that your wish has been granted. There will be aceremony with appropriate pomp when everyone
has finished. Y ou're released after that to enjoy your good fortunes.”



"It soundsdl right,” Oliver said. "What's the catch?'
"Catch? Theré's no catch!™
"Theresusudly acatch in matters of thissort,” Sir Oliver said dourly.

"How on Earth would you know what's usua in the matter of magicd stories? Look, do you want to do
thisor not?'

"Oh, Il doit, I'll doit,” Sir Oliver said. "I'm just trying to be careful about what I'm getting into. But it
seems, dir, if you'll pardon my saying so, alot of fooling around. Why can't | go straight to the magica
candlestick?"

"Because there are afew things you will need to do between the turning on of the spell and the fina
acclaming of your grest victory.”

"These things—they won't be too difficult?* Sir Oliver asked.

"Now, look here." Azzie'stone was rough. "Y ou'd better be ready to do whatever isrequired. If there's
any doubt about that, give me back the key. It'll go very hard on you if you default.”

"Oh, fear not,” Sir Oliver said, holding up the key as though to reassure himsdif.
"Asl sad, you will receive further ingructions™

"Canyou givemeahint?'

"You'll have some decisions to make."

"Decisons? Oh, dear," said Sir Oliver. "I'm not entirely surel like that. Wedl, never mind. | merely need
to do what comes up and it'll al work out well for me, isthat correct?’

"That'swhat I've been telling you," Azzie said. "Evil expects nothing more of aman savethat hedo his
duty and try his best. More cannot be asked in the annals of Bad."

"That'sfing," Sir Oliver said. "I'll be off then, en?’
"Good night," Azziesaid.

PART SX

Chapter 1

After her release from Pandoras box, Y lith went to report to the Archangel Michaegl. She found himin
his officein the Old All-Saints Building in West Heaven, where he was going over agreet pile of
parchment printouts. It was late, and the other angel's and archangels had left hours ago. But in Michadl's
office, the candles burned bright, for the archangel had been reading reports from his various operatives
throughout the universe. What some of them had to tell disturbed him greetly.

Helooked up when Ylith camein. "Hello there, my dear. Is anything the matter?'Y ou look abit ruffled.”
"Asamatter of fact, gr, I'vejust had an adventure.”
"Indeed? Please enlighten me.”

"It was nothing, really. Thissilly man conjured me, and Hermes shut me up in Pandorals magic box, and |



findly got freewith the help of Zeus."
"Zeus, redly?lsthat old felow still knocking around? | thought he wasin the Afterglow.”
"Hewas, g, but he projected himsdlf to mein the magic box."

"Oh, yes. | forgot the old gods can do that sort of thing. But what about the little angels whom you were
taking around the English shrines? |s anyone staying with them?”

"Assoon as| got free of Pandoras box | turned the children over to the Blessed Damosdl and came here
to report to you."

"The Blessed Damosd didn't mind baby-sitting?”

"Shewas glad to leave off leaning on the gold bar of Heaven for awhile and do something practicd. It's
slly, isntit, gr, the way poems freeze usinto postures we can't get out of ?"

Michael nodded, then said, "I have important work for you back on Earth.”
"That will befing" Ylithtold him. "I like vigting shrines."

"Y our work on this one will encompass something more than sightseeing,” Michad said. "It involves
Azzie"

"Hah!" sad Ylith.
"It seemsyour demonic friend is up to something again. Something decidedly fishy."

"That'sgtrange” Ylithsad. "l saw him just recently in Y ork, and he had nothing more on hismind than
atending amordlity play."

"That play seemsto have given him someidess,” Michael said. "Now there areindicationsthat heis
attempting something else. My observers bring me word that he hasinvolved Pietro Aretino, that
scurrilouslimb of Satan. Given Azzie's aready established proclivity toward the unexpected, I'm sure he's
up to some mischief."

Y lith nodded. "But why should you concern yoursdf with amere play?'

"| sugpect that it israther more than 'mere.’ " Michael said. "Judging by Azzi€'s previous excursons,
notably the matters of Prince Charming and Johann Faugt, this new attempt, whatever it is, could bring
theforces of Dark and Light once again into direct conflict, and so involve us all in another do-or-die
gtuation. Just when it seemed we could have some peacein the cosmos! These are only rumors, mind
you, yet we must give them some credence, put forth asthey are by the turncoats we keep in the midst of
the Forces of Bad to observe the enemy and tell uswhat they are up to. Ylith, | need you to do a bit of
looking around.”

"By 'looking around' | suppose you mean spying,” said Ylith. "And to whom does 'us refer?”
"Meand God," Michad said. "I'm asking you in His name, of course.”

"Yes, you usudly do," Ylith said. Her face took on a petulant expression. "Why doesn't He ever speak to
meHimsdf?'

"Many of us have wondered why we do not hear direct from the Deity,” Michael said. "He doesn't spesk
directly to me, ether. It isamystery and we are not supposed to question it.”



"Why not?" Y lith asked.

"Some matters you must take on faith. What we must do is discover what Azzieis up to. Go and look
over his pilgrimage, making up any excuse you wish to explain why you are there, and seewhat heis
really about. Unless| miss my guess, our proud young demon won't be able to conced his purposesfrom
you because his project, whatever it is, should bein full swing.”

"Very wdl, then, gr, I'll go a once.”

"Do s0. And use your own judgment. If you should find that Azzie Elbub has a scheme underfoot for the
subverson of mankind and the glorification of Evil, it will do no harm at dl to put aspikein hiswhedls, so
to speak, if you should find a chance.”

"That's exactly what | wasthinking," Ylith said.
Chapter 2

In their room near the kitchen, Puss and Quentin lay in their truckle beds watching the shadows cross and
re- cross on the celling.

"Do you think Antonio isredly ademon?" asked Quentin, who was quite young and not completely sure
yet what was redl and what was not.

"l think heis" Pusssaid.

Puss had been thinking long and hard about what she wanted more than anything e sein theworld. The
firgt thing that had occurred to her was blond hair, like her brother's. Silky and curly and long, and with a
flaxen tint to it, not the brassy yelow that some girls affected. But wasthat redly athing to wish for
above dl ds2? Pussfdt alittle ashamed for having so meager awish, and so, uncustomarily, shelistened
attentively as Quentin told her what held ask for if he went to ask afavor of the demon.

"My own horse, that'sfirgt,” Quentin said decisively. "And my own sword. It'sridiculous of Father to say
it'stoo expensive having a sword made for me because I'll outgrow it in ayear or two. | mean, what'sthe
sense of being rich if you can't buy things you will outgrow?!

"Very sensble” said Puss. "A sword, then. What else do you want?

"I don't think | want akingdom,” Quentin said thoughtfully. "I'd have to stay around and take care of it. |
don't think King Arthur was too happy despite being in charge of Camelot, do you?"

"I doubt it," Pusssaid.

"I'd liketo go out on alot of quests,” Quentin said.

"Like Lancelot? He wasn't very happy, ether.”

"No, but that's because he was lly, faling in love with the queen when there were so many other ladies
to choose from. Why choose any at al?1'd rather be like Gawaine, traveling around and having different
girlfriends and getting into trouble, and winning treasures and then losing them again. That way he had the
pleasure of getting Stuff without having to teke care of it later.”

"Like getting dl the toys he wanted without ever having to put them away?' Puss asked.

"Exactly,” said Quertin.



"Very sound,” Puss said. "What €se would you want?"

"A magica animd for apet,” Quentin answered without hesitation. "A lion, | should think, who listens
only to me and kills people| don't like."

"Wdl, that'salittle much, isn't it?" Puss asked.

"I mean hewould kill peoplel didn't likeif | let him. But | wouldn't, of course. If they got too
troublesome, 1'd kill them myself, in along due in which | got grievous wounds. And Mother would bind
them up for me."

"Mothers don't bind the wounds of heroes," Puss pointed out.
"They could if it'smy adventure,” Quentin said. "l could makearule
"It'sapity you're too young to make dedls with demons.”

"I don't know about that,” Quentin said. He sat upright in bed and looked very serious. "I've haf amind
to go vigt him right now."

"Quentin! Y ouwouldn't!" Pusssaid, thinking that if Quentiningsted, it would be her duty as hisolder
sster to accompany him and perhaps make awish of her own, just to keep him company. Quentin got
out of bed and started to put on his clothes. His lower lip trembled as he contemplated his own daring,
but his mind seemed to be made up.

Just then therewas aflash of light in acorner of the room. Both children jumped back into bed. There
was agreat deal of smoke, and when it cleared a pretty, dark- haired young woman was standing there.

"How did you do that?" Quentin asked. "I don't remember you from the pilgrimage!™

"I cameto sdll my eggsto the pilgrims,”" thewoman said. "I live on anearby farm and just arrived here at
theinn. My nameisYlith."

The children introduced themsalves. They were especidly eager to tdll of what Antonio had said that
evening, about granting the wishes of seven lucky people. Y lith recognized Azzie in the description.

"l want to go make awish, too," Quentin said.

"Youll donosuchthing,” Ylithsadfirmly.

Quentin seemed more than allittle relieved. But he asked, "Why can't 1?7

"Becauseit isn't seemly for well-raised children to ask wishes of ademon from Hell."
"But other people are asking," Puss pointed out. "They're going to have dl the fun.”

"I think you will find that isn't redly s0," Ylith said. " Some of those people are going to find themsdves
involved in more than they bargained for."

"How can you know that?"' Puss asked.
"I just know," Ylith said. "Now, children, how about trying to get to deep? I'll tdl you astory if you do."
Chapter 3

Ylith told astory about lambs and kids gamboling on the hillsdes of her native Greece. Soon the children



were adlegp, so she tucked them up and blew out the candle, then sneaked out of their room. She found
severd of the pilgrimsin the common room, Sitting at atable near the fire and talking over the affairs of
the day.

"Isit certain he'sademon, then?' one of the femal e servitors was asking a shock-headed fellow who was
vadet to Sir Oliver.

"What else could he be?' the valet replied. His name was Morton Kornglow and he "was twenty-two
yearsold, arangy young fellow with ideas beyond his ation.

Y lith sat down beside the woman and the vaet. "What isthis demon offering?’ she asked.

Kornglow said, "My master told me he hasto do amagica passagein order to be rewarded with his
dearest wish. When | went to hisroom, he was gone. Vanished."

"Maybe hel'sjust outsde, walking around,” Y lith suggested.

"Wed have seen him come downgtairs," Kornglow said, "and he's unlikely to have dived from the
window into the bramble below. He's off doing the demon'swork, | tell you, and frankly, it soundslike
work that would suit me."

"Y ou wouldn't!" thefemae servitor said with an admiring glance.

"I'm thinking about it," Kornglow said. "I can bein the demon's play aswell asany man, aslong asit
doesn't matter that | don't have a Sir before my name.”

Ylith stared a him. "A play?"

Kornglow nodded. "That'swhat Sir Oliver told me. The demon is putting on some sort of play. Wejust
have to do whatever it iswe usualy do, and welll be rewarded greetly for it. That'sthe sort of life | want
tolead.”

Y lith got to her feet. "Y ou must excuse me. | need to see someone.”
She hurried off, went to the front door, and passed through it into the darkness.
"Where do you think shesgoneto?' the female servitor asked.

Kornglow shrugged and sucked histeeth. "If she has an gppointment it must be with an angd or adevil.
There's nothing e se out there but wolves."

Ylith said to hersdf, "So, he'sgoing to doit! Stage animmorality play! Wait until Michagl hears about
thigd"

Chapter 4

Mounting animmordity play?' Michad sad. "Soit would seem, ar."
"Theeffrontery!”

"Yes gr."

"Go back there and keep an eye on his progress. If you should find away ever so subtly to impede his
plan, it wouldn't be amissto do it. Nothing blatant, you understand.”



"l undergtand,” Ylith said.
"Then off with you," Michadl said. "l may send Babriel down, aso, to lend ahand.”

"That would benice” Ylith said, alittle wistfully. Although she and Babriel were not currently keeping
company, she dtill had good memories of their association. Y lith remembered very well what Snning was
like, and at times her whole body ached for the good old days.

Memories of her affair with Azzie dso cameto mind. It had been what she had once considered great
fun.

She shook her head, willing hersalf not to think so much. It could get her into trouble.
Chapter 5

After dismissing Kornglow, Sir Oliver sat for along time on the edge of the bed, thinking of the bold thing
he had done. He was frightened, of course; what man would not be frightened after having such a
conversation with ademon? And yet Sir Antonio's offer was just too good to pass up. Despite the
churchmen's complaints that the Dark Forces were dways out trying to seduce mankind, it actudly
happened quite rarely. Never to anyone of Sir Oliver's acquaintanceship, and certainly not to him.

Oliver liked theidea. A great passion had burned in him since childhood—to get something big and
vauable and important at the least pains possible to himself. It was not the sort of thing you talked to
people about much. They didn't understand.

Although it was very late, he was not particularly deepy. He poured himsdlf aglass of wineand found a
few biscuits he had secreted from the dinner for alate-night snack. He was just taking a biscuit out of his
pocket when his gaze happened to fal on thewall to hisright.

He gulped hastily, spilling wine down the front of his doublet. He waslooking at adoor inthewall. A
common, ordinary door. But Sir Oliver was certain one had not existed there before.

He got up, went over, and examined it. Could he have overlooked it when hefirst camein? Therewasa
knob. Hetried it. The door was locked.

Well, that was dl right, then. He sat down again. And then another thought came to him, and he took
AzzieésMoroniaspdll in theform of the silver key out of his pocket and walked up to the door again.

He pushed the key cautioudy into the keyhole. It did in with an unctuous click.

He put the dightest pressure on the key, toward the left, just to see what would happen. The key turned
asthough by itsdlf, and the lock clicked back.

Oliver reached out and turned the handle. The door opened. He removed the key and put it in his
pocket.

He peeked through. Behind the door was along, dimly lit passageway that seemed to extend for agreat
distance, losing itsdf at last in gloom. Sir Oliver knew this passageway didn't lead to anyplacein theinn,
or evenintheforest outside. It led to God knew where, and he was expected to go in.

Frightening...
But think of the reward!

A momentary vision flared before him. It was himsdlf, dressed in red armor, astride amighty charger, a



the head of acompany of heroes, entering a city and being acclaimed by al and sundry!
"That would redlly be something!" Sir Oliver said doud.

He stepped into the passageway, not redlly ready to commit himself but morein the spirit of aboy putting
histoeinto what might be very cold weter.

Ashe stepped in, the door to hisroom at theinn closed behind him.

Sir Oliver gulped, but hedidn't try to retreat. Some faint presentiment had told him something like this
was likely to happen. How e se did adventures start but that something gives you a push and then there
you are, committed?

He began to walk down the passageway, very cautioudy at first and then with growing energy.
Chapter 6

There was enough light to see by, though Oliver was unable to make out how it was produced. It was an
even gray light, liketwilight, and it was a sad light, dmaost an ominous light. He kept on walking, and the
passageway seemed to stretch on and on. Thin, leafy branches hung from the walls on both sides; they
gave apleasng rurd effect.

He continued walking. The floor beneath his feet changed dowly into ared forest floor, and anatura
luminescence lighted hisway. He couldn't see far ahead, however, asthere were leafy branches
everywhere.

After awhile the tree cover became thinner, and he came out into agrassy meadow. At the end of that
meadow was asmall castle, Stuated on its own little idand, with amoat and drawbridge. The drawbridge
was down.

He entered the grounds of the inner keep and saw adoor before him. It swung open as he approached.
Insdewasanicdy laid out living room with afire burning merrily in thefireplace. A lady was sittingon a
smdl stool to one side of the doorway; she rose to her feet and turned to him.

"Welcome, Sr knight,” shesaid. "'l am Alwyn, withay, and | bid thee welcome. My husband is away
killing people, but the hospitaity of my house demandsthat | ask you to stay for dinner, and then to offer
you abed to deep in, and finally, breskfast in the morning.”

"Sounds good to me," Oliver said. "What 1'd really like to know, though, you don't happen to be holding
amagic horsefor me, do you?"

"A magic horse? What color magic horse?!

"Wdll, that'sit, you see, | don't really know. | wastold there was a magic horse just ahead for me, and it
would lead meto agolden candlestick. After that... Actudly, I'm alittle unclear asto just exactly what is
to happen after that. | believe | amto belord of alarge body of armed men. Y ou wouldn't know
anything about that, would you?'

"No," Alwyn sad. "l redly haveavery smdl part in thisthing.”

She smiled. Her dark hair waslovely and touded, her breasts high and well rounded. Oliver followed her
ingde.

They passed through severd rooms, al decorated in scarlet and black and silver and containing armorial



bearings, arms, and dark portraits of stern-looking elders. In each fireplace afire sparked and glowed
gaily. They waked through six rooms atogether. In the seventh atable was set with agleaming white
cloth and Slver service.

"Oh, | say, thisisrather decent!" Sir Oliver said, rubbing his hands together. There were
wonderful-looking foods before him, goose pate and gooseberry jam, eggs and seed bread, and agreat
variety of drinks. The table was set for two, and Oliver began to wonder if the table were not the only
thing that had been set up for him.

"Dotake asedt,” Alwyn said. "Make yoursdf comfortable.”

A white kitten came under the archway and pranced and danced its way into the room. Alwyn gave a
merry little laugh and bent to play with it. Asshedid so, Oliver seized the opportunity and exchanged
plateswith her. Thetwo plates were amost identical, the only difference being that his had two radishes
on the side and hers but one. He quickly placed one of hisradishes on her plate to disguise his
subdtitution. When she straightened up, Alwyn appesred to have noticed nothing.

They ate, and Alwyn poured two glasses of Burgundy from agreat bottle on the damask-covered table.

Oliver found amoment when Alwyn's attention was taken up by asmdl foxhound that cameinto the
room with a definite gamboling motion. Seizing the moment, he switched glasses. Shedidn't noticea

thing.
Congratulating himsdf, he now turned to his assault on the provender, hisfavorite sort of abattle by far.
He ate greedily and drank deeply, for the food was of aluscious perfection. Thiswas fantasy food, magic

food, just nothing in the world likeit. Soon he felt the unmistakable sensation of some opiatelike drug
attacking his sensorium and making him dizzy and faint.

"Isanything wrong, Sir knight?" Alwyn asked as he dumped low in his seet.
"Merely amoment of fatigue,” Oliver said.

"Y ou've switched plates!” Alwyn said, staring at the knight's grimy thumbyprint on her plate—proof
enough of what held wished concedled.

"No offenseintended,” Oliver said deepily. "Old custom of my people. Y ou take this stuff on purpose?”
"Of course. Without my deeping potion, | have adevil of atime dropping off at night,” Alwyn said.

"Damned sorry | took it,” Sir Oliver said through rubbery lips and eyes that seemed aready to berolling
back into his head to reved that passage into dreamsthat he would rather not take. "How long before it
wears off?'

Her reply waslost in acrashing wave of deep that broke over Oliver's head. He Struggled init likeaman
caught in raging surf; then he was out of the surf and falling deep into the black pool that |apped around
him like awarm bath. He struggled to keep his head above the soapy marble waves sent by Morpheus.
He wrestled with strange thoughts, unaccountable insghts. And then, before he even knew it, hewas

gone.
When he came to again, the woman was gone. The castle was gone. He wasin adifferent place entirely.
Chapter 7

When Y lith returned to the pilgrimage, shefound dl in astate of confusion. Sir Oliver had vanished



suddenly during the night, leaving no trail. His valet, Morton Kornglow, was at alossto explain his
disappearance except through magic.

Y lith looked around the area and finaly went to the room Sir Oliver had occupied. Thefaint smell of
prussic acid could be taken almost as proof positive that a Moronia spell had been used here within the
last twenty-four hours.

That wasdl Y lith needed. She waited until shewas aonein Oliver'sroom, then quickly performed her
own enchantment. She used ingredients she dways carried in her witches kit—athing she had never
abandoned, despite her conversion—and soon, taking on avaporous form, she was off and away,
passing through the great forest into which Oliver had disappeared.

Presently she came acrossthe knight'strail and followed it to Alwyn'scastle. Ylith knew Alwyn dightly
from the old days. Alwyn was another witch, of the old, un- reformed kind, and Y lith knew shewas
probably doing ajob for Azzie.

It wastimeto scry out the immediate future. She had gathered enough evidence to direct the scrying
insiruments; now she set them to maotion.

Theresultswere as she had hoped. Sir Oliver was currently going through an adventure with Alwyn.
Azzie had set it up as Ssmple enough to get through fairly quickly; afterward, Sir Oliver would have a
longish walk. Then hewould be out of the forest and on hisway to hisgoal, which lay on the southern
dopeof the Alpsin Itaian territory.

Thelogical placeto interrupt him was somewhere before he emerged from the forest. She could intercept
his path. But what then? She needed away to stop him, but away to do that without harming him.

"I'vegot it!" she said. She packed up her scrying equipment and conjured an afreet of her acquaintance.

The afreet soon appeared, large and black and with an ill-tempered look. Ylith explained briefly what
was going on, and how Sir Oliver had to be stopped or delayed.

"He must be stopped,” Ylith said to the afreet.

"I'll be happy to oblige," said the formerly evil being who had recently converted to the side of Good.
"Shdl | grike him dead?"

Creatureslikethis till had a certain propensity toward violence, which was looked down upon in quieter
timeswhen acertain liberdism was alowed to reign in Heaven. But thiswas not aquiet time, and the
fedings of theintellectualsin Heaven could no longer be worried abot.

"No, that'sgoing too far,” Ylith said. "But do you know that roll of invisible fencing we took from Badl's
magicians some years ago?"

"Y es, madam. It was declared an anomaly and stored in one of the warehouses."

"Find out which warehouse and get yoursalf agood- sized piece of it. Hereiswhat | want you to do with
it"

Chapter 8

Oliver sat up dowly and said to himself, "Wow, what wasthat al about?' He clutched his head where a
precursor to amigraine was tapping busily. Something had gone very wrong. Hewasn't surewhat it was,
but he knew it was bad.



He stood up and looked around. The place was dmost perfectly featureless, and even though there was
plenty of light he couldn't see athing. All he could ascertain was that there was graynesson dl sides.

He heard awnhir of wingsand alittle owl settled on his shoulder, peering a him with an unfathomable
expression that went well with the impenetrability of everything dse.

"Could youtdl mewherel am?

The owl cocked his head to one side. "Difficult to say. It'srather a sticky wicket, old boy."
"What do you mean?"

"I mean it's plain you've gotten yoursdlf surrounded by an invisible fence."

Sir Oliver didn't believe in invisible fences. Not until he waked up and poked gingerly at its supposed
surface.

Hisfinger didn't go throughit.

There seemed to be no way around it.

He mentioned this to the owl.

"Of course," said the owl. "That's because it'sa Sdetrack."

"A ddetrack? Where does it lead?"

"Sidetracks only go around in circles. It'sin their nature.”

"But that's not right. | can't get sdetracked now. | need to find amagic horse.”
"Nothing likethat here," the owl said.

"Actudly, I'm looking for agolden candlestick.”

"Sounds nice," said the owl, "but | don't have one."

"Even amagic ring would be nice."

The owl gaveaguilty gart. "Oh, thering! I'vegot it right here."

The owl burrowed in hisfegthers, found aring, and gaveit to Oliver.

Oliver turned it in hisfingers. It was apretty ring, with alarge sapphirein aplain gold setting. He thought
he could see shadows move in the gem's depths.

"Y ou shouldn't sare at that for too long,” the owl said. "It's meant for doing magic, not for looking at.”
"What magic? What am | supposed to do with it?"

"Haven't they told you?"

"No."

"Well, then," the owl said, "someone has been very remiss. | think you have every right to complain.”

Oliver looked around, but there was no one to complain to. Only the owl.



"That'saHéel of anote," Sir Oliver said. "How am | supposed to have fine adventuresif I'm stuck here?"
"We could play ahand or so of patience,” the owl suggested. "To passthetime.”
"I don't think s0," Oliver said. "I don't play card gameswith birds.”

The owl took asmdll deck of cards out from under hiswing and began to shuffle them. He gave Oliver a
quizzicd look.

"Go ahead, ded," Oliver sad.

Soon Oliver was engrossed in the game. He had aways liked patience. It hel ped to passthetime.
"Your dedl," said the owl.

Chapter 9

Back at theinn, Azzie wiped hiscrystd ball and gazed into it. It remained cloudy until he remembered to
say, "Show mewhat Sir Oliver isup to.” The crystal ball flashed to acknowledge the message, and the
cloudiness was replaced by a scene of Oliver inagray foresty place, playing patience with a screech owl.

"Thiswasn't supposed to happen,” Azzie said to himsdf. He needed Aretino hereto lend ahand.
"Where's my messenger?' the demon inquired.

The door opened and asmall person walked in.

"Takethisnoteto Aretino at once." Azzie scrawled anote with hisfingernail on aparchment pad: "Come
at once." Hefolded it twice and handed it to the messenger.

"Wherewill | find him?"

"InVenice, no doubt, carousing on my money."

"Could | have aspdll to get there with?"

"Y ou're supposed to have your own spdlls," Azzie grumbled. "But take a general one off the table there.”

The messenger pocketed severa from acut-glass bowl. "To Venicel" he said to the spell, and he was
off.

In hisrush, Azzie had not recognized Quentin, who had taken this chance to get himself into the action.
Chapter 10

In Venice, meanwhile, Pietro Aretino had found that Azzi€'s cash advance had come in very handy.
Aretino had dways wanted to throw aredly good party, one that would stand the dear old city on its ear
and demondtrate yet again what awonder Pietro Aretino was. This party had been going on for severa
nights and days— ever snce Azzie had |ft.

Aretino had imported a German band for hisfegtivities. The men had loosened their doublets and were
drinking rather alot. It was agay and friendly time. Too bad it had to be interrupted by a messenger.

The messenger was quite young. A child, in fact, dressed in nightclothes, a handsome young boy with a
full head of blond curls. It was Quentin, till dightly breathless from hanging on while the spdll he had
taken from Azzie whirled him over the Alps and down to Venice.



When the servant brought him to Aretino, he made a sweeping bow and said, "Aretino, | bring you a
message.”

"I redly don't need it just now," Aretino said. "Thisisdl turning out quite amusing.”
"It'sfrom Azzie," Quentin said. "He wants you to come a once."
"l see. And who areyou?"'

"I'm one of the pilgrims. Y ou see, when my sister Puss, that's short for Priscilla, went to deep, | decided
to poke around alittle mysdlf. | wasn't redly adeep, you see. | hardly ever am. So | went up to the
second floor. | saw adoor and | peeked in, and the next thing | knew, | was in the messenger business.”

"But how are you ableto get around?' Aretino asked. "Y ou are amortd like me, aren't you?"'
"Of course. | took ahandful of spelsfrom Azzie"

"I hopethat'strue," Aretino said thoughtfully. "What does Azzie require of me?"

"Your presence, immediately.”

"Whereishe?'

"I'll take you to him. By magic spell,” Quentin said.

"Areyou quite sure those spells are trustworthy ?*

Quentin didn't dignify thiswith an answer. He had gotten quite accustomed to spellsin ashort time, and
he could hardly wait to tell Pussthat traveling by domestic spell wasno big dedl.

Chapter 11

Azzie had planned to celebrate when Sir Oliver wasfinally on hisway through the passageway, for it
meant that hisimmordity play waswell begun. All Aretino had to do was observe Oliver's progress and
then record it. But no sooner was the knight launched than it became obvious that he was experiencing
difficulties

Azzielost no timelooking into what had gone wrong. He traced Sir Oliver'sjourney into the realm of
faery, utilizing those tdltale sgns by means of which Evil isableto follow the progress of Innocence. And
s0 Azzie went to the strange redlm in the forest in which the lands of redlity and those of faery were
commingled.

After along tramp through the gloomy corridors of the forest, Azzie cameto aclearing. At theend of it
he saw Sir Oliver, Sitting on alog, with an owl perched opposite him. They were playing cardswith a
smadll, narrow deck, onejust the right Sze to permit the owl to hold themin his claws.

Azzie didn't know whether to laugh or cry; he had intended Sir Oliver for great deeds. Azzie hurried
over, saying, "Hey, Oliver! Stop kidding around and get going!"

But hiswords weren't heard, and he was unable to get closer than about twenty feet from the pilgrim.
Some sort of rubbery invisble wal blocked his path. The wall seemed to be soundproof aswell, and
perhaps was even able to block or distort vision waves, for Oliver was unable to see him.

Azziewaked around the invisble circle until he cameto a point exactly opposite where Sir Oliver'sgaze
would haveto fall if he chanced to look up. Azzie poised himsdlf at that place and waited. After a



moment, Oliver's eyes raised, and he seemed to look right through Azzie. He soon returned to his card
game.

Azzie knew something uncanny was going on, something beyond the usud tomfoolery of which hewasa
master. He wondered who had taken ahand here.

Hisfirst suspicion was of Babrid, but this seemed to be beyond the angd's menta powersto conceive
and execute. Who did that leave? Michael ? It somehow didn't have Michadl'sfindly polished touch. It
was not Michadl's sort of thing —but driven to desperation, Michagl might be capable of anything.

That |eft only Ylith. He wouldn't put it past her! But what, specificaly, had she done?

A moment later, shewas standing beside him. "Hi, Azzie," she said. "Unless| miss my witch's guess, you
were thinking about me." Her smile was smple and beautiful, and it gave away nothing.

"What have you done here?' Azzie asked.

"I thought up abit of mischief | could do you," Ylith said. "It's tandard-gauge invisble fencing.”
"Very cute" Azzie said. "Now takeit down!"

Ylith walked up to theinvisible fence and felt around. "That's odd," she said.

"What's odd?" Azzie asked.

"I can't find the anomaly that powersthe fence. It was supposed to beright here.”

"Thisisjugt too much," Azzie said. "I'm going to Ananke."

Chapter 12

Ananke had invited her old friends the Three Fates over for tea. Lachesis had baked a cake for the
occasion, Clotho had hunted through the souvenir shops of Babylon until shefound just the right gift, and
Atropos had brought a small book of poems.

Ananke generdly didn't let hersdf gppear in human form. "Just cal me an old iconoclagt,” shewasfond
of saying. "l don't believe that anything redlly important should be capable of being pictured.” But today,
just to be socia, and because she liked the Three Fates, she had gotten herself up asarather large
middle-aged German woman in atailored suit and with her hair inabun.

Ananke and the Fates were having their picnic on the dopes of Mt. Icon. Thyme and rosemary perfumed
the air of the upland meadows. The sky was adeep blue, and occasiond little clouds gamboled by like
dbinorats.

Ananke was pouring teawhen Lachesis noticed adot in the sky. It was coming toward them.
"Look!" shecried. "Someoneiscoming!”

"| left word | was not to be disturbed,” Ananke grumbled. Who had dared disobey her? As supreme
principleintheworld, or at least very closeto that, Ananke was accustomed to people cowering at her
name. Sheliked to think of hersdlf as She Who Must Be Obeyed, dthough that was alittle grandiose.

The dot resolved itsdlf into afigure, and the figure, in turn, could soon be seen as aflying demon.

Azzie made agraceful landing closeto the picnic area. "Greetings!" he cried, bowing. "Sorry to disturb



you. | hopeyou aredl wdl?'
"Tel mewhat thisisabout,” Ananke said sternly. "It had better be good.”

"Thatitis" Azziesad. "l have decided to mount anew kind of play intheworld, animmordity play, to
act aspartid counter to the many mordity plays which my opponents unleashed upon the world and
whose propagandavaueisasinsensate asit is senseless”

"Y ou've disturbed my picnic to bring me news of your play?1 know you of old, you scamp, and | am not
interested in your little games. What does this play have to do with me?’

"My opponents are interfering with my production," Azzie said. "And you are preferring their Sdeto
mine"

"Well, Good'snice," Ananke said, somewhat defensively.

"Granted. But | am till allowed to opposeit, am | not? And you are here to make sure | can make my
point."

"W, that'sdl true," Ananke admitted.

"Then youll sop Michael and hisangelsfrom interfering with me?"

"l suppose so. Now leave usto get on with our picnic.”

And with that, Azzie had to be content.

PART SEVEN

Chapter 1

Michadl wasin hisoffice, relaxing in Plato's origind 1deal Form of an Armchair—the archetype of dl
armchairs, and by definition the best ever concelved. All he lacked now was acigar. But smoking wasa
vice he had given up long ago, so heredly didn't lack anything.

Contentment is as hard for an archangd to find asit isfor aman, so Michadl was by no meanstaking this
moment for granted. He was enjoying it to the fullest even while wondering, somewhere at the back of his
mind, how long this blisswould last.

There was aknock at the door.

Michael had a sense that whatever came through was not going to please him. He considered not
answering. Or saying, "Go away." But he decided against that. WWhen you're an archangd, the buck stops
at your office door.

"Comein," hesad.
The door opened and a messenger entered.

The messenger was small, achild with golden curly locks, clad in nightclothes, with a packagein one
hand and a bunch of spellsin the other. It was Quentin, who was getting on with his messenger business
with avengeance.

"Got apackage for the Archangel Michad.”



"That'sme," Michad said.
"Sign here," Quentin said.

Michad scribbled his sgnature on the gold-lesf bill of lading Quentin handed him. The boy folded it and
put it away, and gave the heavy package to Michadl.

"You aren't an angel, are you?' Michael asked.

"No, sr."

"Y ou're alittle human boy, aren't you?'

"I bedievel am," Quentin said.

"Then why are you working in asupernatural messenger service?"

"I don't redly know," Quentin said. "But it'sloads of fun. Isthere anything else?"
"l suppose not,” Michad sad.

Quentin turned on his spell and was gone.

Michadl scratched his head, then turned to his package. It was wrapped in plain gray paper. Hetoreit
open and removed alarge brick made of brass. Turning the brick over, he saw writing. Holding the thing
up to thelight so he could make out the letters, heread: "Michadl! Stop interfering at once with the
demon Azzie's play. Go put on your own play if you want, but stop being swinish about Azzi€'s. Y ours
fathfully, Ananke.

Michael put down the brick, his mood entirely ruined. Who did Ananke think shewas, giving ordersto
an archangel ? He had never really accepted the notion that Necessity, Ananke, ruled both Good and
Bad. Who said it had to be that way? Soppy planning, that's what it was. He wished God hadn't gone
away. He was the only one who could redly arbitrate this mess. But He had gone away, and somehow
this Ananke person had been left in charge. And now here she wastrying to tell Michaegl what to do.

"She can't make laws againgt melikethat,” Michad said. "Maybe she's Destiny, but sheisn't God."
He decided he'd better do something about it.

A little checking by Research showed him there were severa ways of doing something about Azzi€'s
play. Smple dday might be enough.

Chapter 2
Try again,” Hephaestus said. "'l amtrying!" Ganymede said. "l tell you, | can't get through.”

All the gods were clustered around their side of the interface, the other side of which was Pandoras box
in Westfal's chambers on Earth. Thiswas the route Zeus had taken to free himself, and now al of the
gods and goddesses wanted out, but the interface refused to alow them through. Hephaestus, the
craftsman of the gods, had tried various tricks to enlarge the passage. He had never worked on interfaces
before, though.

It suddenly gave off afaint humming sound, and they al stepped back. A moment later Zeuswalked
through and stood beforethem in dl his sirength and glory.



"So the great man returnd” Hera said. She dways had had a bitter tongue in her mouth.
"Peace, woman," Zeus said.

"Easy enough for you to say," Herasaid. "Y ou get to play your dirty little games out in the world while
we stay imprisoned here in this hateful place. What kind of achief god do you think you are?'

"Thevery best," Zeusreplied. "I have not beenidle. | have aplan. But you must do what | say, for your
very freedom depends on it, and upon your cooperating rather than squabbling asyou usudly do. |
undergtland Michael the Archangd is coming here soon.”

"Hah! The enemy!" cried Phoebus Apallo.

"No," said Zeus, "apotentia aly. Heisgoing to come here and ask for something. We must speak to him
reasonably and do what he requires.”

"And then?'
"And then, children, it will be our chance to take over theworld again.”
"Ah, it'sthe new fdlow!" Zeus said when Michad findly arrived.

The archangel found it hateful, the way Zeus referred to him asthe new fellow — asif he were some
recently jumped-up deity, rather than aspiritua being of apower equa to Zeus.

"Mind your manners," he said to Zeus. "We gill have powers capable of blasting you and your
half-naked crew of sybaritesto the deepest Hell."

"Wejust came from there," Zeus said. "Once the worst has happened, it doesn't have quite the same
power over you as before. Anyhow, what did you want to see me about?’

"You are aware, | suppose,” said Michadl, "that anew power has entered the cosmic stage?’
"The matter has not escaped our attention,” said Zeus. "What about it?"

"Y ou know of thisimmordity play that the demon Azzieistrying to Sage?"

"I've heard about it," Zeus said. "Seemsacute ideato me."

"If it hasthe effect on mankind that | expect, it will serve you no better than it will us™

"How do you figure? We Greek deities don't have much truck with notions of Good and Evil."
"This schemeis beyond Good and Evil."

"Wdl... So?'

"Thisschemeisnot only amord, it underminesthe ideatha Character is Fate.”

"What? What was that?" Zeus asked.

"| thought that would gain your atention,” Michagl said. "But that isnot al. Not only is Azzi€s play going
to prove that Character is not even Fate, but dso it will demondtrate that the Unexammed Lifeis Well
Worth Living."

"That istoo much!" Zeus said. "How can we put astop to it?"



"We need to pursue the tactics of delay,” Michael said. "Theres nothing | can do persondly. | have
aready been warned by Ananke. But if you — or, better, one of your children—would careto do alittle
favor for me..."

Phoebus arose. He smiled. "1 would be delighted to help,” he said. "Just tell mewhat it isyou want meto
do."

"It would involve the Cyclops,” Michad said. "1 would have something similar to what Phoebus set up for
Odysseus. Only thistime better. After that I'll have another little job for whoever among you does storms
andrain and highwind."

Athenathought awhile, then said, "We divided that function among many gods, including Poseidon and
you yourself, greet Zeus."

"That'strue," Zeussaid. "Well, well assign the westher job to someone. Ares, how would you likea
redlly natural way of making war?"

"Aslong asit hurts people, it's okay with me," said Ares.
"Now listen up," Michael said. "There are afew points you need to know about weather making.”
Chapter 3

A woman'svoicecried, "Found it!" and there followed a click. Moments later came the sounds of a
fencefdling.

Oliver roseto hisfeet to explorethe limits of his confines.
There were no limits. So he began waking.

He wasn't sure where he was going, but since he had aMoroniaspell he figured it would al come out al
right. The spell pulled and tugged at him, and there was no doubt as to what direction he was intended to
walk. He became aware that he was covering great distances. The spell began tugging him to the left, and
hefollowed it.

Soon he was on a beach. He continued walking, and after awhile he saw a greet cave. There was
something forbidding about that cave, and he thought to giveit awide berth, but then he saw arustic sign
nailed up aboveits entrance: RINGHOLDERS WEL COME. So hewent in.

A giant sat on astool just insde the doorway. "Have you got the ring?" the giant asked.
"Suredo," Oliver said, and showed it.

The giant studied it carefully. "Good, you're the one."

The giant got up and rolled a boulder toward the entrance of the cave.

"What did you do that for?' Oliver asked.

"Orders," sad the giant, Sitting down again on his stoal.

"So what happens now?' Oliver asked.

"Believe me, you don't want to know."



"But | do want to know. Tell me!”

"| et you," the giant said.

"You're not serious!”

"I am perfectly serious. Did you ever know agiant to kid around?

Oliver sad, "I've never done you any harm.”

"It'sgot nothing to do with that."

"What hasit to do with, then?'

"Sorry, buddy, but I've got the work order right here. Eat the guy with thering. That'swhat it says."
"What guy with what ring?" Oliver asked.

"It doesn't say. Just ‘the guy with thering." "

"But that could be anyone.”

"L ook, buddy, maybe they didn't have timeto spell it out any more than that.”

"But what if you get the wrong guy?"

"Well, that would be somebody's tough luck, but it wouldn't be my fault if | did.”

"Of coursenat,” Oliver said. "But they'd blame you anyway."

"How do you figure?'

"Don't they blame you anyway when something goes wrong, whether it's your fault or not?"

"Y ou got that right,” the giant said. He moved back into the cave. He had an easy chair in back, and a
bed and alantern.

Oliver looked around for aweapon, but there wasn't anything he could use. He did see, though, that a
piece of paper was pinned to the giant's shirt.

"What's that attached to your shoulder?™ Oliver asked.
"It'sthe dispatch ticket they gave me."

"What doesit say?"

"Judt that I'm to stay heretill the guy with the ring shows up.”
"Doesit say anything ds=?"

"Not that | can see.”

"Let melook."

The giant didn't think thiswas such agood idea. He was protective of his digpatch ticket, and he wasn't
about to show it to some stranger. Especialy not one he was going to edt.



Oliver could understand dl that, but now he was determined to get alook at theticket. The only thing he
could think of "wasto offer the giant aback rub.

"Why should | want aback rub?" the giant asked suspicioudy.
"Becauseit feesgood, that'swhy."
"| fed okay," the giant said, though it was gpparent he didn'.

"Sure" Oliver said, "l can seethat you fedl okay. But what's okay? Okay isn't much. It'salmost nothing
at dl. How would you like to fed good?'

"I don't know if | need this" the giant said.
"How long isit sinceyou fet good? | mean redly good?’

"| guessit's been quite awhile. Nobody cares how agiant feds. Nobody even thinks agiant hasfedlings.
No oneinquires about his hedlth or his general state of mind. People think giants are stupid, but we're
smart enough to know that people don't give adamn about us.”

"You got that right," Oliver said. "What about the back rub?’
"Okay," thegiant said. "But do | gottatake off my shirt?’
"Not if you don't want to."

The giant lay down on the long dab of rock that he used for abed. During the day, he madeit upinto a
couch with bouldersthat resembled pillows.

Oliver pushed up the giant's shirt. He began to pound and knead the giant's back, gently at first, but then
with more force as the giant complained he couldn't fed athing. Oliver pounded and dapped and
hammered, all thetimetrying to get alook at the ticket attached with a bronze staple to the left shoulder
of the shirt.

At last he was able to make out what was written on the ticket: "This giant is vulnerable only under the
left armpit, which is unarmored due to the need for ventilation. The giant should be careful not to let
anything near thisarea." There was amanufacturer's mark under the writing, but it was blurred.

So that was something, but not really enough, because Oliver had no idea how he was going to get at the
giant'sleft armpit. Even the right one wasinaccessible.

A shadow crossed the cave door, and Oliver looked up. Standing there was atall, well-dressed
Itdlian-looking fellow.

"Hi, there, I'm Aretino,” the man said. "Azzie sent me. If you're quite finished with your massage, do you
think we could get back to work?'

"Who'sthat?' the giant asked degpily.
"Don't bedarmed,” Oliver said. "It's someone for me."
"Tel him to go away. After the massage I'm supposed to eat you."

Oliver rolled his eyes and took his hand from the giant's back long enough to make an imploring gesture.



Aretino now became aware of the giant. He walked dowly into the cave, keeping aert in case there were
any more giants around. He whispered to Oliver, "Is he armored?"

"Yes" sad Oliver. "Everywhere but hisleft armpit.”

"Y ou're going to have to catch him sretching.”

"Sure. But how?'

Aretino whispered, " Are there any grapes around?'

"I'll ask," Oliver said, catching on at once.

"Grapes? What do you want with grapes?”

"Last med beforel die. It'sthe custom.”

"I never heard of it. But | guesswe could find you some grapes. That was a pretty good massage.”

The giant heaved himsdlf to hisfeet. "Come with me." Heled Oliver outsde. Quite near the cavewasa
very tal grape arbor.

"I can't reach them," said Oliver.

"Here, let me hand you down some." The giant stretched out hisarm, in amovement that exposed his
armpit. Aretino threw Oliver his sword; Oliver caught it. The giant'sarm was still up there. But it wasthe
right arm. Oliver hesitated.

"Gofor it anyway!" Aretino called out.

Oliver gritted histeeth and plunged the sword into the giant's armpit. It was armored, just as held feared,
but not very well armored. Aretino's sword passed into it.

"Ouch! What did you do that for?"

"| hed to. Y ou were going to kill me."
"I would have changed my mind."
"But how was| to know that?"

The giant fell to the ground. He gnashed histeeth. "I suppose | should have expected this. Whoever
heard of giantswinning? By the way, that candlestick you've been looking for. I've got it in the back of
the cave." He gave a convulsive heave and was dead.

"Quick!" Aretino said. "Get the candlestick!™

Oliver ran back into the cave and found the candlestick behind aboulder. Now he had the ring, the key,
and the candlestick. He took two steps forward and recoiled.

Aretino was gone. An entirely different man was standing in front of him.
Chapter 4

Who areyou?' Oliver asked. "Y our second-in-command, Sr," the man said. "Globusisthe name.
Serving greatnessisthe game.”



Oliver's periphera vision kicked in, and he redlized he wasin adifferent place. Picking up the candlestick
seemed to have done the trick. The beach was gone. He was standing in alarge meadow outside a
village with mountains to one side and awide plain to the other. A river sparkled in the middie of the
plain; near the edge of the river was an encampment full of men and tents.

"What troop isthat?' Oliver asked.
"The White Company," Globustold him.

The White Company was famous. Its original commander, Sir John Hawkwood, had led this group to
many notable victoriesal over Itay. There were about ten thousand of them, fighting men from every
corner of Europe— swarthy Letts, pixie-haired Poles, mustached Germans, Italianswith ringsin their
ears, Frenchmen with marcelled hair, Scotsmen with tufted eyebrows. These troops were the finest, the
merriest, the bloodthirstiest, yet also the most obedient to orders, of al the troopsin the civilized—even
in the uncivilized—world.

"Where is Hawvkwood?' Oliver asked, inquiring after the company's famous commander.

"Sir Johnistaking apaid leavein England,” Globustold him. "He didn't want to go, but my master paid
him a price he couldn't refuse.”

"Who isyour mester?"

"I'll not name him directly,” Globus said, "except to say that he'saHell of agood fellow. He bade me
giveyou this"

From his haversack Globustook along dim instrument and handed it to Oliver. Oliver recognized it at
once as abaton of command, such asafield marsha might carry.

"Thisisyour indggniaof command,” Globussaid. ™Y ou will show thisto the men and they will follow you
anywhere.”

"Where am | supposed to go?'

"We are Stuated just now on the south side of the Alps." Globus pointed in asoutherly direction. "It'sa
sraight march down that way and aong theriver to Venice."

"All I haveto doislead the men there?' Oliver asked.
"That'sit."

"Then let usgo jointhe men!” Oliver cried exultantly.
Chapter 5

Oliver reached the purple tent that had been reserved for him. Inside, Sitting on acampstool and filing his
nalswith alittle Slver file, was none other than Azzie.

"Hi, Chief!" Oliver cried.
"Wecometo your command, Fidd-Marshd," Azzie said. "Is everything to your liking?'

"It'swonderful,” Oliver said. "Y ou've gotten me awonderful bunch of soldiers. | had alook a some of
them as| came up here. Red toughs, aren't they? Anybody trying to stand against meis going to be very
sorry. Isthere anyone | haveto fight, by the way?*



"Of course. On your march south, which | expect you to begin immediately after we finish this briefing,
you will encounter the Berserkers of the Death's Head Brigade.”

"They sound tough. Do you redly think | should start out fighting guys who are tough?"

"They're not tough at dl. | gave them that name because it sounds good to the press. Actudly they'rea
bunch of disenfranchised local peasants, farmers from the district who have been put off their land for
nonpayment of the exorbitant taxes. They are armed only with axes and scythes, have no armor, no bows
and arrows, not even proper lances. Also there are only a couple of hundred of them against your ten
thousand. Not only are these men poorly prepared, they are also guaranteed to betray their comrades
and flee a thefirst clash of ams.”

"That sounds okay," Oliver said. "And then what?'
"Then you'll march into Venice. Well have the press prepared.”
"The press? Surdly | haven't done anything to warrant torture!”

"You don't understand,” Azzie said. " 'Press isour namefor the various persons who make things known
to other people: painters, poets, scriveners, that sort of thing."

"I don't know anything about that,” Oliver said.

"You'd better learn if you expect to become famousfor your victories. How will you become legendary
unlessthe writerswrite about you?'

"l guess | thought it just happened,” Oliver said.

"Not at dl. I've hired the finest poets and writers of the age, headed by the Divine Aretino, to sing your
praises. Titian will do ahuge propaganda poster of whatever victory we ask him to portray. And I'll hire
acomposer to write amasque in memory of the victory, whatever it isgoing to be."

Azzie rose and walked to the entrance of thetent. A few fat drops of rain werefaling, and big black
clouds had come up from behind the Alps. "Lookslike abit of weather making up," he said. "It'll blow
over soon, no doubt, and you can get your men on the road to Venice. Don't worry about how to
address them, or in what language. Just tell Globus and hell make sure everyone understands.”

"Good. | wasworried about that," said Oliver, who hadn't thought about it at al but wanted to sound
dert.

"Good luck," Azzie said. "l supposeI'll seeyouin Venice by and by."
PART EIGHT
Chapter 1

Darkness held sway over Europe, and nowhere more than in the little inn where Azzie— despite smdll
journeys of reconnaissance and aid—was il busily recruiting peoplefor hisplay.

"What news, Aretino?' Azzie asked.

"Why, gr, Venice dready buzzes with rumors that something strange and unprecedented is going on. No
one knowswhat, but thereistak. Venetians are not privy to the secrets of the Supernaturds, though we
certainly ought to be, so specid are we among the peoples of the world. Citizens meet day and night in

San Marco's Square to discuss the latest marvel glimpsed in the sky. But you did not send for me, sir, to



discussgossp.”

"I've called you here, my dear Pietro, so that you might meet some of my contestants at firsthand, the
better to assist them as they go about their work for me. It'sa pity you missed Sir Oliver. HeEsaright fine
mode of aknight, and | think hell do us proud.”

"l caught aglimpse of him as| wasriding up,” Aretino said without much enthusiasm. "It'sarather
unusual way to cast aplay, taking thefirgt gpplicant and giving him the role willy-nilly. But no doubt helll
do. Who's next?'

"Wewait and see" Azziesaid. "'If | am not mistaken, those are footfalls upon the sairs.”
"They areindeed," Aretino said, "and by their sound |

judge them to belong to aperson of no particular qudity in terms of station in life.”
"How can you say s0?1'd love to know your secret of distant perceptions.”

Aretino smiled sagely. "Y ou'll note that the boots make a scraping sound, even when heard through the
material of adoor and from the distance of half acorridor. That, Sir, is the unmistakable sound of
untanned leather. Since the sound is high-pitched, one must ascertain that the boots are fiff, and that the
one rubbing againgt the other islike two pieces of metal rubbing together. No man of quality would wear
such material, so it must belong to apoor man.”

"Fiveducatsif youreright,” Azzie said. The sound of the boots stopped just outside the door. Therewas
aknock. "Comein," said the redheaded demon.

The door opened and aman entered dowly, looking both ways asif unsure of hisreception. He'wasa
tall yellow-headed fellow wearing aragged shirt of homespun and boots of cowhide that |ooked asif they
had been annealed to hislegs.

"I'll pay you later," Azzie said to Aretino. To the stranger he said, "I do not know you, sir. Are you part
of our pilgrimage, or did you come upon usin the dark?"

"Inacorpored sense, I'm one of the group,” the stranger replied, "yet in aspiritual sense | am not one of
the party.”

"Thefdlow hath apretty wit," Azzie said. "What isyour name, felow, and your stationin life?"

"They cdl me Morton Kornglow," the man said. "My regular occupation is grooming horses, but | was
impressed into the job of vaet to Sir Oliver, Sncel livein hisancestrd village and have always been
handy with a currycomb. Thus| may fairly clam that | am one of you asfar asthe physica body is
concerned, but acompany is generdly thought of as composed of like-minded members, and one does
not include the dogs and cats who may stray along with them, nor the servants, who are no more than the
animas, though perhaps alittle more valuable. | must ask you a once, Sir, doesmy lowly sationinlife
bar me from participating in this event? s your contest open only to nobles, or may acommon man with
dirt under hisfingernails volunteer?"

"In the Spiritual World," Azzie said, "the distinctions men make between each other are meaningless. We
think of you dl as soulsfor the taking, wearing atemporary body and soon to giveit up. But enough of
that. Would you be one of our seekers of the candlesticks, Kornglow?'

"I would indeed, sir demon,” Kornglow said. "For though | am but acommoner, thereisthat which |
desire. | would go to abit of trouble to procureit.”



"Nameyour desire," Azziesad.

"Before you joined our company we took asidetrip to vist the estates of Rodrigo Sforza. The gentles
ate at high table, whereas common folk like mysdlf sat in the kitchen. Through its open door we could
view d| of the proceedings, and there it wasthat | laid eyes upon Cresslda Sforza, wife of Lord Sforza
himsdf. Sir, sheistheloveliest of women, with hair of cornglk yellow lying smooth upon acheek of
damask blush that would put shame to the angdls. She hath atiny waist, Sir, and above it doth swell —"

"Thet'll beenough," Azzie said. " Spare ustherest of your rustic pleasantries and tell me what you want of
thelady.”

"Why, that she should marry me, of course" Kornglow said.

Aretino gave agreat laugh and muffled it forthwith as a cough. Even Azzie had to smile, so ill-matched
was the loutish and out-at-elbow Kornglow with any pretty noblewoman.

"Well, ar," Azziesad, "you are not afraid to shoot high in your courting!”

"A poor man can aspireto Helen of Troy if he so desires,” said Kornglow. "And in hisfancy she may
well respond to him above dl men, and find him more desirable than del ectable Paris himsdf. In adream,
whatever you want can happen. And isthis not a sort of adream, Y our Excellency?’

"Yes, | supposeitis” Azziesad. "Wadll, s, if wewereto grant your wish, wed have to have you
ennobled in order that there be no impediment of station to the marriage ceremony.”

"I'd bewilling," Kornglow said.
"Wed dso haveto get Lady Cressilda's consent,” Aretino pointed out.

"L eavethat to me when thetime comes," Azziesad. "Well, it'sachdlenge, Kornglow, but | think we can
swingit."

Aretino frowned and said, "There's the fact that the lady is aready married, my lord, that might stand as
someimpediment.”

"We have clerksin Rometo take care of detailslikethat," Azzie said. Heturned to Kornglow. "There
are afew thingsyou will haveto do. Areyou ready to go to alittle trouble?’

"Why, yes, Sr, solong asit be not too strenuous. A man should not be taken out of his native temper
even by the most outrageous of good fortune, and my own native temper is of alaziness so extreme that
did the world but know abouit it they'd declare me aprodigy.”

"Theres nothing too difficult ahead of you," Azzie promised. "I think we can dispense with the usud
sword fighting, since you were not educated to it.”

Azziefished in hiswaistcoat pocket and found one of hismagica keys. He handed it to Kornglow, who
turned it over and over in hisfingers.

"Youwill gofrom here” Azzie said, "and the key will take you to adoorway. Y ou will passthrough it,
and find amagic horse with amagic candlestick in his saddliebag. Mounting him, you will find your
adventure, and, at the end of it, your Cressilda of the cornglk hair."

"Great!" Kornglow said. "It iswonderful when good fortune comes easy like thig"

"Yes" Azzie said, "ease of acquisition isone of the great things of thisworld, and amord | hopeto



preach to men: namely, good fortune comes easy, SO why swest it?"

"It isawonderful mora!" Kornglow said. "I lovethis story!" Clutching the key, he rushed out of the
room.

Azzie smiled benignly. "Ancther happy customer.”

"There's someone new at the door,” said Aretino.

Chapter 2

Mother Joanna sat in her room at theinn. Shewas more than alittle afraid.

Outside, in the hallways, she could hear occasond scuffling sounds. They might have come from
anything, natura or supernaturd, but Joanna suspected they emanated from pilgrims who had decided to
take Sir Antonio up on his offer and were on their way to his chambers.

Despite her holy office, Joannawas not unacquainted with human desire. There were things she wanted
for hersdf, and, not being a moderate person, these desires burned in her immoderately. Shewasa
politica mother superior, not areligious one, and had looked upon her job much asthe taking on of any
other great enterprise. Her nunnery a Gravelines, with its seventy-two nuns and ahost of servants and
peopleto look after the animals, was an enterprise smilar to that of asmall town. Joannahad reveled in it
from the very beginning. She might have been madefor this. She had never been like other little girls,
playing with dolls and dreaming of marriage. Even asachild she had been fond of giving ordersto her
birds and spaniels—Y ou St there, and you there— scolding them while she gave them tea.

This practice of giving orders had not left her when she grew to womanhood. Matters might have been
different had she been beautiful, but she had taken after the Mortimer side of the family. She had the
great white face of the

Mortimers, the short, dry, lifdless hair, the stocky body more suited to laboring with spade and plough
than to the languors of the pursuits of love. Shewanted to berich, and feared by dl, and serviceinthe
Church had seemed the way to get it. She was conventionally pious, but her piety ran afoul of her
practicdity, which told her that here was an opportunity to get what she wanted rather than waiting
forever until the Pope was induced to advance her to some larger nunnery.

She thought and thought, and she paced up and down her little room, taking note of her desiresand
asking hersdlf which of them was paramount. Each time she heard a sound outside, she sarted; it seemed
that al of the others were taking advantage of Sir Antonio's offer to give them their hearts desires. Soon
the required seven would be made up, and she would have no further chance. Findly she decided to act.

Mother Joanna crept out of her chamber and made her way silently down the inn's dark passageways.
She climbed the stairs to the second level and winced when they creaked. Coming at last to the door to
Sir Antonio's room, shetook her courage into her hands, reached up, and tapped lightly upon it.

Azziesvoice from the other sde said, "Comein, my dear. |'ve been expecting you."

She had many questions. Azzie found her tiresome, but he managed to reassure her. When he cameto
inquire asto her heart's desire, however, hefound her less than forthcoming. A look of sad
embarrassment came across her broad white face.

"What | want," she said, "is something | do not even care to speak about. It istoo shameful, too
demeaning.”



"Comeon," Azziesaid. "If you can't tdl your demon, who can you tell?'

Joanna seemed about to speak, then, jerking athumb at Aretino, said, "What about him? Must he hear,
too?'

"Of course. Heisour poet,” Azzie said. "How else can he record our adventures save he be present? To
make no record of these notable adventures were crime indeed, one that would condemn usto the vast
unconsciousness of unrecorded lifein which most people live out their lives. But Aretino will immortaize
us, my dear! Our poet will take our exploits, no matter how dight they might seem, and weave them into
deathlessverse."

"Well, sr demon, you persuade me," Joannasaid. "I confessto you, then, that ever in my dreams| would
be agreat Tighter of wrong of the public sort, receiving dl manner of adulation in baladsfor my
accomplishments. Something like afemae Robin Hood—uwith lots of timein between exploitsfor
hunting."

"I'll figure out something," Azzie said. "Well get started right away. Takethiskey." Hetold Mother
Joannawhat was coming up in the way of rings, doorways, magic candlesticks, and magic horses, and
sent her on her way.

"And now, Aretino," Azziesaid, "l think we have time for atankard of wine before the next supplicant.
How do you think it'sgoing so far?"

"Frankly, sr, | have no idea. Plays are usually laid out beforehand, with everything made clear in
advance. Inthisdramaof yours, al ismuddy and uncertain. What doesthisfellow Kornglow stand for?
Is he Overweening Pride? Bucolic Humor? Unquenchable Courage? And Mother Joanna—is sheto be
despised or pitied? Or alittle of both?"

"Itisconfusing, it it?' Azziesad. "But very lifdike, | think you'll agree.”
"Oh, no doubt. But how areweto find suitable mord dictain dl this?'

"Don't worry, Aretino, no matter what the characters do, welll find away of making it represent what we
have been speaking about al dong. The playwright gets the last word, you must remember, and therefore
isinapostion to say that hisideais proven whether it isor not. Now passthat bottle thisway."

Chapter 3

When Kornglow returned to the corner of the old stable he was more than alittle surprised to see a
horse tethered where there had been none before. It was atal white sallion, and its ears pricked
forward as Kornglow approached it. How had this noble steed gotten here? Then he saw that he wasin
adifferent place entirdly from where held thought he was. The magic key must have led him through one
of those doorways Azzie had been speaking about, and his adventure could aready be launched.

He had to make sure. Espying the saddlebags that the horse wore, Kornglow opened the one nearest
him and reached in. His hand encountered something massy and metalic, thin, and long. He pulled it
halfway out. A candlestick! And unless he missed his guess, it was made of solid gold. He did it back
carefully into the saddlebag.

The horse whinnied at him, asthough inviting him to get up and ride away, but Kornglow shook his head,
left the stable, and looked around outside. The stately manor house not twenty yards from him was
unmistakably the house of Lord Rodrigo Sforza, the salfsame house where Kornglow had had hisfirst
and only glimpse of Lady Cressilda.



It was her house. Shewasinside.
But Lord Sforzawas dso undoubtedly insde. Aswere his servants, retainers, guards, torturers. ..

There was no sensein rushing into this. Compunction cast its dark wings over him, and Kornglow took
thought. Now, for thefirst time, he considered his adventure, and found it more than allittle daft. It was
aways nobles who were doing this sort of thing. Well, sometimes commonerswereinvolved in the
folktales. But was he the stuff folk- story heroes were made of ? He doubted it. He knew he was gifted
with aswift turn of fantasy; otherwise he wouldn't have gotten himsdf into thisin the first place. But was
he the man to persevere through it? Was the lady worth it?

"Why, gr," said asoft voice a his ebow, "you do bend your gaze on the manor house asif someone very
gpecid were awaiting you there."

Kornglow turned. Beside him was a diminutive milkmaid in peekaboo bodice and full pleated skirt. She
had touded dark curly hair, apert expression, afull and curvaceous figure for so small aperson, and a
amilethat was both gentle and lascivious. An unbeatable combination.

"That's Lord Sforzashouse, isn't it?" Kornglow asked.
"Tha itis" themilkmaid sad. "Were you thinking of kidngpping Lady Cressida?'
"Why do you say that?' Kornglow asked.

"Becauseit cuts directly to the heart of the matter,” the woman said. "There's agame afoot, put forth by a
certain demon who isknown to friends of mine."

"He said Lady Cressldawould be mine," Kornglow said.

"Easy enough for him to promise," the woman said. "1 am Leonore, asmple milkmaid to al appearances,
but in truth rather more, | assureyou. | am hereto tell you that the lady you're considering tying yourself
toisabitch of purest nagtiness supreme. Winning her will be like damning yourself to the deepest pit of
Hdl."

Kornglow was much surprised at this speech. Helooked &t Leonore with an interest that grew more
intense as the seconds passed by. "Lady," he said, "I know not what to do. Could you perchance advise
me?'

"That | could,” Leonore said. "l will read your palm, and that will tell al. Come over here where we can
be comfortable.”

She led him back into the stable, to a corner where the hay was piled in soft comfortable hegps. Her eyes
were wide and wild and had the color of magic, and her touch was featherlight. Taking his hand, she
drew him down beside her.

Chapter 4

All reports seemed to show that Azzi€'s projected play was exciting considerable attention across the
Spiritua World, that there was even betting going on, and that upsets seemed to be happening. Themain
upset of course was the sudden release of the old gods. Zeus and that |ot. These were many matters that
needed Michadl's urgent attention, and it was with thisin mind that he agreed to see the angel Babrid.

Babrid'sinterview with the archangel took place in the executive boardroom of the Heaven Gate Office
Building in downtown Centra Heaven. Heaven Gate was alofty and inspiring building, and the angels



loved to work there. Next to the ineffable joy they felt at being close to the Highest, therewas also the
pleasure of working ingde an architectura gem.

It was early evening, and agentle rain wasfdling over the City of Good Vibes, as Centra Heaven was
aso called. Babriel hurried down the marble corridors, making little twenty- and thirty-foot soaring flights
to save time even though there were signs everywhere saying NO FLYING IN

THE CORRIDORS.
He came a last to Michad's suite of officesin the right wing, knocked, and entered.

Michael was at his desk, with various reference works open on the table around him. A computer
hummed softly to one sde. The lighting was soft and golden.

"About time," Michad said, with amomentary show of pique. "I've got to send you out again at once.”
"What's up, sir?" Babriel asked, stting in one of the upholstered love seats facing the archangel's desk.

"Thisgtuation with Azzie and his play is even more serious than wed anticipated. It seems our demon
has acquired avariance from Ananke hersdf, giving him express permission to perform miraclesin the
furtherance of his plan. Furthermore, Ananke has ruled that we of the Light are not to be accorded any
more specid privileges smply because we are Good. | dso have it on authority that Azzie has some
scheme that would abstract VVenice from redl time and set it up asaspecid entity. Do you know what
that means?'

"Not exactly, sir, no, | don't."
"It means that this noisome demon can, potentialy at least, rewrite history to his heart's content.”
"But Sir, an abstracted Venice would have no effect upon the mainstream of human history.”

"That'strue. But it could be used asamode for those dissatisfied souls who think history ought to be
something other than what it is— an account of human tribulation and suffering. The concept of
Rewriteability underminesthe entire doctrine of Predestination. It releases mankind into arealm where
Chance can play an even greater part than it already does."

"Hmm, that's serious, Sr," Babrid said.

Michael nodded. "The very order of the cosmos could be at risk here. Our long-established preeminence
isbeing chdlenged. The principle of Good itsdf has become moot.”

Babrie gaped a& him.
"But & least it does onething for us," Michagl went on.
"What'sthet, Sr?'

"It rdleases usfrom the galling strictures of fairness. It means we can take off the gloves. Thisisno longer
agentleman'sgame. At last we can lay aside our compunctions and get in there and fight."

"Yes, gr!" Babrid sad, though he hadn't been aware that too much in the way of compunctions had
guided Michad's actionsto date. "What, specificaly, do you want meto do?’

"We havelearned,” Michael said, "that Azzieis onto ascheme now involving amagic horse.”



Babrid nodded. "That soundsvery likehim.”

"There's no reason we should just |et that go on as he has planned. Get you to Earth, Babrid, to Lord
Rodrigo Sforza's mansion, and do something about the magic horse that even now waitsin the stables for
Kornglow."

"To hear isto obey!" cried Babrid, springing to hisfeet. He flew through the corridors with a great
beseting of wings. Thiswas serioud

In not much more than atrice he was back on Earth. Taking but amoment to orient himsdlf, he flapped
hisway to the manor house of the Sforzas and came down lightly in the courtyard.

It was just past dawn, and the count's household was still asleep. Babrid looked around, then went to the
stable. From within he heard the unmistakable sounds of a man with amaid, complete, asit was, with
giggles and soft squishy noises. He heard aneighing sound, then found, tethered close by, awhite salion
with finely wrought saddlebags. He soothed the noble steed and untied its reins. "Come with me, my

beauty,” he said.
Chapter 5

Kornglow found himself lying on apallet of straw, caught up in atangle of amsand legs, only half of
which were his. The sun was shining brightly through cracksin the haf-finished walls of the sable, and a
smd| of straw, dung, and horses assailed his nodrils. He untangled himsalf from the woman with whom
he had coupled in such abandon, hastily pulled on his clothes, and got to hisfeet.

"Why such arush?' Leonore asked, awakening. "Stay."

"No time, no time," Kornglow said, stuffing his shirt into his breeches and hisfeet into hisboots. "I'm
supposed to be on an adventure!”

"Forget the adventure,” Leonore said. "Y ou and | have found each other. Why ask for more?”
"No, | must not tarry! | must get on withit! Whereis my magic horse?'

Kornglow searched through the stable, but the horse was nowhere to be found. All he could locate was a
small piebald donkey tied to ahdf paling. It brayed at him, its mouth open and its yellow teeth bared.
Kornglow looked t it searchingly and said, "Has some enchantment so dtered my steed? It must be! If |
rideit away, no doubt it will change back in the due course of time!"

He untied the donkey and mounted; he kicked it hard in the ribs, making the creature amble into the
courtyard.

Theanimd didn't like the idea, but Kornglow urged it on. The donkey ambled across the chicken yard,
past the kitchen garden, and al the way to the manor gate.

"Hello, there!" Kornglow shouted &t the gate.
A man's heavy voice from within caled out, "Who is out there?"
"One who would seek the hand of the Lady Cressildal™

A large balding man in shirt and pants and chef's toque came out. Scowling and unfriendly, he said,
"Have you taken leave of your senses? Thelady ismarried! Her husband cometh even now!”

The door opened further. Out stepped atall nobleman infine attire, stern faced and haughty, with arapier



a hiship. "l am Rodrigo Sforza," he said in avoice that would have to be described as ominous. "What
seems to be the troubl €7

The cook bowed low and said, "This lout says he comesfor the hand of Cressilda, your lady wife."
Sforzafixed Kornglow with astedly gaze. "Say you o, fdlow?"

Kornglow now perceived that something was wrong. His way was supposed to have been prepared for
him. It was probably the loss of the magic horse that had put him in this dtrait.

Heturned and tried to prod the donkey to agallop. It set its heels and bucked, throwing Kornglow
violently to the ground.

"Cal my guardd" cried Sforza.

His men came hurrying around the corner, buckling up their doublets and strapping on their swords.
"Tothe dungeonswith him!" cried Sforza.

And so Kornglow soon found himself in adark hole, his head ringing from numerous blows.
Chapter 6

Wedl, Morton," Azzie said, "thisisafine messyou've gotten yoursdf into."

Kornglow sat up, blinking. One moment before he had been done in Sforza's dungeon, nursing his
bruised head and contemplating his unhappiness. The cell had been bare, with no more than a scattering
of moldy straw on its earthen floor, and there had been little Kornglow could do to make himself
comfortable. But now hewas outside again. Kornglow was getting awfully tired of al these sudden
moves, and the strange wavelike motions they involved tended to upset his scomach.

Azzie was standing before him, splendid in ablood red cloak and soft leather boots.
"Y our Excdlency!" Kornglow cried. "I'm so glad to see you!”

"Areyou, indeed? I'm afraid | must tell you, you have compromised your adventure before it even got
properly started. How on Earth did you misplace the magic horse?"

Kornglow fell back on the excuse that al men used in that day and age. "l was tempted by a sorceress,
most noble one! | am amere man! What could | do?!

He then described his adventure with thefair Leonore. Azzie detected afamiliar hand in this.
"The horse was there at the beginning of your adventure?' Azzie asked.

"Indeed it was, Y our Excellency! But when | looked again, it was gone, and there was only a donkey.
Could you bring me another, gr, that | might try again?'

"Magic horses aren't 0 eadily procured,” Azzie said. "If you'd known how we had to search for that one,
you would have taken better care of it."

"But surely there's some other magica object we could useingtead,” Kornglow said. "Must it bea
horse?"

"l suppose we might come up with something.”



"I'll doit right thistime, Y our Excdlency! Oh, but thereis one other thing."
"What isit?' Azziesad.

"I'd like to change my wish."

Azzie gared a him. "What are you talking about?

"I had asked for the hand of thefair Cressildain marriage, but I've since reconsidered. She's gpt to hold
it against me because I'm not gently bred. But fair Leonore suitsmetoaT. I'd like her asmy prize."

"Dont beslly," Azziesaid. "We dready have you down in tide books as getting Cressilda.”
"But she'sdready married!”
"Y ou knew that beforehand. And what difference doesit make?"

"Quitealat, sr. | would till haveto live in the same world as her husband. Y ou couldn't spend dl your
time protecting me, could you?'

"You do haveapoint,” Azzie said. "But you have aready made your choice. Cressildait will haveto be."

"There was nothing in the agreement,” Kornglow said, "that said | couldn't change my mind.
Light-mindednessis one of my most sdient characteristics, my lord, and it isn't fair to ask meto change

my changeahility.”
"Il look intoit,” Azziesad. "I'll let you know my decison soon.”

With that he vanished, and Kornglow settled down for anap, since there seemed nothing else to do.

But he was rudely awakened yet again; Azzie had arrived with anew white horse that anyone could tell
had to be magica, so beautiful wasit.

Aninterview with Leonore had confirmed what Azzie had suspected dl dong: she was not awoman of
Earth a dl, but rather alarge df disguising hersdf asahuman being.

"Elves are mean-spirited,” shetold Azzie. "Since | am tdler than most of them, they laugh at mefor being
agiantess, and none will marry me. Asahuman woman | am consdered petite, and | am much beloved.
If I marry ahuman, itiscertain | will greatly outlive my husband. But I'll show him agood timewhile he's
on Earth.”

Just then, Kornglow rode up on the magic horse.

The df-girl was suddenly shy. And who would not be when the powers of Evil had suddenly intervened
to ensure one's happiness?

"My lord," Leonore said to Azzie, "I know our happiness was not your intention or concern, but | thank
you for it anyhow. What do you require of my man?"

"Simply that he take you and get promptly to Venice," Azziesaid. "l have agreat ded for you to do once
you'rethere, and | don't know if I'll have time to devise any adventuresfor you aong the way."

"Wewill go directly, asyou wish," Leonore said. "I will get Kornglow to stick to business.”

And o0 the lovers departed, both mounted on the magic horse, on the high road toward Venice.



Azzie shook his head as he watched them go. Things weren't working out at al as he had expected.
None of the actors seemed to be doing what they were supposed to. It's what came, he supposed, of not
having their lineswritten out for them.

Chapter 7

Lady Cressldasat in her carved rosawood chair in the deep bay window of her second-floor sitting
room, a needlepoint tapestry on her 1ap. She was pricking out the Judgment of Parisin rose and
lavender, but her mind was el sewhere. Presently she put down her work and sighed and looked out the
open window. Her ash-blond hair was pulled straight back and framed her face like adove'swing. Her
smdl features were pensive.

It was early in the morning, but it felt dready asif it would be another hot day. Below, in the courtyard, a
couple of chickenswere scratching at a corncob; Cressilda could also hear singing from the shed to the
|eft where the women were doing the month's washing. The distant neighing of ahorse cameto her ears,
and she thought she might go hunting alittle later. She thought it without much enthusiasm, though, for the
larger game animdls, the boars and stags, had been hunted out of the surrounding woods by the
generations of Sforzaswho had owned this property since time out of mind. She hersdf wasa skilled
huntress; averitable Diana, the court poets caled her. But she was not interested in their silliness, any
more than in Rodrigo's forced pleasantries when they met at the bregkfast table from timeto time.

Something white moved in the courtyard below, and Cressildalooked to see what it was. A white sdlion
was picking itsway dowly across the hard-packed earth. It moved dertly, its proud head held high,
nogtrilsflared. For amoment it seemed asif the shimmering outline of awinged man moved &t its head,
leading it. She stared at it, perplexed. She could remember no such horsein the Sforza stables, and she
knew every one of them, from the newborn colts to the old warhorses put out to pasture. She aso knew
most of the better horsesin the area, and this steed was none of them.

Therewas no sign of arider about. Where could this steed have come from, with its glowing white mane
and itsuncanny eye? Thishorsewas magic...

Sheran to the sairs, hurrying down them, through the big dusty receiving rooms, and out into the
courtyard. The white horse had come up to the door. It seemed to recognize her and nodded its noble
head as she gpproached. Cressilda stroked its velvety nose; the stallion whinnied and nodded its head.

"What are you trying to tell me?' Cressldaasked. She opened the saddlebag closest to her, hoping to
find aclueto the anima's ownership. Within shefound atal candlestick that to al appearanceswas
made of purest red gold. A note wasinside, written on parchment and rolled into ascrew. She
sraightened it out, and read, "Follow me, and wish for what you will. It will be granted.”

Her wish! It had been many years since she had even thought of it. Could this noble steed be the means
of accomplishing that dream? Had it been sent by Heaven itself? Or was it perchance agift from Hell?

She cared not. She vaulted into the saddle. The stallion shivered, laid back its ears, then camed to her
touch.

"Take meto whoever sent you," Cressildasaid. "I would get to the bottom of this, no matter where it
takesme."

The horse broke into a smart trot.

Chapter 8



A warhorse? Y ou say my lady departed on awarhorse?' Lord Sforzawas said to be alittle dow on the
uptake, but he understood horses— and he understood people riding away on them, especially hiswife.

The Court thaumaturge went through it all again. "Y es, my lord. It was a horse such as no one has seen
beforein these parts. Pure white it was, noble of aspect, fiery of manner. My Lady Cressilda saw it, and
without a moment's hesitation she vaulted to the saddle. We know not where she has gone.™

"Yousaw dl thisyoursdf?'

"With my very own eyes, lord."

"Do you think it was ameagic horse?'

"I do not know," the thaumaturge said. "But | can find out.”

Theinterview wastaking placein hisachemigt's sudio in the high tower. The thaumaturge lost no time
stoking up the fire under his alembic; when it was roaring he poured in various powders, and thefire
flared up green and then purple. He watched carefully as varioudy colored smokes arose. Then he turned
to Sforza

"My spirit familiars ignal methat it wasindeed amagic horse. We have probably seen the last of our
Lady Cresslda, for ladies who ride awvay on magic horsesrarely return, and if they do, to be frank, sr,
therésno living with them.”

"Damndion!" Sforzasaid.
"Y ou can lodge acomplaint through my familiars, Sir. There may still be achance of getting her back.”

"I don't want her back," Sforzasaid. "I'm more than happy to berid of her. She'sno fun anymore. I'm
glad Cressildais gone. What annoys meisthat she got the magic horse. They don't come around very
often, do they?'

"Very sdddom,” he admitted.

"And she had to grab it. Maybe this horse was meant for me. How dare she take the only magic horse
that's been seen in these parts snce time immemoria ?*

The thaumaturge spoke soft words, but Sforzawould not be consoled. He stamped out of the tower and
down to the manor house. He was a scholar, in his own view anyhow, and it galled him that amatter as
interesting asthis had come and gone before held had a chance even to seeit. What irked him most,
though, was that magic horses usudly carry with them the fulfillment of awish, and he had missed thét,
too. It was achance that would never come again.

Bdlieving s0, he was utterly flabbergasted when, an hour later, he went down to his stablesto loiter, he
saw there was another white horse there, one he had never seen before.

It wasagtdlion, and it was white. Though not quite asimposing as he thought a magic horse ought to be,
it looked enough like amagic horse for him. Without another thought, he swung into the saddle.

"Now well see!" he cried. "Take me to wherever you take people under these circumstances!™

The horse broke into atrot, then into a canter, and then afull gallop. Now we'rein for it, Lord Sforza
thought, hard-pressed just to hang on.

Chapter 9



It was early morning. The remaining pilgrimswerein theinn, getting ready to eat their morning porridge
and wholewheat bread while their servants were getting the horses ready for the day.

Azziewas brooding up in hisroom, Aretino with him. The turnout of volunteersfor the play had been
rather disgppointing.

"Why arethe others holding back?' Azzie wondered aoud.
"Maybethey'refrightened,” Aretino suggested. "Do we redly need afull seven?’
"l suppose not,” Azzie said. "WEell use what we get. Maybe we should stop here.”
Just then there was a knocking at the door.

"Aha" Azziesaid. "l knew we were going to get more participants. Answer the door, my dear Pietro,
and well see who has cometo us”

Aretino arose somewhat wearily, crossed the room, and opened the door. In walked a beautiful young
woman, blond, with a pale complexion and grave, findy shaped lips. She wore asky blue gown, ribbons
of goldin her hair.

"Madam," Pietro said, "is there something we can do for you?'
" think thereis,”" the woman replied. "Are you the ones who sent the magic horse?!
"I think you want to speak with my friend here, Antonio,” Pietro said.

After he had found a seet for her, Azzie admitted that yes, he had had something to do with magic
horses, and yes, fulfillment of awish did go along with each horse—and that acting in his play wasthe
only condition for these gifts. He explained further that he was afiend, but not afearsome one. Quitea
nicefiend, he had been told. Since this didn't seem to put Cressilda off, he asked her how she had
acquired the magic horse.

"It just walked out of my stable and into my courtyard,” Cressildasaid. "I mounted and gaveit itshead. It
brought me here."

"But | didn't send him to you," Azzie pointed out. " This horse was intended for someone ese. Areyou
sureyou didn't stedl him, my dear?”’

Cressldadrew hersdf up indignantly. "Dare you accuse me of horse theft?!

"No, of course not," Azziesaid. "Y ou're not thetype, is she, Pietro? It must have been our friend
Michadl, having hislittle joke. Wdll, Cressilda, this horse doesindeed introduce its owner to aworld in
which hisor her dearest wish can cometrue. | happen to be short one or two players, soif youd liketo
volunteer — seeing as how you have the horse aready—"

"Yes" Cressldasaid. "Indeed!"

"What isyour wish?' Azzie asked, expecting to hear the usua gushy nonsense about a fine young prince
and along lifetime of married bliss.

"l want to beawarrior,” shesaid. "l know it's unusua for awoman, but we do have the example of Joan
of Arc, and Boadiceabefore her. | want to lead men into battle.”

Azzie thought about it, turning it over thisway and that in hismind. It wasnot in hisorigina plan, nor did



Aretino seem too eager about it. But Azzie knew he had to get his play moving, and he had aready
accepted the premise that held take more or less anyone who came along.

"| think we can do something for you," Azziesad. "I'll just need alittletimeto set it up.”

"That will befine," Cressldasaid. "If you should see my husband, Rodrigo Sforza, by the way, you don't
necessarily haveto mention that I'm here.”

"l am the soul of discretion," Azziesad.

When the lady had departed, Azzie sat down with Aretino to plot out a sequence. Before he could even
begin, though, there was a darkening shape at the window and an insstent tapping at the pane.

"Aretino, get it, will you, therésagood fdlow,” Azziesaid.

Aretino walked over and raised the window. In flew asmall, long-tailed sprite, one of the imp family used
by the Powers of Dark to carry communications back and forth. It fluttered inside when Aretino opened
the window.

"You're Azzie Elbub?' theimp said. "I don't want to make any mistakes here.”

"That'swho | am,” Azzie said. "What message have you brought me?”’

"It concerns Mother Joanna," the sprite said. "And I'd better pick it up from the beginning.”
Chapter 10

Mother Joanna had been riding aong the high road toward Venice. She had taken a shortcut through the
forest, planning to rendezvous with Sir Oliver and then proceed in his company. She wasin good spirits,
it being afine day, and al the woods dive with birdsong. A soft Italian sky hung overhead, and little
brooks sparkled and invited leaping over. Mother Joanna did not permit herself any such nonsense,
however. She guided her magic horse at a sober pace and went on, deeper and deeper into the forest.
She had just come to the darkest and gloomiest part of it when she heard an owl hoot. Mother Joanna
had a sudden presentiment of danger.

"Who isthere?" she cried, for the woods ahead of her suddenly seemed filled with menace.
"Stop whereyou are," agruff malevoice said, "or I'll put a crossbow bolt through you.”

Joannalooked around wildly, but there seemed no place she could retreat to; the woods were so dense
here that she couldn't even get her horse up to adecent canter. Deciding on discretion, she reined up and
sad, "l am amother superior and you risk damnation if you so much astouch me."

"Glad to meet you," the gruff voice said. "1 am Hugh Dancy, and | am known asthe Bandit of Forest
Perilous™

The branches parted, and a man stepped forward. He was astrongly built fellow in the prime of life,
black haired, wearing aleather jerkin and knee boots. Other men aso came out of the tangled
underbrush, about a dozen of them. From the leering expressions on their faces, Joanna could tell that
they had not seen awoman in along while.

"Get down off that horse," Hugh ordered. "Y ou're coming back to the camp with me."

"I shall do no such thing," said Mother Joanna, and she flicked the reins. Her magic horse took two dow
ambling steps forward, then stopped when Hugh seized it by the bridle.



"Get down," Hugh repeated, "or I'll pull you down."
"Wheat do you intend?"

"To make an honest woman out of you," Hugh said. "We hold not with your churchly celibacy. Well
have you married by the end of the day to one of us."

Joannadismounted. "Over my dead body," she said quietly.
"It matters not how," Hugh said, just asaloud crashing sound emanated from the brush.

The men blanched, casting frightened glancesin dl directions. The sounds grew louder as something
seemed to draw nearer. "Ah! We're donefor!™ one of them cried. " 'Tisthe great wild boar!" shouted
another. "Doomed,” said athird.

Mother Joannalegped from her saddle to the ground. It was not only with hawks that she had hunted.
Snatching a spear from one of the bandits, she faced hersdlf in the direction of the crashing sounds.

Moments later, an enormous black boar burst from the brush into the clearing. She positioned herself
before it, ramming the butt of the spear deep into the earth.

"Comeon, you stupid pig!" she cdled. "We dine on pork chopstonight!"

It rushed toward her and she leaned heavily upon the spear. It impaled itself and lay flowing blood amid
snuffles, twitches, and grunts. After atime, it grunted itslast grunt and expired.

Placing her foot upon the carcass, she wrenched the spear free and turned toward Hugh.
"We were talking of dead bodies," she said.
He drew back, as did the others.

"We werethinking of such addightful pastime asthis" he said. "We do hope you will join usfor dinner
shortly."

"Ayel" cried the men asthey set to butchering the boar.

"Perhaps| shdl," shesad.

"Thou art averitable Diana," Hugh said, "and thou shalt be treated as such.”
Chapter 11

Azzie was annoyed at the news. He was just about to ride off to rescue Mother Joanna when there was
another sound at theinn door and in came Rodrigo Sforza

"Are you the one who sends out magic horses?' Sforza asked boldly.

"Whet if | am?' Azzie asked.

"I've got one. | want awish granted.”

"It'snot quite as easy asthat," Azzie said. "There's somework you haveto do first."

"l am quite prepared for that. But tell me, can you, will you, grant me my dearest wish?”'



"Yes" Azziesad. "l can. What isit?'

"] want to be known far and wide asascholar," Sforzasaid. "'l want to be better known than Erasmus,
and looked upon asamode of learning.”

"Nothing ampler,” Azze sad.

"I should mention that | can neither read nor write."

"That need not impede us."

"You're sure? | thought literacy was aprerequidite for greet learning.”

"Soitis" Azze said. "But what we are after here isthe reputation, not necessarily theredl thing. Listen
carefully. Y ou will have to undertake an adventure.”

"Not adangerous one, | hope."

"l hope naot, either," Azziesaid. "But first | have an errand to run. Wait for me here. I'll be back
presently.”

Azzie shed his cloak, freed hiswings, and leaped into the sky with the sprite dong to show the way.

Azzie found Mother Joanna at the bandits camp. She and Hugh were seated at the table, going over a
map and discussing what sounded like the hijacking of acaravan two days hence. As Azzie reached out
to dismember adrunkenly merry man, she stayed hishand. "Hold, Azzie," she said. "Theseare my men. |
amin charge here."

"What?" Azzie responded.

"My wish was granted even sooner than I'd anticipated,” she stated. "For this| owe you considerable
thanks™

"Think nothing of it," Azziesaid. "Just bein Venicefor the ceremony.”
"Of course. And | do get to keep my soul ?*

"Certainly. That wasapart of the bargain.”

"Good. I'll bethere."

Shaking hishead, Azzie sprang into the air and was gone.

PART NINE

Chapter 1

Thefirst hint that the Hellenic gods had broken out of Afterglow en masse came at 013.32, Universa
Sidered Time, when the chief of Demonic Studies at Hell's Brimstonic University noted that one of his
subalterns had failed to return from an expedition. The subaltern's assistant reported that a pack of loose
deities had seized the researcher while he was poking around old bones a an archaeologica dig near Mt.

Olympus.
The chief called the Limbo underworld prison to seeif anything had happened recently.

"Hdlo, who am | taking to?"



"Cicero, keeper of the Unwanted Deities Sector of the Limbo Life-Forms Penitentiary.”

"I'm inquiring about the old gods of Greece. Zeus and that lot. Arethey till safely under lock and key?"
"I'm sorry to say there'sjust been abreakout. They're free."

"When do you expect them to be rounded up?'

"I'm afraid it's not so easy. These old Greek gods are quite powerful, you know. It's going to take some
action on Ananke's part to pen them up again.”

"Thanks. I'll bein touch.”
Chapter 2
Back inthereal cosmos!" Phoebus cried. "1 could bend down and kissthe Earth,” Hephaestus said.

Thefirst thing they did was have a celebration, areunion dinner roasting Zeus. They sang "For Hesa
Jolly Good Fellow"; they did comic imitations of his elaborate and portentous style. They sacrificed the
usua animals and got the blood dl over everything because servants, not the gods themselves, usudly did
the dirty work of sacrifice; they got drunk and acted in abawdy fashion.

Zeus rapped on the table for attention. "I want to thank you dl. It was very good of you to put on this
celebration for me"

"Three chearsfor Zeud"

"Thank you. Thank you. Now then, on to something a bit more serious. I've been looking into what we
might do with oursalves, now that we're out of Afterglow. I'm talking about dl of ustogether.”

"Do something together?' said Athena. "But we never do anything together!™

"Weneed to thistime," Zeus said firmly. "Lack of cohesvenessiswhat brought on our defest the last
time. We're not going to make that mistake again! We need a project we can dl work on, something that
will serve our common good. It has come to my attention that the biggest thing going on now out therein
theworld isacertain play that ayoung demon of the modern persuasion istrying to mount for the
edification of the world. Thisdemon, Azzie Elbub, is planning to award seven players glorious prizesfor
no reason at al. Did you ever hear of such athing?’

Zeus paused for comment. The gods and goddesses made none, but sat on their golden folding chairs
and listened attentively.

Zeuswent on. "Thefirst thing we need to do is put a stop to this sort of vague and purposaess moraizing
by upstart spiritua powers like the aforementioned demon. Didn't we ancient gods say that Character is
Fate? lsn't that astrue today asit ever was?'

"If wetake action,” Hermes said, "the Powers of Evil aren't going to like us putting the kibosh on their
plans”

"l am indifferent to their fedlings," Zeusreplied. "If they don't likeit, they know what they can do about
it

"But should we be getting into trouble so quickly?' said Hermes. "Wouldn't it be better to arbitrate? I'm
sure we can find something to arbitrate. Meanwhile, perhagps we should lie low, or even hide.”



"That would do nogood at al," Zeus said. "The others, the Powers of Light and Dark, will try to put us
back on the Limbo reservation. Anyway, where would we go? There's no place in the universe where we
can hide. The powersthat be are going to come for us sooner or later. Let's have some fun while we
may, and strike ablow for our usua way of doing things—godlike trickery!"

They dl cheered godlike trickery. It was a hallowed doctrine among them.
They gazed far out from Olympus and saw Sir Oliver'stroop riding through some low hills.

"What's the story?' Athena asked as she and the others watched the great band of armed riders. Hordes
of pilgrims, too, seemed to have joined the host.

"What happens when they reach Venice?' Hermes asked.
"Their leader gets what he most desires,” Zeustold them. "Maybe, by extension, they do, too."
"Wdll, we can't have that happen, can we?' Athena demanded.

Zeuslaughed and summoned the various wind gods, Zephyrus and Boreas among them. They whipped
around Europe, AsaMinor, and parts of Asiacollecting stray breezes. They stuffed thesewindsinto a
large leather bag and presented the bag to Zeus. Zeus|oosened the leather thongs that held the mouth of
the bag, and awest wind poked her head out and asked, "What's going on? Who goes around capturing
wind?'

"We're Greek gods, and we capture winds when we please,” said Zeus.
"Oh. Sorry | asked. What did you want usto do?'
"I'd like you to blow up agood storm.”

The west wind looked more cheerful than before. "Oh, astorm! That's different! | thought you wanted
one of those mild breezes people are dways talking about.”

"We don't care what peoplewant,” Zeus said. "We're gods and we want dramatic weather."
"Where do you want this storm?" the west wind asked, rubbing together her transparent hands.

"Ares" Zeus said, "why don't you go along with the winds and show them where we want them to blow?
Y ou could also direct therain, whileyou're at it."

"Delighted," said Ares. "Especidly since | consder westher to be war by other means.”
Chapter 3

It was the worst weather that portion of Europe had seen in God knew how long. Storm cloudsrose like
swollen purple bladders blown up to monstrous proportionsin the sky, and swept in filled with arain that
seemed to possess aliving maevolence. The wind blew the lances out of men's hands. When the wind
caught ashield from behind, it converted it into asail, and if the holder of the shield happened to lose his
balance it could blow him hafway acrossthe countryside. Rain lashed a everything. Whipped by the
wind into ultratiny drops driven with extraordinary force, it managed to penetrate every crack and crevice
of armor or clothing.

Sir Oliver had to scream into his assistant's ear in order to be heard. "We'd better take shelter!™

"Aye, g, it seemsthe only course. But how are we to passthe order? Who will hear usin thisracket?"



"Something isamiss," Oliver said. "Wed better inform Antonio.” For thus he still referred to Azzie.
"He's nowhere around, my lord."
"You mug find him at once!™

"Yes, dr. But where?' The two men looked at each other, and then at the wide gray rain-soaked plain
upon which they stood.

Chapter 4

Zeuswasn't content with smply serving up foul weether. He and dl his children began working on
separate schemes to let mankind know they were back.

Zeus | eft the company of the gods. He wanted to check out the human condition in its current state.

First hevisted Greece. Ashe had feared, Greek strength of arms had dipped downhill badly sincethe
grand old days of Agamemnon.

He looked around to see what other armies might be available. The rest of the forces of Western Europe
were al engaged in one struggle or another. What he needed was a new force of men. He knew now just
where he wanted to send them—Dbarrding right down through the heart of Europeinto Italy. Hewas
going to start anew kingdom for himself there. His army would conquer, and they would make sure
everyone worshiped him'—or they would make war on those who did not. Astheir reward, he would
dedl them out glory and treachery. It was the old way, and the old way was dways best, especialy when

it was bloody.

But first he had to find a pythoness who could tell him where there was an unoccupied army. A quick
consultation of the Prophets Directory helped him locate the Pythoness of Delphi, currently disguised as
awasherwoman in arestaurant in Saonika

In Salonika he withdrew the cloud of darknessinto alarge bladder and corked it so that it would be
ready if he wanted to use it again. Then he went to the central agoraand inquired for the washerwoman
on the Main Baths. A fish merchant pointed the way. Zeus went past the ruined coliseum and the
decayed horseracing ground, and there she was— a careworn old lady with her large tortoise shell that
washerwomen used for wash buckets.

The pythoness had to take a disguise and do her prophesying in secret because the Church didn't alow
pythonessesto continue in their familiar trade. Even owning a congtrictor-type snake was againgt the law
as "tending toward forbidden magica practicesin the old outlawed style." But this pythoness till did
private readings for friends and certain disaffected aristocrats.

Zeuswent to her well wrapped in acloak, but she recognized him at once.
"I need areading,” hetold her.

"Oh, thisisthefinest day in my life," the pythoness said. "To think that | would ever meet one of the old
godsfacetoface... Oh, just tell mewhat | can do for you."

"l want you to go into your trance and find out where | can get an army.”
"Yes, dr. But since your son Phoebusisthe god of prophecy, why don't you just ask him yoursef?

"I don't want to ask Phoebus or anybody likethat,” Zeus said. "I don't trust them. Surely there are other



gods you ask questions of, not just us Olympians? What about that Jewish fellow who was around when
| was?'

" Jehovah has gone through some interesting changes. But hel's not available for prophesy. Heleft dtrict
orders not to be disturbed.”

"There are others, aren't there?"

"There are, of course, but | don't know if it'sagood ideato bother them with questions. They're not like
you, Zeus, agod anyone can talk with. They're mean and they're strange.”

"l don't care," Zeussaid. "Ask them. If agod can't ask another god for alittle advice, | don't know what
the universeis coming to."

The pythoness took Kim to her chamber, lit the sacred laurel leaves, and piled on the sacred hemp. She
took afew other sacred things and strewed them about, got her snake out of its wicker basket and
wrapped it around her shoulders, and went into her trance.

Her eyes soon rolled back into her head, and she said, in avoice Zeus could not recognize but which set
the hair on the back of hisneck torise, "O Zeus, go check out the Mongol peoples.”

"Isthere anything else?' Zeus asked.
The pythoness said, "End of message." And then shefainted.

After she had recovered, Zeus asked her, "I thought oracular answers were usualy couched in strange
and ambiguous terms. This one just came out and said what | wasto do in aflat and straightforward
manner. Has there been some change in operating procedure?”

"I believe," the pythoness said, "therésagenerd dissatisfaction in high circdleswith ambiguity. It wasnt
getting anyone anywhere."

Zeus | eft Salonikawrapped again in his cloud of darkness, and turned to the northeast.
Chapter 5

Zeusvisited the Mongols, who had recently conquered the southern Chinese empire. Viewing themsdves
asinvincible, they wereripeto lislen when Zeus cameriding in.

Zeusfound the Mongol chief at his headquarters.

"Y ou and your men have done afine thing, conquering thisvast country, but now you lie around doing
nothing. Y ou are a people in search of apurpose, and | am agod in search of a people. What if we put
our needs together and come up with something that will be good for us both?"

"You may beagod," Jagotal said, "but you're not our god. Why should | listen to you?"

"Because I'm offering to become your god,” Zeus said. "'I've about had it with the Greeks. An interesting
and inventive people, but disappointing to agod who was only trying to bring them good things."

"What do you offer us?'

It soon cameto pass that Mongol outriders, holding high their yak-tail banners, came riding hard through
the Carpathian passes onto the flat plains of Friuli-Venezia Giulia, and riding through timeinto the
sixteenth century. Zeus had to use al his powersto pull it off. It would have been easy to



time-and-place-transport them directly, but it would have spooked the horses.

Panic spread through each resident popul ation long before the Mongols arrived. The word was out
everywhere —the Mongols were coming!

Whole families took themsalvesto horse, or to donkeys, or to oxcarts. The vast mgjority put what they
could carry on their shoulders and streamed out in search of aplace of refuge far from their pursuers, the
flat-faced fiends with narrow black mustaches. Some peoplein their flight went to Milan, someto
Ravenna. But for the mogt part, the refugees made for Venice, acity believed to be secure from invasion
behind its marshes and lagoons.

Chapter 6

The Mongolswere coming, and extraordinary measures were decreed to protect Venice. The Doge
caled aspecia session of the Council and laid certain proposals beforeit. It was agreed that the main
bridgesinto the city proper should be cut; after that, the Venetians would raid the shores that surrounded
them, confiscating al boatsin the vicinity capable of carrying ten or more soldiers. These boats wereto
be taken up to the city itsdlf, or sunk if they proved too heavy to carry away.

The problems of defense were rendered al the more complicated by a serious shortage of provisions.
Normally, acongtant stream of foodstuffs arrived daily on ships sailing from ports dl over southeastern
Europe and the Near East. But the recent storms had whipped the M editerranean into afrenzy and put a
halt to seaborne commerce. The city was aready on short rations, and conditions promised to get worse.

The Venetians a so faced athreat of widespread fires. People were trying to keep dry and warm, and
they were often cardlesswhile lighting their stoves; the number of destructivefiresin the city was greater
than anyone had ever known before. Inevitably, there was talk that some had been set purposely, by
agents of Venice's enemies; citizens were ordered to keep a close watch on strangers and to suspect the
presence of spiesintheir midst at dl times.

Therain came down in an incessant chatter that was like moist wind gods talking to each other with loose
windows for tongues. Droplets dribbled off mantels and cornices and anything €l se that ended in a point.
Thewind drove therain and broke big dropsinto little drops.

Thewater level rose steadily throughout Venice. Water overflowed the canals and flooded out into the
sguares and piazzas. It filled San Marco's Square to a depth of three feet, and it continued to rise. It was
not the first time Venice had been bothered by rain and floods, but this was by far the worst anyone had
Seen.

Strong winds out of the northeast, laden with Arctic frost, blew steedily for days, and showed no signs of
letting up. Therepublic's chief weather forecaster resigned hiswell-paid hereditary post, so distasteful
had hiswork of predicting disaster become to him. People were praying to saints, devils, effigies,
whatever they could think of, hoping to get somerdief. Just to make matters worse, plague had been
reported in some parts. And there were claims that Mongol outriders had been seen just aday'sride
away, and there was no telling how quickly they were advancing.

The Venetians were exhausted by their constant worries, frightened by the huge forces shaping up
outside of the republic, and suspicious even of each other. The usua ceremoniesin honor of certain saints
had fallen into abeyance. Churches were taken up day and night with prayersfor the salvation of the city,
and with anathemas delivered againgt the Mongols. Church bellstolled incessantly. Thisin turn spurred an

ar of desperate gaiety.
It was abrilliant season of parties, masked bals, and fetes. Carnival reigned constantly, and never had



Venice shown hersdf to greater advantage. Despite the ssorms, candles gleamed brightly in the mansions
of therich, and music could be heard up and down the canas. People hurried through the rainswept
dreetsin cloak and half mask, on their way from one parry to the next. It was asif onelast fling was all
that remained for the proud old city.

It did not go unremarked that there was something extraordinary about what was occurring, something
that seemed to surpass Earthly logic, something that smacked of the supernatura and of the coming of the
last days. Agtrologers searched through old parchment manuscripts and found predictions that the world
was due to end soon, just as they had suspected, and that the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse would
soon be seen riding across the flaming sky at the time of the find sunset.

A strange incident occurred one day. A workman sent out by the city to assess ssorm damage
discovered aholein one of the dikes near the Arsenal. No water was coming through it, however.
Through the opening there came ablinding yellow light, and the workman could see something
indescribable in silhouette on the other side. It appeared to have two shadows. The man ran away and
told otherswhat he had seen.

A group of scholars came to study the phenomenon. The holein the dike had grown larger; the brilliant
yellow color had faded. Now the hole showed a clear and unearthly blue, even though stormy rain clouds
and dun- colored earth should have been visible through it. This hole waslike an opening through
everything, earth and sky dike.

The scholars studied it with trepidation. Little fragments of earth and sand on the edge of the hole were
being pulled into it. As an experiment, they tossed a stray dog into the hole; the dog disappeared as soon
as hebroketheinvishble plane of its surface.

One of the scholars said, "From a scientific point of view, thishole seemsto be arent or tear in thefabric
of existence.”

Another objected on aquibble. "How could the fabric of existence tear?”

"That we don't know," thefirst replied. "But we can infer that something tremendousis happening in the
Spiritud Redm, something so enormousthat it ishaving its effect on us down here on the physical plane
of mundane existence. Not even redlity isto be trusted any longer, so strange haslife become.”

More reports camein of other holesin the fabric of redlity. The phenomenon was called the Anti-Imago,
and examples of it seemed to be springing up everywhere, even in theinterior chapel of San Marco's,
where there was a hole dmost three feet wide pointing obliquely downward and leading to where
nobody could ascertain without taking the oneway trip into it.

A church sexton reported a peculiar occurrence. A stranger had entered the building, and something
about him seemed either more or less than human. Perhapsit was hisears, or the strangetilt to hiseyes.
This being walked about the church and itsimmediate area, looking a outbuildings and making notes on
aroll of parchment. When the sexton demanded to know what he was doing, the stranger said, "Just
taking some measurements, so | can report the Situation to the others.”

"Whét others?'
"The otherslikeme"
"But why should you and the others be interested in the state of our buildings?*

"Were provisona life-forms," the stranger said, "me and the others like me, so new we haven't even



gotten aname yet. Theré'sachance well get to take over — redlity, that is—and in that case we inherit
what you leave behind. We thought it would be best to be prepared, so we are doing an inventory.”

The report of this strange occurrence was investigated by learned doctors of the Church and judged to
have never happened. The sexton's report was ascribed officialy to an unaccountable hallucination. But
thisjudgment came too late, the damage was done, people had heard and believed the story, and the
sense of panic increased throughout the city.

Chapter 7

The pilgrims huddled in the common room in theinn, taking turns stoking the fire while they awaited their
next orders. They should have been triumphant, happy, for they had finished their contest. But the
wesether trividized their victories.

They had gone through hardshipsto get here, and now they were here and things were lousy. It wasn't
the way it was meant to be. And none fdt this more keenly than Azzie, who was being cheated of his
story, though he couldn't figure out how it was happening.

That evening, as Azzie sat near the fire and tried to think what to do next, there was arap at the inn door.
The landlord caled out, "We arefull up, please go e sewherel”

"Y ou have someonewithin | would talk with," apleasing femae voice called out.

"Ylith!" Azziecdled out. "Isthat you?' He gestured peremptorily to the landlord, who threw back the
door with bad grace. A few bucketsful of rain blew in, and with them came a beautiful black-haired
woman whose features were ba anced between the angelic and the demonic, making her look very
appedling indeed. She wore asmple yelow dress covered with appliqued violets, and over it asky blue
cloak with aslver lining, asaucy red wimple about her head.

"Azziel" shecried, crossng theroom. "Areyou dl right?"
"Of course," Azzie said. ™Y our concern touches me.
Have you perhaps changed your mind about a spot of ddliance?

"Sameold Azzie!" Ylith said with achuckle. "I came here because | believein fairnessin al matters,
especidly those concerning Good and Bad. | think someoneisdoing you adisservice." Ylith then told
how she had been captured by Hermes Trismegistus, who had given her to amortal named Westfdl. She
told how she had been shut up in Pandora's box, and how with Zeus' help she had escaped.

"I know you think of Hermesasafriend,”" Ylith said, "but it ssems heis plotting againgt you. Therest of
the Olympiansmay bein onit, too."

"Therés nothing much they can do from Afterglow,” Azziesaid.

"But the old gods are no longer in Afterglow. They've escaped! And I'm afraid I'm responsible, abeit
unwittingly.”

"It could be those guys who are screwing everything up,” Azzie said. "'l had thought it was al Michadl's
doing — you know how he opposes even my smallest triumph — but what's going on is beyond him.
Someone has gtirred up the Mongals, Ylith!"

"I don't understand why the Olympians are opposing you," Ylith said. "What difference doesit maketo
them if you put on your immordity play?"



"The gods have avested interest in morality,” Azzie said. "But for others, not themselves. This
interference of theirsis something ese, | think. It wouldn't surprise meif thiswere the old gods bid to
return to power."

Chapter 8

The westher was smply no longer to betolerated. Azzie roused himself and looked into it. The most
cursory ingpection showed him that the storms didn't seem to be coming from any single source. They
gprang up "in the north," where the weether mostly comes from. But what did that mean, the north? How
far north? North of what? And what was there in the north that crested the westher? Azzie decided he
had better find out, and do something about it if possible.

He explained to Aretino what he was going to do, and then went to the window and opened it. The
blustery wind camein with a huff.

"This could be dangerous," Aretino said.
"Probably is" Azzie said, and, spreading hiswings, hetook to the air.

Heleft Venice and flew north, in search of the place where the weather came from. Hetraveled the
length of Germany, and saw much bad wegther, but it was al blowing in from even farther north. Azzie
crossed the North Sea, touched on Sweden and found it was not the storm breeder, but merely aplace
storms passed over on their way to somewhere else. He veered into the eye of thewind and it took him
toward Finland, where the Lapps had a great reputation as westher wizards. Wherever he went in that
flat, snowy, pine-clad country, he dways discovered that the weeather didn't come "from here," it blew in
"from over there," some place farther north.

At last he reached aregion at the top of the world where the winds came funneling out at him with a
speed and regularity that was impressive. The wind swept across the frozen tundrain a steady unending
stream, and so strong wasiit that it resembled the waves of the seamore than rivers of the air.

Azzie pushed on, till moving to the north, though the whole world seemed to be narrowing and coming
to apoint here. He came at |ast to the very northernmost point of north and found atall, narrow mountain
of ice. On the top of that mountain was atower, o old that it might have been put there before anything
else existed and the only place was here.

The tower was topped by a platform, and on it stood a gigantic naked man with tangled hair and an
expression most uncanny. He was working alarge leather bellows. As he drove it up and down, the wind
blew from its mouth. It wasthe origin of adl thewind in theworld.

The wind emerged from the bellows in asteady stream, and blew into and through the tubes of a
peculiar- looking machine.

A drange creature sat in front of what looked like an organ keyboard, and his hands, with their many
flexible fingers that almost appeared to be tentacles, played on the keys and shaped and formed the
winds that passed through, them. It was an dlegorica machine, such asrdigions produce when they are
trying to explain how things work. It directed the shaped and conditioned winds produced by the bellows
pumper to the window, where they began their journey south to al points of the globe, and especialy to
Venice

But why Venice? Azzie focused his X-ray vison, which al demons have but few use because it's difficult
to work, liketrying to do long division in your head. But now that helooked, Azzie could seethat Ley
lines had been drawn on the land benesth the ice, and these lines guided the winds and augmented their



feroaity.

But what about the rain? Everything here in the topmost reaches of the north was dry, crisp, and
brand-spanking-new, and without atrace of moisture.

Azzielooked around, but he saw no one but the man working the bellows and the other one, the
operator of the wind machine. He said to them both, "My dear Sirs, you are screwing things up in the
portion of Earth wherel reside, and | cannot permit it. | intend to do something about it unlessyou cease
and desist upon theinstant.”

He had spoken up bravely, and he had no ideaif he could prevail against these two strange cregtures.
But it wasin his nature to advance boldly, and his nature did not desert him now.

The two creatures introduced themsalves. They were incarnations of the god Baal. The one working the
bellows was Baal-Hadad, the other was Bad-Quarnain, Canaanite deities who had been living quietly for
some thousands of years, sncethelast of their worshipers had died. Zeus had enlisted them both into his
sarvice, saying there were none better for bringing up the sort of weather he was interested in, once the
initial bag of breezes had been exhausted. Zeus himself was awesather god, but he was too busy
nowadays for the tedious work of making weather.

The old Canaanite deities, despite their glossy black wavy hair, hooked noses, prominent eyes, and bold
features, despite their swarthy skin and huge hands and feet, were timid deities. When Azzietold them he
was angry, and ready to call down alot of trouble on their heads, both were willing to desist.

"We can stop thewind," said Baal-Hadad, "but the rain isn't up to us. We have nothing to do with it. All
we send out of hereis purewind.”

"Do you know who's sending therain?' Azzie asked.

They both shrugged.

"Thenitll wait,” Azziesad. "l haveto get back. It's about timefor the ceremony.”
Chapter 9

Aretino made sure al wasin readiness at the inn. Then he went up to Azzi€'sroom.

Azzie wore a green dressing gown with golden dragons embroidered over it. He was seated at atable
and bent over aparchment, aquill penin hishand. He did not even look up. "Comein," he said.

Aretino entered. "Not dressed yet? My dear lord demon, the ceremony is soon to begin.”

"Plenty of time," Azzie said. "I'm abit winded, and my outfit isal laid out in the other room. Come help
me, Aretino. | have to decide who to award prizesto. First, is everyone present?”

"They'redl here" Aretino said, and poured himsdf aglass of wine. Hewasfedling very good. This play
was going to send his already great reputation sky-high. He would be more famous than Dante, better
known than Virgil, maybe even surpass Homer. It was the high moment of hislife, and he suspected no
trouble when there came aknock at the door.

It was an imp messenger from Ananke. " She wantsyou,” the messenger said. "And she's mad.”

The Palace of Judtice, where Ananke held sway, was a Brobdingnagian place scul pted from blocks of
stone larger than entire pyramids on Earth. Despiteits size, the Palace was built with classic proportions



observed entirdly throughout. The columnsin front were thicker than agaggle of eephants. The grounds
were beautifully landscaped, too. On the well-trimmed lawn, sitting on ared-checked blanket near a
white gazebo, with atea service spread out around her, was Ananke.

Thistime there was no question what she looked like. It isknown that Ananke can take many forms.
One of those forms, the Indescribabl e, is the one she takes when she wants to discourage flatterers. It is
amode of being that literdly resists description. The most one can say isthat Ananke looked nothing like
asteam shovel. She had chosen this mode of appearance for the occasion.

Assoon as Azziewasin her presence, Ananke said to him, "Too much with the magic horses aready!”
"What do you mean?' Azziesad.

"Y ou were warned, boychick," Ananke said. "Magic is not apanaceafor dl that ailsyour ambition. You
can't use magic to solve everything. It isagaingt the nature of things to assume that matters can go in any
but their customary ways whenever you please to ask them to.”

"I've never seenyou in adatelikethis" Azziesad.
"Y ou'd be mad, too, if you saw the entire cosmos threatened.”
"But how did that happen?' Azzie asked.

"It wasthe magic horses," Ananke said. "Magic candlesticks were all right, but when you invoked magic
horses, too, you smply stretched the fabric of credulity too far.”

"What do you mean, thefabric of credulity?' Azzie asked. "I've never heard you talk likethis."
"Tdl him, Otto," Ananke said.

Otto, a spirit who for reasons known best to himsalf wears the disguise of afat middle-aged German with
aheavy white mustache and thick glasses, stepped out from behind atree.

"Do you think the universe can stand an endless amount of tampering?' he asked. "Y ou've been playing
with the meta-machinery, whether you know it or not. Y ou've been throwing a spanner in the works.”

"He doesn't seem to understand,” Ananke said.

"Is something going wrong?' Azzie asked.

"Jo, something's going wrong with the very nature of things," Otto said.
"The nature of things? Surely it'snot asbad asdl that?'

"Y ou heard me. The structure of the universe has become deranged, due in no small measure to you and
your magic horses. | know what I'm talking about. I've been servicing this universe since time out of
mind."

"I never heard of amaintenance man for the universe," Azziesad.

"Stands to reason, don't it? If you're going to have auniverse at al, you need someone to take care of it,
and that can't be the one who runsit. She hasalot of other stuff to do, and maintenanceisa specidty in

itself and doesn't need to be connected with anything else. Y ou did bring in those magic horses, didn't
you?"



"l suppose| did," Azzie said, "but what of it, what's wrong with magic horses?’

"Y ou used too many of them, that's what's wrong. Do you redlly expect you can clutter up the landscape
with al the magic horses you want to use? All to provide easy explanations for stuff you'retoo lazy to
work out beforehand? No, my fine young demon, you've gone and messed up thistime. This damned
universeis changing under our eyes, after al my years of holding it together, and there's nothing you or
Ananke or me or anyone else can do about it. Y ou've loosed the lightning of Histerrible swift sword, if
you take my meaning, and now there's going to be Hell to pay in the Badlands. Y ou've toyed with redlity
onetimetoo often.”

"What does this haveto do with redlity?' Azzie asked.

"Listen up good now, my fine young demon. Redlity isasphere of solid matter made up of various
substanceslying in sirata. Where one stratum abuts another, there, we can say, isapotentia fault line,
just asitisinthe Earth. Anomalies are the things that explode shock waves along these interfaces. Y our
illicit use of the magic horses was one such anomaly bomb. But other anomalous things have been
happening, too. Thefact that the old gods have escaped is an event so impossible that its occurrence has
shaken the universe.

"It ispoor Venicethat is bearing the brunt of this cosmic disaster that you have perpetrated. The city has
had the bad luck to be the focus of events, and your work has subjected it to aredlity strain. The floods,
the Mongol invasion, and the plague soon to follow, are not at dl part of the main line of Venetian history.
They weren't redly supposed to happen at dl. They are Sde possibilities, with vanishingly smal chances
of being activated in the norma run of things. But due to you they have been activated, and so dll of
recorded history from thistime forward lies under threet of destruction.”

"How can time forward be threatened?' Azzie asked.

"Y ou must think of the future as something that has dready happened, and that is threstening to happen
again, wiping out al that has gone before. That iswhat we must avoid at al costs.”

"A lot of suff isgoing to come down,” Ananke said. "But first, you must get these pilgrims of yours back
to their homes."

Azzie had to be content with that. But at the back of hismind, there began asmall stirring benegath the sea
of anxiety. Ananke said he wasn't acting according to redity. But what wasredity but the balance, the
agreement, between Good and Bad? If he could get Michadl to change that agreement, to their mutua
bendfit... But first he had to look in on his pilgrims.

PART TEN
Chapter 1

When Azzie |eft the Palace of Judtice histail was between hislegs and a suspicious wetnesswasin the
corners of hisbrown eyes. He wastrying to get used to the ideaithat his play, his great immorality play
that was going to astonish the worlds, was never going to happen. The legend, the al-important legend of
the golden candlegticks, was not to be alowed to play to its ending. He was under direct and
unambiguous orders from Ananke Hersdlf to stop his actorsin midscene.

There had to be away around her order. Moodily he went to a Power Booth outside the Pal ace of
Justice and refilled histravel spell. At anearby lunch areahefound astal that specidized in quick
convenience foods for demons, where he bought a sack of deviled cats headsin anice clotted red
sauce. It would give him something to snack on on hisway back to Earth. Then he activated his spell and



found himsdlf hurtling through the transparent veils that spiritual space seems composed of .

As heflew, he munched on the cats heads and thought furioudy. Despite his utmost efforts at
transcendenta casuistry, he could find no way to get around Ananke's command without her finding out
sooner or later and coming down hard on him. And it wasn't just Ananke that he had to fear. Therewas
aso the fact that he had upset the balance of the cosmos by his overuse of magic horses. Were heto
persg, it might dl fall gpart, the whole shooting match, everything, dl of creation, engulfed in the pure
white flame of self-contradiction. If that happened, the cosmositself might collapse. At the very leadt, the
laws of reason would be overturned.

Soon hewas back over Venice, and the sight of the city from the air was a sad one. Rising waters had
aready engulfed some of the low-lying outer idands. The winds had falen off, but floodwaters had risen
to engulf the San Marco's Square to adepth of ten feet. The older and less secure buildings were aready
collapsing asthe brackish tidal waters washed out the old mortar that held their bricks and stones
together.

Azzie came down at Aretino's house and found the poet outside in his shirtdeeves, trying to shore up his
house with sandbags. It was atask useless on the face of it, and Aretino put down histools and sadly
followed Azzieindoors.

They found adry room on the second floor. Wasting no time, Azzie said, "Where are the pilgrims now?"
"They'redill & theinn."

Now Azze had to change the plans, collect dl the golden candlesticks, and make sure they got back to
Fatus castlein Limbo. Then he needed to get the pilgrims out of Venice. He saw no reason, however, to
tell Aretino al of that just now. Hewould find out when the others did that the ceremony had been
scrubbed.

"We're going to have to get the pilgrims out of Venice," Azzietold Aretino. "Between the Mongolsand
thefloods, this city looks doomed. | have it on good authority that there's going to be achangein the
timeline in which this sequence of world history istaking place.”

"A change? What do you mean?"

"Theworld spinsatimdine, and from it different events soring forth. The way things are going now,
Venicelooksasif it will be destroyed. But thisresult is unacceptable to Ananke, so the Venicetimdine
will be split just before | sarted with the golden candlesticks. It will become the new main line. Thisline,
the onewe're in now, will be relegated to Limbo."

"And what will that mean?' Aretino asked.

"The Limbo verson of Venicewill run for no longer than aweek, from thetimel first asked you to write
aplay to thetime, predicted for midnight tonight, when the Mongols arrive and the floods spill over the
walls. It will have but aweek of life, in one sense, but that week will replay itself, beginning again as soon
asit hasreached its end. Theinhabitants of the Limbo version of Venice will have an eternity of weeks,
each of which will end in doom and destruction.”

"But if we get the pilgrims away from Venice?'

"If we get them out before midnight they will be able to continue their norma lives, exactly asif | had
never happened. They "will be returned to the time just before they met me.”

"Will they have any memory of what happened?



Azzie shook his head. "Only you will remember, Pietro. I'm arranging that so you can write the play
based on our contest.”

"l see" Aretino said. "Well, it'sdl alittle unexpected. | don't know how they'll likeit."

"They don't haveto likeit," Azziesad. "They just haveto do it. Or suffer the consequencesif they don't.”
"I'll make sure they understand that.”

"Do s0, most excellent Fietro. I'll meet you at the church.”

"Where are you going?'

"I've got onemoreides," Azziesad, "that just might save thiswholething.”

Chapter 2

Azzie passed quickly into the Ptolemaic system with its crystal spheres and starsfixed in their orbits. It
always cheered him to see the orderly recession of the stars and the fixed planes of existence. He hurried
on until he reached the Visitors Gate that |etsinto Heaven. Thisisthe only entrance that vistorsare
supposed to use, and there are severe pendties for anyone, human or demon, trying to enter by any of
the angels gates.

The Vidtors Gatewas alitera gate of bronze, ahundred feet high and set in marble. The gpproach to it
wasthick with fleecy little white clouds, and angelic voicesin the air sang songs of halelujah. In front of
the gate were atable and chair made of mahogany, and seated at the table was a bading oldish man with
along white beard, dressed in awhite satin sheet. He wore anametag that read, ST. ZACHARIAS AT
YOUR SERVICE. HAVE A HOLY DAY. Azziedidn't know him. But usudly it was one of the lesser
saintswho pulled this duty.

"What can | do for you?' Zacharias asked.

"l need to see Michadl the Archangd.”

"Did he leave your name on thevigtors lig?

"| doubt it. He didn't know | was coming.”

"Inthat case, my dear S, I'm very much afrad —"

"Look," Azziesad, "thisis an urgent matter. Just send my namein to him. Hell thank you for it."

Grumbling, St. Zacharias went to a golden speaking tube that snaked down the side of the bronze door.
He said afew wordsinto it and waited, humming to himsaf. Then someone spoke through the other end.

"You'resure? It'snot realy proper form... Yes... Of course, Sir.

"Youretogoin," Zacharias said. He opened a small wooden door set in the base of the big bronze door.
Azzie went indde, past the scattered buildings that were set out on the green lawn of Heaven. Soon he
was at the office building in West Heaven, and Michael was standing on the stepswaiting for him.

Michadl ushered Azzieinto his office. He poured him aglass of wine. Heaven has the finest wine, though
for good whiskey you need to go to Hell. They chatted awhile. Then Michadl asked him what he
wanted.



"l want to make aded," Azzie said.

"A ded? What kind of aded?"

"Did you know that Ananke has ordered meto stop my immorality play?"
Michael looked at him, then grinned. " She has, has she? Good old Ananke!"
"Doyouthink s0?' Azziesad frigidly.

"Indeed | do," Michadl said. "Although she's supposed to be above Good and Bad, and indifferent to
both, yet I'm glad to see she knows which side her morality is buttered on.”

"l want to make aded," Azzie repeated.
"Y ou want my help in opposing Ananke?"
"That'sexactly it," Azziesad.

"Y ou astound me. Why should | make aded with you? Ananke is stopping you from putting on your
immordity play. That'sjust theway | likeit!"

"Isthisthe sound of persona pique | hear?' Azzie asked.

Michael smiled. "Oh, perhapsalittle. | do get annoyed at your carryings-on. But my decision to stop
your play isnot based on persondities. It is an advantage to my side to stop thisinsdious play you want
to mount. It'sassmple asthat.”

"You may findit amusing,” Azzie sad, "but it'samore serious matter than you've given it credit for."
"Seriousfor whom?'

"For you, of course.”

"How could that be? She's doing what we want."

"Thefact that sheisdoing anything isthe bad news" Azzie sad.

Michadl sat up straight. "How do you figure?'

"Since when has Ananke ever concerned herself with the daily operations of our struggle, yoursand
mine, between Dark and Light?"

"Thisisthefirs time | can ever remember her interfering directly,” Michael admitted. "What are you
getting at?'

"Do you accept Ananke asyour ruler?' Azzie demanded.

"Of course not! She has nothing to do with the decisons of Good or Bad. Her part in the running of the
cosMosisto set an example, not to make law.”

"Yet heresheis, making law," Azzie said. "Forbidding meto put on aplay.”
Michad amiled. "l can't get too serious about that!"

"You could if it were your play that was being stopped.”



Michad's smilefaded. "But it's not."

"Not thistime. But if you accept the precedent that Ananke can set rulesfor Bad, how are you going to
argue when she setsarule for Good?'

Michael scowled. He stood up and paced rapidly up and down the room. At last he stopped and turned
to Azzie

"You'reright. Her stopping your play, blessing though it isto us who are opposed to you, is nevertheless
overstepping the rulesthat govern dl of us. How dare she?'

Just then the doorbell chimed. Michadl gestured impatiently and it swung open.
"Babriel! Good! | wasjust about to send for you! "
"I have brought you amessage,” Babrid said.

"It will haveto wait,” Michael said. "I havejust learned that Ananke is poaching on our preserve, so to
speak. I'll need to speak to Gabrid and some of the othersimmediately.”

"Yes, gr. They want to speak to you, too."

"They do?'

"That'swhy they sent the message, gir."

"They did?But what do they want?"

"They didn't tel me, sr."

"Wait here," Michedl said.

"Y ou mean me?' Babriel asked.

"Both of you." He strode out of the room.

Soon Michad returned. He was subdued, and he didn't meet Azzie'seye.

"I'm afraid I'm not going to be alowed to interfere in this matter regarding Ananke.”
"But what about the point | made? About the potential aborogation of your own power?”'
"I'm afraid that is not the main concern,” Michad said.

"Thenwhat is?"

"The preservation of the cosmos,” Michad said. "That'swhat's a stake, the Supreme Council tellsme.”

"Michad, there'samatter of freedom involved here," said Azzie. "The freedom of Good and Bad to act
according to the dictates of their reason, held back only by natural law, not by the arbitrary rule of
Ananke"

"l don't likeit either,” Michael said. "But thereit is. Give up your play, Azzie. Y ou're outgunned and
overruled. | doubt if even your own Council of Evil would back you in this"

"WEell just see dbout it," Azzie said, and he made a striking exit.



Chapter 3

The pilgrimswere ill insgde the inn when Azzie returned to Venice. Rodrigo and Cressilda sat together in
one corner; dthough they weren't talking to one another, each wasthe only person of sufficient rank for
the other to be comfortable with. As usual, Kornglow and Leonore were oblivious to everyone ese. Puss
and Quentin played cat's cradle with abit of string. Mother Joannatended to a bit of knitting, while Sir
Oliver put a high polish on the jeweled hilt of his ceremonia sword, the one he intended to wear for the
ceremony.

Azzie began briskly enough. "I'm afraid we've got abit of trouble. Our play has been canceled. But let
me thank you for al the work you've done. Y ou've dl handled your candlesticks extremey well."

Sir Oliver said, "Antonio, what is happening? Arewe to get our wishes or not? | have my acceptance
speech dl ready. We need to begin.”

The others piped in with their remonstrances. Azzie silenced them with agesture.

"I don't know how to tell you this, but the highest possible source has commanded meto strike this
production. Therell be no ceremony of the golden candlesticks.”

"But what's gone wrong?' Mother Joanna asked.
"It ssemsweve broken some silly old natura law.”
Mother Joannalooked puzzled. "But people bresk natura laws all thetime. What of it?"

"Usudly, it doesn't matter at dl," Azzie said. "Thistime, though, I'm afraid we've been caught out. I'm told
that my use of the magic horses was overzedous.”

"Surely dl that can be taken care of later,” Sir Oliver said. "For now, were eager to go on.”

"And | am eager to have you do 0," Azzie said. "But das, it cannot be. Aretino will now pass among
you and gather up the candlesticks."

Sullenly Aretino walked among them, accepting the candlesticks they reluctantly handed over.
"We're going to have to get out of here," Azzie said. "Veniceisdoomed. We must leave a once.”
"So soon?' said Mother Joanna. "'l haven't even started vigiting the famous shrines.™

"If you don't want this place to be your shrine, you'll do as| say,” Azziesaid. "Y ou must dl follow
Aretino. Fietro, do you hear? We must get these people off the idands of Venice!”

"Eader said than done," Aretino grumbled. "But I'll dowhat | can.”
He put the stacked candlesticks in a corner near the dtar. "Now what do you want me to do with them?”

Azzie was about to answer when hefdt atug at his deeve. He looked down. It was Quentin, with Puss
besdehim.

"Please, r," said Quentin, "I'velearned dl my linesto say for this ceremony. Pussand | thought them up
together, and we both learned them.”

"That'svery nice, children," Azzie said.



"Won't we get a chance to say them?' Quentin asked.

"You cantdl your linesto melater, when I've gotten you safe awvay from Venice."
"But gr, that won't be the same thing. We learned them for the ceremony.”

Azzie grimaced. "Thereisn't going to be any ceremony."”

"Did one of us do something bad?' Quentin asked.

"No, it'snothing likethat,” Azziesad.

"Wasit abad play, then?'

"No!" Azze cried. "It was not abad play! It wasafine play! All of you were acting just like yourselves,
and that's the best acting job possible.”

"If it wasn't abad play," Quentin said, "and we didn't do anything wrong, "why can't we finish it?"

Azze opened his mouth to speak, but he hesitated. He was remembering himsdlf as ayoung demon,
contemptuous of adl authority, willing to pursue hissin and hisvirtue, his pride and hiswill, to wherever
they would lead him. Well, he had changed alot since that day. Now a mere woman commanded him,
and he obeyed. It was true that Ananke wasn't quite the same as awoman — she was more like avague
but compelling divine principle with breasts. She had dways|oomed above everything, compelling but
remote. But here she was, breaking the precedent that had been set since the beginning of time not to
interfere. And who did she pick to be the bearer of her broken precedent? Azzie Elbub.

"My dear child,” Azzie said, "to go on with this ceremony could mean the deeth of usdl.”

"l guesswe dl haveto die someday, Sr," Quentin said. Azzie Stared at him, because the lad had the
effrontery of ademon and the sangfroid of asaint. Could Azzie do any less?

"All right, kid," he said. "Y ou've tdked meinto it. Everybody! Pick up your candlesticks and take your
places on the stage that has been set up in front of the bar!™

"Y oure going through with it!" Aretino cried joyfully. "1 am very thankful, sir. For what ending would |
have had otherwise for the play | intend to write from this materia ?'

"Y ou've got something to write about now," Azzie sad. "Isthe orchestrain the pit?"

They were, still cheerful because Aretino had paid them triple their usuad wage to hang around waiting for
Azzie, and because the city was so flooded that there were no other musical performances planned.

The orchestrastruck up atune. Azzie waved his hand. The ceremony began.
Chapter 4

The ceremony was al pomp and circumstance such as demons and Renai ssance people loved.
Unfortunately there was no visible audience; thishad to be aprivate affair. But it was all very impressive,
there in the otherwise deserted inn, with the rain hammering overheed.

The pilgrims marched through the room, al dressed in their holiday best. They bore their candlesticks,
which they retrieved from Aretino. They marched down the aide and mounted to the stage. Azzie, master
of ceremonies now, introduced each one, and made a short complimentary speech about him or her.



Eerie things began happening. There was astrange popping of curtains. The wind took on an uncanny
moan. A pungent, unearthly smell suffused the space. Most prominent was awind that sounded like a
tormented soul trying to getin.

"I've never heard thewind sound like that," Aretino said.

"It'snot thewind," Azziesaid.

"l beg your pardon?'

But Azzie refused to elaborate. He knew a visitation when he heard one. He had presided at too many to
be decelved now, when an unearthly chill seemed to settle on the building, and curious thumping noises
camefromal over.

Azzie only hoped this new force, whatever it was, would hold off making an appearancefor awhile. It
seemed to be having difficulty finding itsway. And the Hell of it was, Azzie didn't even know who or
what was hunting for him. It was an unusua situation, ademon being haunted by what seemed to be a
ghost. Azzie got an idea of what lay ahead then, the vast chasms of unreason that threatened now to
engulf those fragile edifices, logic and causdity. With just the tiniest movement, it seemed, those things
might ceaseto be.

After the speeches came a short, tasteful interlude that feastured singing by the loca boys chair, an
al-Europe- class group that Aretino had booked for this occasion. Some thought St. Gregory himsdlf
was putting in aghostly appearance, for atal thin shape had begun to materidize near the door. But
whatever it was hadn't quite got it right; it faded out before it could fully materidize itself, and the
ceremony was able to continue.

Next, the contestants massed their candlesticks on the dtar and lit them. Azzie made a short speech
congratulating his contestants, driving home the premise of his play by pointing out that they had done
well by smply going about their naturd pursuits. They had won good fortune through no grest effort, and
that good fortune was by no means the concomitant of good character and good action. On the contrary,
good luck was aneutral quality that could happen to anyone. "As proof of that,” Azzie said, "here stand
my contestants, al of whom have earned golden rewards this evening by nothing more taxing than being
themsdvesin dl therr imperfections™

Throughout al of this Aretino sat in afront-row pew and was busy scribbling notes. He was dready
planning out the play he would weave from thismaterid. It was al very well for Azzie to think it was
sufficient to stage asort of divine comedy, but that was not the way of art. The redly good stuff was
contrived, not improvised, and that was what Aretino planned to do withit.

Aretino was so busy writing that he didn't redlize the ceremony was over until the pilgrimswere dl around
him, pounding him on the back and asking if he'd liked their speeches. Aretino curbed his naturd acerbity
and declared that they al had done well.

"And now," Azziesad, "it'stimeto get out of here. Y ou won't need your candlesticks any longer. Just
pilethem in the corner there and I'll call up aminor miracle to get them back to Limbo. Aretino, areyou
ready to lead these people to safety?"

"Indeed | am," Aretino said. "If it's possible to get off thisidand, I'll find away. Are you not going to
accompany us?'

"l intend to," Azziesaid, "but | may be delayed aong the way by circumstances beyond my control. If
that should happen, you know what to do, Pietro. Get these people to safety!”



"And what of you?"

"I'll dowhat | canto keep mysdlf dive" Azzie said. "Perseverancein our own self-interestsisafaculty
highly developed in usdemons.”

Azzie, Aretino, and thelittle troop of pilgrimswent forth into the stormy night of the doom that wasfdling
upon Venice.

Chapter 5

They left theinn and hurried out into the storm. The streets werefilled with people trying to flee the city;
the water was now waist high and till rising. Aretino had brought dong plenty of bribe money, but he
could find no available boatmen to bribe. The various stations along the Grand Canal had been
abandoned hours ago.

"I don't know what to do," Aretino told Azzie. "Every boat in the city seemsto be destroyed or dready
booked."

"Theres gtill away of getting the contestants to safety,” Azzie said. "It will no doubt result in another
anomaly for which I'll be held to blame, but well try it anyway. We need to find Charon. Hisboet is
always around placeslike thiswhere there are so many dead and dying. He's a connoi sseur of
large-scae tragedies.”

"The actud Charon from the Greek mythsis here?"

"Certainly. Somehow he's been able to continue ferrying people dl through the Chrigtian era. That'san
anomaly too, but onethey can't blame on me."

"Will hetakeliving people? | thought Charon's boat was only for the other kind."

"l know him pretty well. We've done businesstogether. | think helll make an exception, thisbeing an
emergency of the sort helikes."

"Where do wefind him?"

Azzieled them in theright direction. Aretino wanted to know what the big hurry wasto get the pilgrims
off. "Isthe Stuation redlly so bad?" he asked.

"Yes, itis. Thefdl of Veniceisonly the beginning; it heradsthe collgpse of the entire universe. Both the
Copernican and the Ptolemaic modd s are in difficulty, and the Sgns of anomay shock are everywhere.
Already the streetsare full of prodigies and miracles. Business has cometo a standstill, and even love has
been forced to put itself on hold.”

"l don't understand,” Aretino said. "What isthis anomaly explosion? What is going to happen? How will
this catasirophe reved itself? By what sgnswill it be known?"

"Youwill know it beyond doubt,” Azzie said. "Therewill be asudden discontinuity in the action of life.
Causes and effectswill no longer add up. Conclusionswill no longer flow sweetly from their premises. As
| told you, redity will fork into two branches. One branch will go on with the story of Europe and the
Earth asif this pilgrimage had never taken place, while the other will continue what is going on now,
bringing the results of the pilgrimage. It isthat branch, that disaster, that will be sent to Limbo. Thereit
will repest itself over and over, in aloop bigger than al outdoors. We need to get the pilgrims out before

that happens.”



But Charon was not to be found. Aretino and Azzie carried on, shepherding their pilgrims from one point
to another, hoping to find away to get them out. Some people were dready trying to swimto the
mainland and were drowning, many of them pulled under by other struggling swimmers. Thefew
remaining gondoliers were aready occupied with passengers. Those lucky enough to have gotten aboard
had drawn their swords, and with these they menaced anyone who approached them.

Azzie and Aretino searched up and down the narrow winding streets, looking for Charon. At last they
found his boat, dab sided and misshapen, and painted a matte black. Azzie waked up to the
snuff-colored rail, put one narrow foot upon it, and called out, "Ho, boatman!"

A tdl, skinny old man with sunken jaws and preternaturaly bright eyes came out from thellittle cabin into
thetorchlight. "Azziel" he said. Y ou do pop up in some strange places!”

"What are you doing in Venice, Charon, so far from your usual route on the Styx?"

"We boatmen of the dead have been commanded to extend service to the area. | haveit on good
authority that therés going to be adie-off here like nothing anyone has seen since Atlantis foundered.”

"I'd liketo hire your services now."
"Isit redlly necessary? | was going to get alittle deep before the big evacuation begins.”
"Thiswhole congtruct isin alot of trouble," Azzie said. "'l need your help to get my friends out of here.”

"I don't help anyone," Charon said. "1 have my own rounds. There are plenty of deceased people il to
ferry to the land of the dead.”

"Y ou don't seem to gppreciate the seriousness of the pogtion.”

"It'snot seriousfor me," Charon said. "However death comes, that's a matter for the Upper World. In
the Kingdom of the Deed, dl isserene.”

"That'swhat I'm trying to get acrossto you. It's not going to be that way for long, not eveninthe
Kingdom of the Dead. Didn't it ever occur to you that even Degth can die?’

"Desth die? What aridiculous notion! "

"My dear fellow, if God can die, then Death can die, too, and very painfully. I'm trying to tell you the
whole congtruct isin trouble. Y ou could be wiped away dong with everything dse.”

Charon was skeptical, but he dlowed himsdlf to be convinced. "What isit you want done?"

"I must get the pilgrims out of here and restore them to their starting places. Only with that done will
Ananke have achance to get everything back to normal again.”

Charon was capable of moving with speed when he wanted to. Once the pilgrims were aboard he
directed the boat, standing at the rear with thetiller under hisarm, a cloaked scarecrow figure. The crazy
old boat picked up speed, powered by the arms of the dead rowers who sat out of sight in the hold.
Firesburned on dl sidesin the beleaguered city, shooting ghastly reds and yellows up into the blue-black
skies. The boat crossed the arm of the bay, and soon they were gliding through reeds and marshes.
Everything looked strange; Charon had taken a shortcut through awatery connection that joined one
world to another. "Isthis how it was at the beginning?' Aretino asked.

"l wasn't thereright at the beginning,” Charon told him, "but closeto it. Thisis how the world looked



when there was no physical law and al was magic. There was atime before everything, when magic
ruled, when reason was not. We visit it fill in our dreams, that world of long ago. Certain landscapes
elicit memories of that world. It isof the place older than God, older than creation. The world before the
cregtion of the universe.”

In the stern, Aretino had been going over thelist of pilgrimsto make sure they were dl accounted for. He
soon found two or three wily Venetians who had taken advantage of the genera confusion to get aride
to the mainland. That was dl right; there was enough room for afew more, especialy snce Kornglow
and Leonore were nowhere to be found.

Aretino asked if anyone had seen them. No one had since the ceremony with the candlesticks.

Everyone e se was aboard the boat — everyone except Azzie, who stood on the pier and unfastened the
shipsline

"I can't find Kornglow or Leonore!™ Aretino caled to Azzie.

"We can't wait any longer!" Charon said. "Desath keegpsto agtrict schedule.”
"Go ahead without them," Azzie said.

"But what about you?" Aretino asked.

"Thereisthat which will detain me" Azzie said. It wasthen that Aretino noticed the shadow at Azzie's
back, which seemed to be gripping him by the neck.

Azzie threw the line aboard. Charon's houseboat moved away from the shore and began to gain way as
the oars of the dead dipped into the waters.

"Isthere nothing we can do for you?" Aretino caled out.
"No!" Azziereplied. "Just keep going. Get away from herel”

He watched the houseboat glide into the shadowy waters until it vanished among reeds and marshes near
to the other shore.

The pilgrims made themsel ves as comfortable as they could, crowded in among dead rowers who were
not the most congenial companions.

"Hello," Puss said to the gaunt cowled figure who sat on the bench beside her.

"Hello, little lady,” answered that individud. It was awoman. She appeared to be dead, even though she
was gtill somehow ableto talk.

"Where are you going?' Puss asked.

"Our boatman Charon istaking usto Hell," the cowled figure said.
"Oh! I'm so sorry!" Puss said.

"No need to grieve," thefigure said. "That'swhereit al windsup.”
"BEvenme?' said Puss.

"Even you. But you needn't worry, it won't take place for quite sometime.”



Quentin, on the other Sde, asked, "Is there anything to est on this boat?"
"Nothing good,”" the cowled figure replied. "What we haveis bitter."
"I'd realy like something sweet,” Quentin said.

"Be patient,”" Puss said. "Nobody getsto eat on the boat of the dead without forfeiting their lives. | think |
see the shore ahead.”

"Oh, dl right," Quentin said. He wished he were sill acting as messenger to the spirits. That had been fun.
PART ELEVEN
Chapter 1

Venice seemed doomed now. There might be away Azzie could till saveit, though. He would have to
go to the Backstage Universe where the Cosmic Machinery was stored—in that part of the cosmos
where symbology rules.

To get there he would need to follow a set of ingtructions he had never used before—instructions he had
thought he would never have to use. But now was the time. He found a sheltered place under a
bal ustrade and made a complex gesture.

A disembodied voice—one of the Guardians of the Way—said to him, "Are you sure you want to do

"l am," Azziesad.

And disappeared...

Azzieregppeared in asmal waiting room. There was along padded sofaagainst onewall, two chairson
the other. A big lamp cast amellow glow over astack of magazines on anearby end table. Before the
third wall was areceptionist, clad in atoga, Stting in front of what looked like an office intercom. The
receptionist looked for al the world like awoman, except that she had an dligator's head on her
shoulders. The sight of her convinced Azzie that he was indeed in the place where realism held no sway
and where symbology ruled the world.

"What can we do for you, sir?" the receptionist asked.
"I'm here to ingpect the symbolic machinery," Azzie sad.
"Gorightin. Y ou were expected.”

Azzie passed through adoor into a space that had the dismaying qudities of being both enclosed and
endless, auniversal plenum filled with innumerable contents. It seemed to be afactory, or aderisve
three-dimensiona comment on one, for its volume was interminable to the eye. This place beyond space
and time seemed entirdly filled with machinery, with an endless variety of cogwhedls and spindles, with
beltsto drivethem, al of them apparently suspended in midair and working away with azinging, hissing,
clanging sound.

The machines were piled up endlesdly in all directions, separated by narrow catwalks. On one of these
catwakswasatal, gaunt man, wearing gray coveralswith athin white stripe and a pesked cap of a
gmilar materiad. He moved dong with his oilcan, making sure the machinery ran with aminimum of
friction.



"What's going on here?' Azzie asked.

"Heredl of Earth'stimeis compressed into asingle narrow strip and passed through rollers. And it
comes out here, a broad gossamer-thin tapestry.”

The old man showed him the broad rollers where the timelines were woven into a tapestry that
represented and in some sense was the history of the cosmos up to that moment. Azzie examined it and
found a botched place.

"What about this?' he asked.

"Ah, that's where Venice was destroyed,” the old man said. "The city was one of the principa threadsin
thefabric of civilization, you see, and so ther€lll be abit of adiscontinuity in the cultural aspect of the
gpace-time fabric until another city takes up its place. Or perhaps the whole tapes-try will lose luster for
loss of one of itsfinest parts. It'sdifficult to predict the effect of amgjor falout like this."

"Seemsapity toleaveit a that," Azzie said. He examined the threads that made up the warp. "L ook, if
we go back and pull out this one strand, Venice would be dl right.”

He had found the strand where he had begun his golden candlestick game with the pilgrims, the point a
which Venice's doom had been sedled. It was necessary to withdraw that action from the skein of
causdlity in order to undo the cosmic damage.

"My dear young demon, you know very well we can't mess with the skeins of time. | agree it would be
easy. But | would not recommend it."

"What if | did it anyhow?"
"Try itand find out.”
"Areyou going to stop me?"

The old man shook hishead. "My duty isnot to sop anything. My task is solely to watch the spinning of
the tapestry.”

Azziereached out and with afirm motion pulled out the thread that marked his meeting with the pilgrims.
Thethread lit with sudden fire asit tore loose. He could see the result immediately on the dow-moving
web of tapestry, which repaired itsalf at once. Venice was restored. It was as easy asthat.

Azzieturned to go, but he stopped when anicy finger tapped him on the back. He looked around; the
watchman was gone.

Anominousvoicesad, "Azzie Elbub?'

"Yes. Who'sthere?'

"Cdl me Nameless. It ssemsyou've gone and doneit again.”
"Donewhat?"

"Produced another unacceptable anomaly.”

"Well... What'sthat to you?'

"I'm the Anomaly Eater," Namdesssaid. "I'm the Special Circumstance that arisesin the maw of the



universe when things get too hairy. I'm the one Ananke was trying to warn you about. Through your
actionsyou have cdled meinto being.”

"I'm sorry to hear that," Azziesaid. "l didn't mean to awaken you from your deep of uncreation. What
about if | promise never to produce another anomaly?"

"Not good enough,” Namedesssaid. "Youreinfor it thistime, my lad. Y ou've fooled around with the
universal machinery once too often. And while I'm at it, | think | might aswell destroy the cosmos and
overthrow Ananke and begin everything al over again with me as Supreme Deity."

"That'san overreaction if | ever heard one," Azzie said. "To destroy an anomaly you propose to produce
agreater one."

"Well, that's how the universe crumbles,” Namedesssaid. "I'm afraid I'll have to destroy you.”

"l suppose you haveto try," Azzie said, "but why don't you have it out with Ananke instead? She'stop
gun around here."

"That's not theway | do business," Nameesssaid. "I'll start with you. After I've eaten your soul and
washed it down with your body, I'll think about who to take on next. That's my agenda.”

Chapter 2

Nameless waved what might have been an arm. Before he even had a chance to say good-byeto the
watchman. Azzie found himself transported to an outdoor cafe table in a city whose architecture made it
look very much like Rome.

Azziewasimpressed by the trangition, which Namel ess had effected without any visible gpparatus, but he
was careful not to show his admiration. Nameless seemed to have a swelled head anyway. Nameless
was there with him, wearing an overweight human body with agreen Tyrolean hat on top of it. A
white-coated waiter came over; Azzie ordered a Cinzano and turned to Nameless.

"Okay, now, about thisfight. Arewe going to have any rules, or isthisgoing to be freestyle dl the way?"

Azzie knew he didn't stand a chance against Nameless, whom he suspected of being ajust-born
superdeity. But he was putting abold face on it, trying to bluff hisway to some advantage.

"Which fighting style are you better at?* Nameless asked.
"I'm known as a master of the contest without rules," Azzie said.
"Isthat so? Then | guessweéll have somerules™

Rules were something Azzie knew he could dedl with. He had been taking exception to them since he
was born, so dready he had an advantage. But he was careful not to gloat visibly.

"What rules do you want to fight by?*' Nameless said.
Azzielooked around. "Are wein Rome?'

Yes, weare.

"Then let'sgo by regulation gladiatorid drill."

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than he had amoment of vertigo. When his head cleared, he



found himsdlf standing insde a great amphitheater. Empty seatsroseinacircleon dl sdesof him. Azzie
was naked save for aloincloth; apparently the new deity was abit of a prude. That was worth,
remembering.

Checking himsdlf over, he saw that he was holding ashield of rather antique design and carrying a
standard Roman short sword.

"That wasfadt," Azziesad.

"| catch on quick,” Nameess said, his voice coming from nowherein particular.
"What now?' Azzie asked.

"Hand-to-hand combat,” Nameless said. "Just you and me. Herel come!”

A door did open on one side of the amphitheater. There was anoisy snarling sound, and out rolled a
large metallic object with tracks. Azzie had seen one of these before, during hisvidtsto the First World
War battlefiddsin France. It was a sandard-sized army tank with the usua armor and cannon.

"Areyou in that tank?' Azzie asked.

"l amthetank,” Namelesssaid.

"Not quite evenly maiched, arewe?' Azzie said.
"Don't be asoreloser,” Nameless said.

The tank rumbled forward, its blue exhaust bleating out a chorus of challenge. Tentacles sprouted from its
Sdes, each tentacle terminating in awhirring buzz saw. Azzie retreated until he felt thewall at hisback.

"Wait!" he cried. "Where's the audience?'
"What?"' the tank asked, coming to astop.
"Can't have ared gladiatoria contest without an audience,” Azziesaid.

The stadium doors opened, and people started to enter the amphitheater. Azzie knew al of them. First
camethe Greek godsin their sculptured white sheets. Then came Y lith, and with her was Babrid. A few
steps behind them came Michad!.

Nameless|ooked them over and apparently didn't like what he saw.
"Just aminute,” hesaid. "A short time-out, okay?"

Azziefound himsdlf in anineteenth-century sitting room with Nameless.
Chapter 3

Now, look," Nameless said. "Y ou can seethat I've got you outclassed and outmatched. Nothing to be
ashamed of. I'm the new paradigm. No one can oppose me. I'm the visible sign of "what isto come.”

"So kill meand get it over with," Azziesad.

"No, | have amuch better idea. | want to let you live. | want you to join mein the new universel am
going to create."



"Whét do you need mefor?”

"I don't. Let'sbe very clear about that. It'sjust that once I'm established I'd like to have someone around
to talk to. Someone from the good old days, which are now. Someone | didn't create. | suspect it gets
boring when there's nobody to talk to but emanations of your own being. | imagine that's why your God
went away—He got tired of having nobody to talk to. Nobody from the old days, | mean. Nobody who
wasn't Himself in someway or other. I'm not going to make that mistake. Y ou're another point of view,
and | can make use of that, so I'd like you to stay on with me.”

Azzie was hesitant. It was agreet opportunity, of course. But till. ..

"What are you delaying for? | can defeet you utterly, and rather easily, but now I'm giving you achance
to cometo my sde. Y ou and you donefrom thisuniverse, Azzie, will live on after the destruction of
everything ese. Well sweep them al away—gods, devils, humans, nature, fate, chance, thewhole
works. Well start al over with ajollier cast of characters. Y ou can help me planit out. We can haveit
any way wewant. Youll bein at the cregtion of anew universe! Y ou'll be one of itsfounding fathers.
Can't say fairer than that, can 17

"But everybody d<e..."

"I'm going to kill them dl. They dl haveto go. Don't try to change my mind."
"Therésayoung boy named Quentin..."

"Hell liveinyour memory."

"Therésawitch named Ylith..."

"Don't you have alock of her hair for a keepsake?'

"Can't you keep her dive?' Azzie asked. "And the boy, too? Taketherest.”

"Of course | can keep her dive. | can do whatever | want. But I'm not going to let her live. Or the kid.
Or anyonedse. Only you, Azzie. It'sakind of punishment, you see."

Azzielooked at Nameless. He had the fedling that things weren't going to be much different under the
new cosmic management. But he wasn't going to be around to seeit. It wastimeto fight, timeto die.

"No, thanks," he said.
Chapter 4

Thetank rumbled forward. Now it was abeautiful machine made of an amagam of anodized auminum
and glowing chrome. White-hot it glowed, and it moved toward Azzie. He dodged out of itsway. Dueto
itsmelting state, its wheels sagged out of shape and it suddenly had a hard time moving. Nameless hadn't
gotten that bit quiteright.

The tank fired its cannon. From the cannon’'s maw came a blobby plastic ball that split upon contact with
the sand. Out of it came chiggers and baby mice. All together, they began to dig what looked like a
barbecue pit. Azzie was careful not to judge: he didn't know what Nameless had in mind, if anything.

The cannon fired again, but what came out thistime was abunch of notes of the sort musicianswrite on
ruled paper. Azzie could hear Nameless saying, " Cannon, not canon!”

Nameesswas having trouble reining in his exuberant imagination. The cannon fired again, and thistimeiit



emitted a cascade of multicolored spatter cones, which burbled and gurgled and gave off anoxiousfizz.

Thetank came into the center of the arena. There was a certain hesitancy about its movements, for it had
learned that while Azzie might be negligible as an antagonist, Namel ess himsalf was his own worst
enemy. Azzie picked up astone and prepared to throw it.

And then marching out of Nameless corner came a host of headless people famousin history:
Blackbeard, Anne Boleyn, Lady Jane Grey, the Headless Horseman, John the Baptist, Louis XVI, Marie
Antoinette, Mary Stuart, Medusa, Sir Thomas More, and Maximilien de Robespierre. They gatheredina
phalanx, their heads tucked under their left armsin amilitary manner, right aams holding long lances with
slvery tips. Robespierre led them, and he said afterward it was the hardest thing held ever donein hislife.

Azzie cdled up his own people, who came armed with gross weapons, but they soon faded away. One
of Nameess few ruleswasthat Azzie was going to have to do thisaone.

Then Nameless opened amouth of dirt and boulders and, towering above Azzie, proceeded to snap and
biteat him.

"Yourecrazy!" Azze cried.

"No," Nameesssaid. "Why don't you die?’

"You'reapoor creation,” Azziesad.

"Areyou sure we need this combat? Couldn't you just die and have done with it?"
"Sorry," Azzie muttered.

Chapter 5

Azzielooked around. The twelve Olympians, led by Zeus, were Sitting on marble steps near to Babrid,
Michadl, and Ylith. There were new people there, too: Prince Charming and Princess Scarlet, Johann
Faust and Marguerite. They rose as one and advanced into the arena.

"Thisisn't fair!" Nameesssad. "Y ou're not alowed to summon help.”
"| didn't summon them," Azzie said. "They came on their own."

"I haven't had any time yet to create friendsand allies!"

"I know," Ylith said. "You chosetogoit done"

"Too late now," Michaedl the Archangdl said. He stood at the front of the Heavenly hogts. "I think we are
all agreed that you, Nameless, are quite unsuited to be Supreme Deity. Were going to join together now
and dispose of you."

Then there was asound of singing, asingle strong mae voice leading arousing melody. It was Aretino,
snging aRenaissance version of "Onward Christian Soldiers.” The chorus was made up of al the others
— Quentin and Puss, Kornglow and Leonore, Sir Oliver and Mother Joanna, Rodrigo and Cressilda.
They formed atight circle around the combatants and urged Azzie on. But how slly it wasto urge him, he
reflected, for there was nothing he could do. The power of this creature from darkest probability had
aready proven too much for him.

"You don't haveto die" Ylith was saying to him. "Ananke is defested only if you are. Y ou've had the
courage to mount your play. Keep fighting!"



Chapter 6

All right, alittle Greco-Roman wrestling,” Name ess said, assuming avaguely human form. "To the
death." He seized Azziein apowerful grip.

Then Quentin cried, "You can't kill him!™
"l can't? Why not?'
"Because hésmy friend.”

"Y oung man, you don't seem to redlize what an exposed position you'rein. I'm the Eater of Souls, my
boy. Y ourswill be like alittle maraschino cherry on top of the whipped-cream sundae of thisfoolish
demon here”

"No!" And Quentin smacked Nameless over the head with his open palm. Nameless reared back on his
whedls, baring his teeth, and Puss poked the superdeity in the ssomach. Nameless collapsed onto the
bloody sand. Sir Oliver cameinto the ring tugging alance, and with Mother Joanna's help he poked
Namelessintheeye.

"Oh, thisistoo much," Nameless said as the lance passed through his head and he died.

Ananke appeared in the heavens above them, her old lady's face smiling.

"Well done, my children!" shecried. "I knew you could al cooperate, if the cause were dire enough.”
"So that'swhy you hatched this scheme!” Azze cried.

"One of many reasons, my pet,” Ananke said. "There are always reasons within reasons, and every
reason for areason may itself be scrutinized and its congtituent reasons adduced. Don't question it, my
friend. You aredive, dl of you."

And then they all came together into adance. They held hands, they mounted to the air. Faster and higher
they flew, al of them together, dl of them there except...

Chapter 7

Aretino suddenly woke with asnort. He sat up in bed and looked out the window. The sun was shining
on Venice. Besde him on the bed was a manuscript, The Legend of the Golden Candlesticks.

He remembered now that he had dreamed afantastic dream. That was one explanation.
Another explanation was that Azzie had succeeded in preserving Venicein Limbo.

He looked out the window. People were walking past, Kornglow and Leonore among them.
"What's happening?' Aretino called out.

Kornglow looked up. "Take care, Aretino! They say the Mongols are coming any moment.”

So Venice was doomed? Then Aretino knew that everything was al right. What he needed now wasto
find aquiet place to st down and continue work on hisplay.

Aretino woke up on asplendid morning to reslize that during the night he had had an unaccountable
dream, in which ademon had come to him and ordered him to write aplay. The play was about pilgrims



and golden candlesticks, and the result so outraged the powers of the universe that V enice was put to
destruction. But then Ananke decided to spareit, so the timetrack of the city that had continued his
actions with the demon was cut away and sent to Limbo. And he had awakened in Venicein thered
world.

Aretino got up and looked about. Everything looked asit aways had. He wondered what was happening
to that other VVenice, the onein Limbo.

Chapter 8

Fatusfelt a certain darm when he wastold that anew place had arrived in Limbo. Limbo was a place of
many regions that had been and many that never were. The garden of the Hesperides was here, and
Arthur's court of Camelot, and the lost city of Lys.

The new place was Venice, the Venice of Catastrophes, and he went for awalk in this place and
marveled a its beauty. The people didn't know it was dl fading out, dying, to be renewed again each
day. He waked and walked, through scenes of death and dying, and hefdt it dl very lively. Each day it
would start anew. He wished he could tell people that, that there was no reason ever to fear, becausein
the morning it would al start again. But the people wouldn't listen to him and o lived forever in a state of
adam, starting each day afresh.

Fatus came to thelovers, Kornglow and Leonore. It was refreshing to find two for whom life and the
love of each other was a continual revelation and a constant delight. Go and teach the others, hetold
them, but they only laughed at him. Itissmple, how to live, they said. Each can doit, thereis nothing to
teach.

Fatus returned to his castle and mused over his old things and wondered what might happen next.
Chapter 9

InVenice, the onein Limbo, Kornglow and Leonore talked about Aretino.

"I wonder if hell ever write hisplay.”

"Perhaps he will. But not the real one. This one—the one in which we die every night, and are reborn
every morning. | hope you're not afraid of death, my love.”

"Perhgpsalittle. But well be dive again tomorrow, will we not?

"That ismy belief. But desth now will fed like death whileit is hgppening.”
"Mugt we die now?'

"All of Venicediestonight."

Thereisaclatter of hooves. Horsemen in the city. Mongold

Kornglow fights vdiantly, but heis run through with alance. The Mongolstry to seize L eonore, but sheis
too quick for them — the Mongol isn't born who can move faster than an elf's daughter. She runs out into
the street and plungesinto the water, swimming away from the city. The waves are high, walsarefaling,
and Veniceison fire. Shewatches for amoment, but she can stay afloat no longer. Thisisdying for the
first time, and though it is difficult, she knows just how to do it. Her head dides beneath the waves.

Chapter 10



Azziefdt agiant hand tightening over him. Then there was blackness. When he awoke, a cool hand was
on hisbrow. He opened hiseyes.

"Ylith! What are you doing here? | didn't know demons and witches had any life after death.”
"Asit happens, you and | are dill dive.”

Azzielooked around. He was a the Friendly Innin Limbo, aplace of neutrality for spirits Bad and
Good.

"What happened to the universe?

"Thanksto you, Ananke was able to saveit. We should dl be grateful to you, though I'm afraid you're
goingtofind alot of people angry. The Council of Evil isconsdering issuing you areprimand for starting
thewholething inthefirst place. But | il carefor you. Alwayswill, I'm afraid.”

He took her hand.

"Daughter of Darkness," he said, smiling weekly. "We are of akind."
Nodding, she smiled and squeezed his hand.

"l know," shesaid.

end



