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      This volume has a horrendous history. This Introduction is akin to the Author’s Notes I run in some of my fantasy novels, and is not integral to the novel, so may be skipped by those who object to cranky authorial comment on re- and irre-levancies.

      Back in April 1975 (I trust my fantasy fans will forgive my use of mundane months; this was in the prehistoric era before I got into Xanth, Adept and such), I was hard at work on the short novel But What of Earth? for Laser Books. I had been promised three months to write it, but was granted only two, so I was in a hurry. Today with the computer I can do a novel in two months, but then I wrote my first drafts in pencil and typed them twice on the manual typewriter, and that is not as fast. On April 23 I completed the first draft; on the 24th I settled down to listen to a taped lecture by John White that my father had sent, while looking over the voluminous literature a religious group had sent. I had met one of the Brothers of this Order at a judo tournament, and talked with him. I am agnostic, neither condemning nor espousing any religion; I keep an open mind, and learn what I can when the opportunity presents. No, we were not competing; we were working together to lay out the heavy mats so the younger folk could compete. Chores of this nature are generally done by those who are driven as much by responsibility as notoriety. Then we sat in the bleachers and introduced ourselves, and I learned a bit about the nature of his Order, and he learned that I was a writer. “Piers Anthony?!” he exclaimed. “Really?” To my surprise, he had heard of me, and read my books. I had assumed that a figure in monkly vestments would not be interested in science fiction. No; as it turned out this was a liberal Order, and their members could read what they chose and attend judo tournaments if they chose; their ministry was not confined to the cloister. Indeed, this Brother had been into wrestling in the past, which was why he had an interest in judo.

      The tournament passed, but our acquaintance remained. I visited his local unit with one of my daughters, who was then four years old, and talked with several Brothers and Sisters. I was not a candidate for conversion, and they understood that; my interest was as a writer who wanted to know the nature of their operation. I was favorably impressed with them; they were trying to do good in their fashion, without proselytizing. It was possible that I might bring some of their philosophy into one of my novels. Indeed, I did so, and thus was created Brother Paul of the Holy Order of Vision, one of the major characters in But What of Earth? That was not the name of either the Order or the Brother I had encountered; they did not seek that sort of publicity. (Brother Paul’s last name, Cenji, was actually the name of our dog, Cenji Basenji; our animals, like our children, all had P or C names, unless named elsewhere before we got them.) I showed a draft of the novel to the Brother so that he could see how I handled the notion of such an Order and such a Brother who knew martial arts but practiced peace (and this is not the paradox you might suppose; serious martial artists may be serious advocates of peace and spiritual improvement), and he approved the treatment.

      That novel proceeded to its own horrendous history, which included the firing of the editor and the shutting down of that line of books after their egregious violation of my contract (these events may have been coincidental rather than connected), and the eventual resale of it to another publisher for republication, my original text restored. I think that volume set something of a record for bad editing. But it was the source of Brother Paul, who was to become the major figure in the present novel. Tarot. It happened that on this day, April 24, 1975, when I was just about to commence the second draft typing of Earth?, and my older daughter was sick, I took time to listen to the tape and look at the literature—and abruptly things came together. The literature included lessons in the Order’s basic beliefs, and associated books had pictures of tarot cards that were new to me. I found them fascinating, especially the thirteenth, depicting the skeletal Death figure. The tape was about certain paranormal phenomena, which John White explained in intriguing fashion, and this merged with what I was reading about the Order, and from this mergence my new novel was conceived: Brother Paul, from the world of Earth?, and the view of religion he honored, and a paranormal challenge. I knew from the start that this would be one of the major novels of my career.

      I wrote 1400 words on the project that day, answered some letters, picked 27 slugs out of our garden (we had to get them out; every night they were coming in by the dozens and mowing down our plants, having no mercy), and then returned to my current work. Every few days I would make a few more notes, and sometimes these would take off, as when I wrote 2600 words on May 27. But Tarot was generally in the background as I moved through my paying projects that year and the next—Earth?, a martial arts collaborative novel, Cluster, and Chaining the Lady. Tarot became part of the Cluster-series framework, and Brother Paul had a scene in one of those novels. Thus he spread across three projects, and eventually seven volumes.

      As part of my research I bought a tarot deck. There were instructions on how to do a reading, so I followed them, posing a personal question. Understand: I did this experimentally, because I have no belief in the supernatural. I just wanted to see what would happen. Well, I might as well have touched a lighted match to a powder keg, with similar innocence. That reading not only answered my question, it related so well that I felt like a butterfly pinned to a board in a museum.

      This really got my attention. How could a supernatural device work so well for an unbeliever? For indeed, I was no convert; I knew there could be no magic here. I went into an intense bout of thinking, and worked it out: the tarot deck presents a concentration of symbols, some of which are almost certain to relate to any person. The pictures have multiple levels, many interpretations, and these are what the person tunes in on. If Death comes up, and there has been a recent death in the family, there is confirmation. If there has not been a death, then there is the fear of one coming up. If there is no such fear, the symbol may relate to the termination of something important, such as one’s job. Death is not just literal death; it is Transformation, or Change, and that can manifest in many ways. Similarly the other symbols have projections like pincushions; you can’t touch them without getting stuck. The Lovers is also Choice, so that card relates to romance or to a difficult decision—and when is there a time when you are not faced with some decision, and which one is ever simple? So these versatile symbols, coupled with the human mind’s capacity to interpret, to make something relate, do almost inevitably relate to your life. I had solved the mystery—but my respect for the tarot deck remained, and it was integral to my project.

      I worked up a summary on Tarot and shipped it off to the publishing house John White had formed. His partner lost the manuscript, and the partnership dissolved. That was the first but far from the last such negative signal I was to receive. In February 1976 I typed up a fifty-page sample-and-summary and sent it off to my agent for more conventional marketing.

      Avon bought it, paying me an advance of $5,000. The project was airborne! At about this time I also received a contract from Del Rey for the first Xanth novel, and in addition we were preparing to build a house in backwoods Florida and move to the forest to live. The Xanth novel had an earlier deadline, so I got it done first, and that was to have a profound effect on my career and launch me from a four-figure income to a six-figure income in due course. But Xanth was fun, with its parody of the map of Florida and the things I noted in the backwoods; Tarot was serious, and therefore doomed to relative obscurity.

      In mid-November 1976 I got down to serious work on it, both research and writing. I worked ten and a half months, the novel slowed by our building and moving, a considerable distraction. The contractor proved to be incompetent and dishonest; we finally sued and put him out of business, but we were stuck with an incomplete house and a financial squeeze. Hints of our experience were incorporated in my novel Shade of the Tree, yet another project that took many years to place. A writer’s life is not necessarily an easy one! I was in the submission draft typing of Tarot as we formally moved to P’s’n’C’s Trees (Piers & Penny, Carol & Cheryl) on August 28; we could delay no longer, because our children had to start school in Citrus County the next day. We had to camp in the storage building that was to become my study, for two weeks, because the house wasn’t finished. We had no electricity; we cooked over an open outdoor fire and carried jugs of water up from the pump, and slept four abreast in sleeping bags in the loft, sweltering in the 90°F heat that remained there long after dark. But the work went on, limited to daylight hours, and indeed, I set my personal record for submission manuscript typing in September, completing the last 349 pages in the last ten days of the month. I accomplished this only by single-minded orientation to the project; the following month, after it was done, I got to work on the furniture moving and such that was necessary to make the main house livable. What did my wife say about this? Nothing; she had been married to a writer for a long time.

      I showed copies of the manuscript to my father, who has an interest in this sort of thing, and to a professor who was doing a booklet on me. Both responded with unmitigated praise for the novel. (It is easy to tell the difference between such folk and the average reviewer: it is one of intelligence and literary taste. Ask any author.) (No, the booklet was never completed or published; instead one was published by another professor, who found Tarot inferior to Xanth.) Then I sent it to the Brother whose Order had started this project of mine. He had ben transferred to another city, but we had maintained correspondence, and he was eager to see it. He never replied, and communication with the Order was cut off. Years later I learned from an ex-member that they had banned my novel for reading by their membership. From this I infer that they were not pleased with it. I regret this, for the novel stemmed in significant part from my admiration of their operation. Evidently I had misinterpreted it—or perhaps they misinterpreted Tarot. Certainly book-banning was no part of what I had understood their attitude to be. Was the inspiration for the Holy Order of Vision based on illusion? That appears to be the case. I have no joy in this revelation.

      Regardless, I was satisfied that I had completed the major novel of my career, and my agent agreed, and I still feel that way today, a decade later, as we get ready to (you guessed it) build and move again. This time we expect to get a competent and honest contractor, and yes (you guessed it again!) I am at work on the next major novel of my career, Tatham Mound. Writers never learn; every decade or so I drop the paying projects and do something significant. Macroscope was the first, Tarot the second. Something always happens. Mound already has a remarkable two-year history, and I’m barely into it; that will be discussed in its place, in due course. You might suppose the hassle was over with Tarot. Not so—because the publisher was unable to accept it, without formidable revision and cutting, though agreeing that it was what I had described in the summary. There had been a change of editors, so that the one who had authorized the project was gone; that is almost invariably bad news for a writer. I have never changed publishers for money, only for editing, and that continues today.

      What to do? Rather than suffer cuts that I felt would emasculate the novel, I preferred to take it back and remarket it. But this was chancy; sometimes publishers seem to have an unwritten law that what one doesn’t publish, no others will. So I had my wife read it, to judge whether it was as strong as I thought, and whether the proposed revisions were as bad as I thought. My wife does not routinely read my fiction, and neither does my agent; they accept my word on the quality of my novels. I’m not sure whether my editors read them either, but I'm pretty sure my readers do, and that’s what counts. My wife said it was a good novel, and my agent agreed. That was it; I would remarket. I took Tarot back, and I agreed to write a new novel in the Cluster series in lieu of this one for Avon; thus Thousandstar came into being. No, it was no hack effort; I had a terrific struggle humanizing an eyeless and earless alien protagonist, but got through, and it remains one of my favorite novels. I always write as well as I can, on any project. Meanwhile my agent tried Tarot on my other publishers. Del Rey promptly bounced it, and so did Berkley. None of my publishers wanted my major novel!

      Well, I had had similar problems marketing Macroscope, so knew how to proceed. We went to a new publisher, and got an offer from Jove: $15,000, provided they could break it up into three volumes. My agent and I discussed it, and decided that the novel was a single entity and would suffer if broken up. Therefore we accepted a lower advance, $11,500, provided it would be published in one volume. End of hassle? Ha! The Perils of Piers never end so simply; there is always another cliffhanger.

      Jove concluded later that it could not afford to market the quarter-million word novel as a single volume after all; their cover price was limited, and they would lose money because of the cost of the paper. The editor worked her wiles on me over the phone (young women can get very persuasive when they try) and I agreed to let it be broken into parts. But I insisted that it never be referred to as a trilogy, because I have firm standards for series: every novel must be able to stand on its own, so that a reader new to the series is not confused. This, I believe, is one of the reasons my series have been successful; people can read them forward, backward, or scrambled, and still enjoy them. But if someone read only the middle segment of Tarot, confusion could reign, and my reputation as an intelligible writer would suffer. The full impact of the novel could be gained only if all three volumes were read, and in the proper order. The editor agreed, and a formal amendment to the contract was signed to that effect. Naturally, ever since then, it has been referred to as a trilogy.

      Jove published the first volume in 1979—and went out of the science fiction business. Its SF line was taken over by Berkley, who had rejected this novel before, and the two remaining volumes were published in 1980. Split apart, mislabeled, and published in different years, the major novel of my career was effectively destroyed. It made no sales records and contested for no awards. My present success is based on my light fantasy, which picked up both, ironically.

      But now at last Tarot is being republished as it was supposed to be. Except for this Introduction, and the quotations introducing the chapters, which are really the cards of the Animation Tarot deck I crafted in the course of writing the novel, and the five introductions to the five major segments of the novel. Those l am leaving in the appendix as separate little essays, because they do relate as much to the Animation Tarot Deck as to the novel—just so you understand that the original novel was a thing of shape as well as of text, the five suits governing its presentation. In lieu of the quotations I have substituted little discussions describing their general natures. I did this not because of any disenchantment with the quotations, but because of the difficulty I faced getting permission to use them. I had to write to each publisher and ask for the right to quote. Their responses were varied. Some responded graciously, granting permission free of charge. Some charged: a typical fee was $50. One charged $100 for each translation of my novel; I was appalled, and they relented, charging me only once. Some did not answer; one refused to allow a quote to appear in a science fiction novel. That happened late, and I had to make a last-moment substitution. Fortunately I found one: there was a passage I liked very much in Stephen King’s Salem’s Lot. As it happened, I knew Mr. King’s literary agent, Kirby McCauley, for he was also my agent. I asked him, and he granted permission immediately without charge. Stephen King could have objected, of course; he did not, and from that moment I was favorably disposed toward him, and our association has been amicable ever since. (His daughter is a fan of mine; I sent her my Adept trilogy, and King sent me a copy of Pet Sematary with an autograph a page long. I hope our acquaintance remains as polite as we impinge on each other’s domains; he has now done a fantasy novel, and I shall be doing horror.) I had two from G. Legman’s volumes on The Rationale of the Dirty Joke, and in the course of getting permission from him I told him of my favorite dirty joke, which, of all the tens of thousands he covers, was the one he had missed.

      One very nice quote was from Arthur Koestler’s The Ghost in the Machine, about the nature of consciousness. I had paid for its use, but later discovered that the proper credit had been omitted from my volume. I wrote in January, 1983, to his agency to apologize, though it had not been my error. His agent replied in February, and was nice about it. “I’m pretty sure Mr. Koestler will take it in his stride,” she said. And in March Arthur Koestler and his wife committed suicide.

      All things considered, I am unwilling to go through all that again, to obtain permissions for the quotes for this new edition. I still admire the quotations and the books and authors from which they stem, but there is just too much sheer experience involved in making those contacts.

      Over the years I have had a number of letters about the novel. I dread these, because they tend to be from those who are deeply into the subject of tarot, as readers or philosophers, posing questions that require a good deal of knowledge and thought. I am not an expert in the tarot deck, and not a believer in the occult; I am a dedicated writer who researches as necessary for the things that come into my fiction. I answer as well as I can, perhaps disappointing them. Nonetheless, I did do my share of research into the nature of tarot, and will describe some of my discoveries here.

      There is not one tarot deck; there are many. They come in all types and colors and sizes. Whole books have been written on the subject of particular interpretations of particular decks, such as the Rider-Waite, and each interpreter seems to feel that his is the only proper one. Hundreds of different decks have been published, and many books have been written describing the variety of tarot decks available. One such book, for those interested but casual, is The Book of Tarot by Fred Gettings. For those who prefer a thoroughgoing survey, try the two-volume, almost-thousand-page Encyclopedia of Tarot by Stuart R. Kaplan, who seems to be the expert here. Yes, I did know of a tarot deck he had not encountered; at his request I lent it to him … and did not hear from him again. Nevertheless, if you want to fathom the breadth and variety of tarot, this is the place to start; you can learn more than you dreamed existed about tarot. You can also order exotic decks through his “Best of Cards” catalogue. Another interesting volume is Tarots by Italo Calvino; I paid $104 for Copy #462 in 1976 because I needed it for my research. The volume contains about thirty thousand words, and uses as illustrations facsimiles of one of the earliest (therefore most authentic) tarot decks known, the Visconti/Sforza, circa mid-fifteenth century. It was from this deck that I realized that the card now called the Hermit originated as Time; by a process called iconographical transformation (that is, someone sees the illustration and confuses its meaning) the significance was lost—a fact that seems to have eluded most modern scholars. At any rate, Tarots is a story crafted from the laying out of the tarot deck, the plot suggested by the cards. It is interesting enough, but perhaps not worth a hundred dollars a copy.

      The thing about the tarot deck—any variant—is that it is multi-purpose. You can use it for entertainment, as in games or gambling or simple house-of-cards constructions. Or for divination, character analysis, even as a kind of Rorschach test. Or for study, as in a survey of all available decks and their cultural indications, and the history of the deck itself, which has some intriguing implications. Or for business, which is what the merchandisers and collectors do, and perhaps the diviners too: making money from it. Or for meditation, considering the meaning of the cards, their symbolism: this can get you into deep psychological territory. Five uses, equating to the five suits of Wands, Cups, Swords, Coins and Aura.

      Ah, I see I need to explain. Neither the number of cards nor the number of suits is fixed. The “standard” tarot deck has 78 cards, consisting of 22 Trumps (a corruption of Triumphs) and 56 suit cards divided into four suits of 14 cards each: ten pips and four court cards. I realized that something was missing, because the suits equate to the classical “elements” and, contrary to popular belief, there were not four but five elements taught: Fire, Water, Air, Earth and Spirit. Thus there should be a fifth suit—yet it is missing from contemporary decks. In addition, the interpretations of the cards are a hopeless hodgepodge; experts disagree, sometimes violently, and there is no consistent pattern. I discovered that I was building a novel on a deck that was fashioned of sand. That would not do. So I set about restoring it to its proper state, which was obviously a hundred cards and five suits. This is the Animation Tarot deck, and it is described in the Appendix. The novel explains why and how the deck was truncated, so that for centuries only imperfect versions were known.

      No, there is no commercially available Animation Tarot deck. Actually there are two versions: the Classic that relates to the time of its origin in the fourteenth century (forget claims about ancient Egypt and such; I deem them to be without merit, as the novel will show) and the Cluster, that relates to that future century when it is published. But both have the same symbolic values, with the exception of the blank Ghost card; only the illustrations differ. The Ghost has fifteen alternate faces that relate to different species of the galaxy, bringing the effective number of Triumphs to 44; we of mundane Earth may never properly comprehend their ramifications, so can treat it simply as the Unknown. I explored prospects for publishing the deck, but this led to a series of complications, some of which are of such nature that even I, who know precious few inhibitions in print, will not discuss them. I concluded that the effort and cost would be too great in relation to the benefit, so have never put the deck into print. Perhaps someday that will change; I have not forgotten the matter. Some informal decks do exist, notably a hand drawn one in a lovely knit slipcase by a religious order that espouses the principles of the Holy Order of Vision; they sent me a complimentary copy. More than one reader has done nice illustrations for the deck. But there is a world of difference between such individual efforts and a commercial venture. In the interim, you can make up your own deck from index cards, as recommended in the Appendix, or adapt a playing-card deck by adding marked cards. You don't have to have the symbols correctly painted on each card; the meaning is inherent in the card regardless of its markings, just as personality is inherent in a person regardless of the appearance of his body. I haven’t even worked out all the illustrations for the Triumphs, though I do have some notions for pictures and color coding. In general, the Cluster variant would be one way up, and the Classical variant the other way up, so that the cards can be taken either way, future or past. Folly, or the Fool, or 0 Triumph, might be the world in the shape of a zero, with blood pouring out. Skill, or the Magician, or 1 Triumph, might be Brother Paul before the windmill, one hand lifted, the other pointing down, as he indicates the key elements. Memory, or the High Priestess (Lady Pope), or 2 Triumph, might be the Rev. Mother Mary in her office. Action, or the Empress, or 3 Triumph, might be the lovely girl in the amaranth field. That sort of thing. I have not kept all the numbers of the mundane tarot, deeming the order and meanings to be more significant than the actual numbers, so my Change-Death card is #17 instead of #13; the picture for that might be a child playing in the cavity of a wall. The novel will clarify the horror of that seemingly innocent image, which derives from what I understand is a true event. But the images are not settled, and anyone who wishes to make up his own Animation deck may use what suits him.

      I have, however, worked out certain protocols which are used in my novels, notably Kirlian Quest. For those who wish to do a reading the Animation Tarot way, here is the Cluster Satellite Spread. A spread is the layout of the cards, as you put them down in turn from the deck. It is the means to obtain messages from the cards, and anybody can do it; you don’t need to pay a professional reader or psychic. You are the Querent; you may ask any Question, and you can do it alone. You may prefer to; bear in mind my first experience with a Reading. But be warned: this gets detailed, and will be confusing unless you are actually dealing out the cards as you read. Skim over it otherwise, until you encounter something interesting. I am, as I said, a skeptic about the supernatural; you are more open-minded on this subject than I, so for this purpose I shall assume that it is valid, and that the Animation Tarot really wants to speak to you. You don’t even have to use the Animation Deck; any garden-variety tarot deck will work (though not as well), or even regular playing cards, if you know how to read them. The cards are the means, not the end, and so is this Spread.

      First, select your Significator. That is the card that stands for you, personally. This is normally one of the Court cards, but it doesn’t have to be. For example, if you are an active lady who likes nature hikes, you might identify with the Queen of Wands, the Suit of Nature. If you are a teenager who likes money and plans to be a millionaire before age thirty, you might be the Knight of Coins, The Suit of Trade. I, as a frustrated artist who turned to words for expression, regard my Significator as the King of Aura, the Suit of Art. There are several associations for each suit, so you should be able to find one that aligns with your nature, that you feel comfortable with, that is you. That card is your Significator, the most important one in the deck—for you. You need to identify it before you even start your Reading.

      Next, shuffle the complete deck, including your Significator. The order your cards start with should never be restored; you may shuffle or not between uses, and the deck gains experience with each use, and this must not be revoked by any mechanical ordering. (Other tarot decks are not sensitive about this, but you are not dealing with any ordinary tarot deck now. This one lives.) Deal them face down into five piles, in any order you prefer, so long as you finish with 20 cards in each.

      Now start with any pile and turn the cards face up until you come to your Significator. If it isn’t in the first pile, do the second, and the third; just keep methodically going until you find it. Stop right there, with the Significator in your hand, and study the situation. Which pile was it in? The five piles have these meanings: 1. DO 2. THINK 3. FEEL 4. HAVE 5. BE. You can see how these align with Nature (Wands), Science (Swords), Faith (Cups), Trade (Coins) and Art (Aura) respectively; indeed, these are the meanings of the #1s for the five Suits. Everything fits together, and the meanings constantly interact in patterns of five; in fact the number five is fundamental to this art: the fingers of your hand. Two hands to your body make ten fingers, the number of pip cards per Suit; square that and you have the total for the Deck. The ancients were conscious of the patterns of numbers in a way the moderns are not; they could do magic with intricate squares of numbers. That is why the disruption of the original tarot pattern was such a crime against magic, rendering it largely inoperative. A computer would suffer similarly if 2% of its innards were randomly removed, and folk would doubt that it ever had worked, just as they do now with spoiled magical things. But back to the point: is the nature of your Question consistent with the message of the pile? Only you can be the judge of that. If it is not, stop; this is the Deck’s way of telling you not to inquire further.

      If the Pile is consistent, you may proceed to the layout. Put your Significator down in the center of the table, face up, oriented east-west. That is, crosswise. Use the remaining cards of the Pile it chose and deal them singly, face up. #1 goes across the Significator (which is #0, suggesting the Fool: you), north-south, vertically, or however you call it. #2 goes south of it, upright. #3 west of it, vertically. #4 north, and #5 east. Now you have a pattern of six cards, with two crossed in the center. #1 stands for Definition; it defines your problem. #2 is Past, #3 Present, #4 Future, and #5 Destiny. Interpret each card in the light of its position; Court Cards are apt to represent significant other people in your life, being their Significators, and the meanings of the others are as given in the deck. The complete pattern should pretty well define your situation, with Destiny summing it up. You have to interpret it yourself; no one else can do it for you, for the cards speak only to you, in ways that only you can appreciate. Other people may comment on your layout, but their opinions are only advisory; they cannot know what is truly in your heart.

      But if you remain confused, the Cluster Spread will help you. You have only to start a satellite. Deal a card across the card that confuses you: this is a sub-#1, defining not the whole but just that aspect. If you lay it across the original #2, Past, then the new card defines Past. Does this clarify it for you? If not, deal out three more cards, below, in counterclockwise order. (Or to the left, or above, or to the right, depending on which card you have Crossed. This is mere common sense: take the room you need for an uncrowded layout.) You now have a subset of five cards (a significant number), or a Satellite. The three newest ones are the Past, Present and Future indications for that card only, which has become the Significator for the Satellite. Does this clarify what confused you before? If it doesn’t, you may cross one of the new cards and build another satellite; the Spread is endlessly accommodating, and it wants you to understand what the Deck has to say to you.

      With one exception: you may run out of cards. You are limited to those of that one Pile, and your reading ends when the cards do. If you received a negative signal before, when your Significator turned up in an irrelevant Pile, but you played through anyway, it may cut off your cards in short order. Remember, you are limited to the cards remaining in the Pile; if the Significator was near the bottom, you may not have enough cards to complete the Spread. Take the hint: desist. If the signals are positive, but the cards limited, make do with what you have: the Deck has told you as much as it feels is appropriate. If you don't like the Answer the Deck gives you on the first reading, tough: don’t try it again. Not the same day, anyway. You may, however, proceed to different questions if you wish. The Reading is valid only to the extent you play it honestly; if you cheat, your results become invalid. Don’t blame the Animation Tarot if you get a bad Answer after abusing it.

      There is one other thing about the tarot, in all versions, that no one else seems to have caught on to. In addition to all its other aspects, it is a story: the story of the life of Jesus Christ and, by extension, Everyman. It follows, card by card, a person's life, beginning with the total innocence of birth—the Fool—and the Father and Mother figures, on through death, and the transfer of the spirit to a new vessel (water poured from one to the other) and the hazards of the Afterlife, such as the Devil, concluding with the final Judgment and The World (Universe), or the totality of spiritual completion. It is, in sum, a forbidden religious lesson for the illiterate, who were the masses in medieval times. In this is its great significance and the reason for its suppression by the forces of orthodoxy. As I came to know the tarot, I developed a profound respect for it, and this manifests in the novel. I hope that others, reading this novel, come to appreciate the phenomenal instrument that the tarot can be, regardless of the nature of their other beliefs.

      That's about it; this introduction is far longer than intended. Those of you who have not encountered this novel before, be warned: it contains provocative material of several types, religious and social, and may repulse you. One of my Xanth readers, a young girl, picked up one of the volumes, supposing it was more light fantasy. Her mother saw it, read a bit, and promptly banned all Anthony novels from the house. If you succeed in reading Tarot through without being disgusted at some point, you probably don’t understand it.

      —Piers Anthony, March, 1987

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This novel relates to the author’s Cluster series of adventures, with a number of interconnections, but is of quite a different nature; the two projects should not be confused.

      An appendix defines the Animation Tarot that is the basis of this novel. The complete table of contents reflects the thirty Triumphs of that deck, from Key 0 (zero) through Key 28 (twenty-eight), which are included in the appendix.

      The complex nature of this novel may lead to confusion in certain places, and some scenes may be offensive to certain readers. Yet there is a rationale: It is difficult to appreciate the meaning of the heights without first experiencing the depths.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            0 • Folly (Fool)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In 1170 A.D., Peter Waldo, a wealthy merchant of Lyons, France, suffered a religious conversion, renounced his possessions, and wandered about the countryside in voluntary poverty. This obvious folly attracted both persecutions and followers, the latter called the “poor men of Lyons.” In 1183 Pope Lucius III excommunicated the growing sect of “Waldenses,” who appealed to the Scriptures instead of to papal authority, repudiated the taking of oaths, and condemned capital punishment. They never made the sign of the cross, as they refused to venerate the torture device on which Christ hung, or the painful and mocking crown of thorns. Nevertheless, the Waldenses prospered in Christian lands; many thousands of them settled in the Cottian Alps on the French-Italian border. Their dauntless missionaries covered southern France, southern Germany and northern Italy. But the Inquisition followed them, and they were savagely repressed over the course of several centuries. Their ministers had to go about in disguise, and it was hazardous for them to carry any of the literature of their faith, lest it betray them into torture and death. But it was hard to make the material clear without teaching aids, for many converts were illiterate and ignorant. Out of this impasse was to arise one of the most significant educational tools of the millennium.

      

      

      

      The setting is Earth of the near future. The pressures of increasing population and dwindling natural resources have brought the human scheme to the brink of ruin. There is not enough food and energy to support all the people.

      But a phenomenal technological breakthrough has occurred: matter transmission. People can now be shipped instantly to habitable wilderness planets orbiting distant stars. This seems to offer relief from the dilemma of mankind; now there is somewhere for all those people to go.

      This leads to the most massive exodus in the history of the species; so many people are leaving that within a decade no one will be left on Earth. Unfortunately, matter transmission requires a tremendous amount of energy. The planet’s sources of power are being ravished. This has the peculiar side effect of reversing the technological level of human culture; people are forced to revert to more primitive mechanisms. Kerosene lamps replace electric lights; wood replaces oil; horses replace cars; stone tools replace metal ones. The industrial base of the world is shrinking as the most highly trained and intelligent personnel emigrate to their dream worlds. Yet the colonization program proceeds pell-mell, as such programs and movements have always done, heedless of any warnings of collapse.

      This is sheer folly. Mankind is like the beautiful dreamer of Tarot’s Key 0—the Fool—walking northwest with his gaze lifted in search of great experience while his feet are about to carry him off a precipice. He will have a great experience, oh yes! What high expectations these new worlds represent! What a marvelous goal to reduce Earth’s population painlessly to an appropriate level! But what disaster is in the making, because no reasonable controls have been placed on this adventure.

      Yet there are redeeming aspects. At least the Fool has dreams and noble aspirations, and perhaps the capacity to recognize and choose between good and evil. It may be better to step off the cliff, his way, than to stay at home without ambition. The folly of future Earth is a complex matter, with many very noble and frustrating elements that may after all salvage its greatest potential.

      This is the story of just one of those elements, a single thread of a monstrous tapestry: Brother Paul’s quest for the God of Tarot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1 • Skill (Magician)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        252 A.D.: Emperor Decius was in power only a year, but in this time he cruelly persecuted the bothersome Christians. He seized one devout youth and coated his whole body with honey, then exposed him to the blazing sun and the stings of flies and hornets. Another Christian youth was given the opposite extreme: he was bound hand and foot by ropes entwined with flowers, naked upon a downy bed, in a place filled with the murmuring of water, the touch of soft breezes, the sight of sweet birds, and the aroma of flowers. Then a maiden of exceptionally fair form and feature approached him and bared her lovely flesh, kissing and caressing his body to arouse his manhood and enable her to envelop him in the ultimate worldly embrace. The youth had dedicated his love to God; to suffer this rapture with a mortal woman would have polluted him. He had no weapon with which to defend himself, yet his skill and courage proved equal to the occasion. He bit off his own tongue and spat it in the harlot’s face. By the pain of this wound he conquered the temptation of lewdness, and won for himself the crown of spiritual victory. Paul, himself sincerely Christian, witnessed these torments. Terrified, he fled into the desert, where he remained alone in the depths of a cave for the rest of his life. He thus became the first Christian hermit, and was known as Saint Paul the Hermit.

      

      

      

      The great blades of the windmill were turning, but the water was not pumping. Only a trickle emerged from the pipe, and the cistern was almost empty. It was a crisis, for this was the main source of pure water for the region.

      Brother Paul contemplated the situation. “It’s either a lowering of the water table or a defect in the pump,” he said.

      “The water table!” Brother James exclaimed, horrified. “We haven’t pumped that much!” His concern was genuine and deeply felt; the Brothers of the Holy Order of Vision believed in conservation, and practiced it rigorously. All had taken vows of poverty, and abhorred the wasting of anything as valuable as water.

      “But there has been a drought,” Brother Paul said. Indeed, the sun was blazing down at this moment, although it caused no distress to his brown skin. “We might inadvertently have overpumped, considering this special circumstance.”

      Brother James was a thin, nervous man who took things seriously. His long face worked in the throes of inchoate emotion. “If it be God’s will…”

      Brother Paul noted his companion’s obvious anxiety, and relented. “Nevertheless, we shall check the pump first.”

      The pump was a turning cam that transformed the rotary motion of the mill’s shaft into piston motion in a rod. The rod plunged down into the well to operate the buried cylinder that forced up the water. Brother Paul brought out plumber’s tools and carefully dismantled the mechanism, disconnecting the shaft from the vanes and drawing the cylinder from the depths. His little silver cross, hanging on a chain around his neck, got in his way as he leaned forward. He tucked it into his shirt pocket with a certain absentminded reverence.

      He sniffed. “I trust that is not hellfire I smell,” he remarked.

      “What?” Brother James was not much for humor.

      Brother Paul pried open the mechanism. Smoke puffed out. “There it is! Our wooden bearing has scorched and warped, decreasing the pump’s efficiency.”

      “Scorched?” Brother James asked, surprised. He seemed much relieved to verify that the problem was mechanical, the result of neither the subsidence of the water level nor the proximity of hellfire. “That’s a water pump!”

      Brother Paul smiled tolerantly. The deepening creases of his face showed that this was an expression in which he indulged often—perhaps more often than was strictly politic for a man of his calling. Yet there was a complementary network of frown-lines that betrayed the serious side of his nature; some of these even hinted at considerable pain. “Not all of it is wet, Brother. This cylinder is sealed. In a high wind, when the shaft is turning rapidly—wind power varies as to the cube of wind velocity, as you know—the bearings can get so hot from friction that they actually begin to char.”

      “We did have very good winds yesterday,” Brother James agreed. “Brother Peter arranged to grind flour for a whole week’s baking. But we never thought the mill would—”

      “No fault of yours, Brother,” Brother Paul said quickly. “It is quite natural and sensible to use the mill to best effect, and a strong wind makes all its chores easy. This is just one of the problems of our declining technology. I will replace the bearing—but we would be well advised to choke down on the mill during the next gale winds. Sometimes it may be better to waste a little good wind than to lose a bad bearing.” He smiled to himself as he worked, considering whether he had discovered an original maxim for life, and whether such a maxim might be worth integrating into his life’s philosophy.

      He fetched a suitable replacement bearing and proceeded to install it. His dark hands were strong and sure.

      “You are a magician,” Brother James remarked. “I envy you your proficiency with mechanical things.”

      “I only wish the spiritual were as easy to attain,” Brother Paul replied. Now he was sweating with the pleasant effort. He was a thickset man of moderate height, with short black hair. He was inclined to chubbiness, but his muscles showed formidable delineation as he lifted the heavy unit into place.

      “Wouldn’t it be better to have the pump on the surface, so that it could be serviced more readily?” Brother James asked as Brother Paul struggled with the weight of the descending cylinder. Brother Paul had drawn it up without trouble, but was now occupied with easing it into its precise place.

      “It would—but we would have no water,” Brother Paul explained. “Surface pumps employ suction, which is actually the outside pressure of the atmosphere pushing up the fluid. That’s about fifteen pounds per square inch, and that cannot draw water up more than about twenty-eight feet, what with friction and certain other inefficiencies of the system. Our water table is thirty feet down. So we employ a pressure pump set down near the water; that type of device has no such limit. It is more cumbersome—but necessary.”

      “Yes, I see that now. It is more than harnessing the windmill to the pump; it has to be done the right way.”

      “I suspect it is the same with the power of God,” Brother Paul said musingly. “It is there, like the wind: an immense potential, often ignored or unperceived by man. Yet it is real; we need only take the trouble to understand it. It is our job to harness that potential, to apply it more directly to the lives of men. But though we seem to have all the elements right, it will not work if they are not correctly placed and adapted to our particular situation—or if part of the mechanism is broken, even though nothing may show on the surface.”

      “I don’t regard that as an analogy,” Brother James said. “It is the literal truth. The wind is God, and so is the water; we cannot exist apart from Him. Not for a moment, not in the smallest way.”

      Brother Paul paused in his labors to hold up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “You are correct, of course. Yet there must be a process of communication between the power above—” he lifted his right hand to the sky—“and the substance below.” His left hand pointed toward the buried cylinder.

      “I would call that process ‘prayer,’” Brother James said.

      The reassembled pump worked. A full, pure flow of water emerged from the pipe, cascading into the storage tank and cistern. Brother James was ecstatic.

      Without further comment, Brother Paul walked back to his room, washed his hands, arms and face, and changed to his habit: the black robe with the reversed collar, the cross worn outside. He had a class to conduct, and he was overdue. When dealing with matters pertaining to the works of God on Earth, it was best to be punctual.

      Suddenly he brightened. “Air, Earth, Water, Fire!” he exclaimed. “Beautiful. Thank you, God, for sending me this revelation.” To him there was no objection to conversing with God directly; in this case, familiarity bred respect, not contempt. The Holy Order of Vision encouraged contact with God in any fashion that seemed mutually satisfactory.

      The students were there before him: five young people from a nearby village. These orientation sessions were held periodically, when sufficient interest developed. As the massive energy and population depletion of Earth continued, the need for technological and social systems closer to nature intensified, so these sessions had become fairly regular. The Brothers and Sisters took turns conducting them, and this was Brother Paul’s week.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Brother Paul said, shaking hands all around. “I was delayed, if you will, by a superimposition of elements.”

      One of the girls perked up. She was a slight, bright-eyed nymph with a rather pretty elfin face framed by loose, dark blonde tresses. She seemed to be about fifteen, although inadequate nutrition stunted the growth of youngsters these days, delaying maturity. A month of good feeding might do wonders for her, physically—and perhaps spiritually also. It was hard to be a devout individual on an empty stomach. At least it was hard for those not trained in this kind of discipline. “You mean something by that, don’t you, sir?” she asked.

      “Call me Brother,” Brother Paul said. “I am Brother Paul of the Holy Order of Vision. Yes, I had an anecdote in mind, and thank you for inquiring.” It was always best to begin on a personal basis; early theology could alienate young minds. He was not trying to convert, but merely to explain; even then, it had to be done appropriately. People were more complex than windmills, but there were parallels.

      “Big deal,” one of the boys muttered. He was a strapping lad, massive across the shoulders, but surly. He had not been stunted by hunger! Evidently he had been sent here, perhaps by parents who could not control him much longer. The Order Station was no reform school, but perhaps he would find enlightenment here. One never could anticipate the mechanisms of God, who was as much more complex in His devices as man was in relation to a windmill.

      “We have a windmill that we use to pump water from the ground, among other chores,” Brother Paul said. “But friction caused a bearing to burn out. Does that suggest anything to any of you?”

      They all looked blank—three boys, two girls.

      “In our studies at the Order we place emphasis on the elements,” Brother Paul continued. “Not the atomic elements of latter-day science—though we study those, too—but the classical ones. Air, Earth, Water, Fire: we find these manifesting again and again in new ways. They show up in personality types, in astrology, in the Tarot deck—their symbolism is universal. Just now I—”

      “The windmill!” the blonde girl said. “Wind is air! And it pumps water!”

      “From the earth,” one of the boys added.

      “And it got burned,” the surly one finished. “So what?”

      “The four elements—all together,” the first girl said, pleased. She clapped her hands together in unselfconscious joy. There was, Brother Paul noted, something very attractive about a young girl exclaiming in pleasure; perhaps it was nature’s way of getting her married before she became a burden to her parents. “I think it’s neat. Like a puzzle.”

      “What good is it?” the hulking boy demanded.

      “It is an exercise in thinking,” Brother Paul said. “As we seek parallels, coincidences, new aspects of things, we find meaning, and we grow. It is good to exercise the mind as well as the body. The ancient Greeks believed in that; hence we have the Pythagorean Theorem and the Olympic Games. We believe in it too. This, in a very real sense, is what the Holy Order of Vision is all about. ‘Holy’ as in ‘Whole,’ ‘Vision’ as in the vision of Saint Paul on the road to Damascus, that converted him to Christianity. He is not to be confused with Saint Paul the Hermit. We are not a church, but rather a brotherhood. We wish to bring together all people, and teach them the Universal Law of Creation, to prepare the Earth for the new age that is dawning. We try to provide for those in need, whatever that need may be, counseling them or offering material aid. We place great emphasis on practical applications—even windmills, in this day of retreating civilization.”

      “Hey, that’s great!” the girl said. “Can anybody join?”

      Bless her; she was doing his job for him! “Anybody who wants to, after a student apprenticeship. We do have levels through which the novice progresses according to his ability and faith, and much of the life is not easy. You really have to understand the Order before you can know whether you want to be a part of it.”

      “Why do you wear the robes and study the Bible and all that?” one of the other boys asked. He was brown-skinned, like Brother Paul: that amalgam of races this culture still chose to term “black.” “Can’t you just go out and do good without all the trappings?”

      “An excellent question,” Brother Paul said. “You are really exploring the interrelationship of idea and form. A good idea is wasted without the proper form to embody it. For example, an excellent notion for a book would be ruined by clumsy or obscure writing. Or a fine idea for drawing power for the wind comes to nothing if the design of the gearing is inadequate. Perhaps man himself is an idea that exists in the mind of the Creator—yet that idea must achieve its appropriate form. So it is with us of the Holy Order of Vision; we feel that the forms are important, in fact indistinguishable from the basic idea.”

      “That’s McLuhanism,” the third boy said. He was a white-skinned, black-haired, clean-cut lad a little older than the others, and probably better educated. He had used a word few were now familiar with, testing the knowledge of the teacher.

      “Not exactly,” Brother Paul replied, glad to rise to the challenge. He liked challenges, perhaps more than he should. “The medium may be indistinguishable from the message, but it is not the message. Perhaps other forms of expression would serve our purpose as well, but we have a system that we feel works, and we shall adhere to it until it seems best to change.” He closed his eyes momentarily, giving a silent prayer of thanks that the session was proceeding so well. Sometimes he seemed to make no contact at all, but these were alert, responsive minds. “We feel that God has found no better tool than the Bible to guide us, but perhaps one day—”

      “Crap,” the surly boy remarked. “God doesn’t exist, and the Bible is irrelevant. It’s all superstition.”

      Now the gauntlet had been thrown down. They all watched Brother Paul to see how he would react.

      They were disappointed. “Perhaps you are right,” he said, without rancor. “Skepticism is healthy. Speaking for myself alone, however, I must say that though at times I feel as you do, at other times I am absolutely certain that God is real and relevant. It is a matter for each person to decide for himself—and he is free to do so within the Order. We dictate no religion and we eschew none; we only present the material.”

      There was a chuckle. Brother Paul noted it with dismay, for he had not been trying to score debater’s points, but only to clarify the position of the Order. Somehow he had erred, for now his audience was more intrigued by his seeming cleverness than by his philosophy.

      Disgruntled, the hulking boy pushed forward. “I think you’re a fake. You don’t want to decide anything for yourself, you just want to follow the Order’s line. You’re an automaton.”

      “Perhaps so,” Brother Paul agreed, searching for a way to alleviate the lad’s ire without compromising the purpose of this session. How suddenly success had flipped over into failure! Pride before fall? “You are referring to the concept of predestination, and in that sense we are all automatons with only the illusion of self-decision. If every event in the world is precisely determined by existing forces and situations, then can we be said to have free will? Yet I prefer to assume—”

      “You’re a damned jellyfish!” the boy exclaimed. “Anything I say, you just agree! What’ll you do if I push you, like this?” And he shoved violently forward with both hands.

      Only Brother Paul wasn’t there. He had stepped nimbly aside, leaving one leg outstretched behind him. The boy stumbled headlong over that leg. Brother Paul caught him and eased him down to the floor, retaining a hold on one of the boy’s arms. “Never telegraph your intention,” he said mildly. “Even a jellyfish or an automaton can escape such a thrust, and you could be embarrassed.”

      The boy started to rise, his expression murderous. He thought his fall had been an accident. But Brother Paul put just a bit of pressure on the hand he held, merely touching it with one finger, and the boy collapsed in sudden pain. He was helpless, though to the others it looked as though he were only fooling. A one-finger pain hold? Ridiculous!

      “A little training in the forms can be advantageous,” Brother Paul explained to the others. “This happens to be a form from aikido, a Japanese martial art. As you can see, my belief in it is stronger than this young man’s disbelief. But were he to practice this form, he could readily reverse the situation, for he is very strong.” Never underestimate the power of a gratuitous compliment! “The idea, as I remarked before, is valueless without the form.”

      Now, to see whether he could salvage the situation, he released the boy, who climbed quickly to his feet, his face red, but did not attack again. “Scientific application of anything can be productive,” Brother Paul continued, “whether it is aikido or prayer.” He faced the boy. “Now you try it on me.”

      “What?” The youth had been caught completely by surprise—again.

      “Like this,” Brother Paul said. “I shall come at you like this—” and he took an aggressive step forward, his right fist raised. “But you turn away from me and place your left foot back like this in the judo tai otoshi body drop—” He guided the boy around and got his feet placed. “Then catch my shirt and project your right foot before me like this, right across my shins. See how your body drops into position? That’s why this throw is called the body drop.” He more or less lifted the boy into position with a strength that was not evident to the others, but that the boy felt with amazement. “And because I am plunging forward, my feet trip over your leg while you haul my shirt—” It was not a shirt, but the loose front part of his habit, but the effect was the same. “And I am completely off-balanced and take a bad fall.” Brother Paul flipped expertly over the leg and landed crashingly on his back and side, his left hand smacking into the straw mat the Station used in lieu of a rug.

      The boy stood amazed, and the other four jumped in alarm. They did not know Brother Paul was adept at taking such falls, or that the noise was mostly from his hand slapping the mat to absorb much of the shock of landing. The muscular, bony arms and hands are much better able to take blows than the torso. “And if that doesn’t do the job, you use hand pressure or an arm twist to keep me quiet.” Brother Paul got up, and the boy moved to help him, fearing that he had been hurt. There was no longer any animosity.

      “Did you study that here?” the brown boy asked, awed.

      “Among other things,” Brother Paul said. “Sometimes it is necessary for members of the Order to subdue someone who is temporarily, ah, indisposed. We do not approve the use of weapons, as they can hurt people severely, but the barehanded methods of self-defense or control—” He shrugged, smiling toward the formerly surly youth. “As you can see, he brought me down without hurting me.”

      They all returned his smile, and he knew it was all right again. God had guided him correctly. “Of course you do not have to join the Holy Order of Vision to receive such instruction. All of our courses in defense, reading, hygiene, farming, mechanics, figuring, and weaving are available to anyone who has the necessary interest and aptitude.” He smiled again. “We can even be persuaded to teach a class or two in the appreciation of religion.”

      The blonde girl let out a titter of appreciation. “Do you teach that class, Brother?”

      Brother Paul looked down. “I regret I lack the finesse or scholarship for that particular class. I am working on it, though, and in a few years I hope to be equipped.” He looked up. “I thank you all for your attention to this introductory lecture. Now I will show you around the Station.” He sniffed the air. “I believe Brother Peter is completing his baking. Perhaps we can pass the kitchen and sample his wares. To my mind there is nothing quite so good as bread hot from the stone oven with a little home-churned—”

      But another Brother appeared. “The Reverend wishes to see you immediately,” he murmured. “I will conduct the tour in your stead.”

      Oh-oh. Was he in trouble again? “Thank you, Brother Samuel.” Brother Paul started out.

      “What would you like to see first?” Brother Samuel asked the group.

      As Brother Paul passed out through the doorway, he heard one of them answer, “The body drop.” He smiled to himself, for poor Brother Samuel had a chronically stiff back and no training at all in the martial arts. But the delicious odor wafting from the bakery would rescue him, for young people were always hungry.

      As he made his way to the Reverend’s office, his thoughts became more sober. Had he done the right thing by this group, or had he merely been clever, impressing more by his physical power and rhetorical humor than by worthwhile information? It was so hard to know!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2 • Memory (High Priestess)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        705 A.D.: The daughter of an English missionary in Germany had such a genius for learning and seeming piety that she was elevated to the papal throne as John VII. Though in the guise of a male, she was—alas—female, and therefore, a vessel of iniquity. Yielding to her base female urges, she admitted a member of her household to her bed, and suffered that demonic fulfillment of her kind. In 707, during the course of a solemn Whitsun procession through the streets of Rome in the company of her clergy, at a point between the Colosseum and St. Clement’s church, she who would become known as Pope Joan was delivered of a bastard son. The Popess was thus exposed as a harlot disguised as a priest. The story has, of course, been suppressed by the Church and labeled a myth, but there are those who remember it yet. This is the message of Key Two of the Tarot, entitled “The Lady Pope.” Is it not, after all, a true reflection of the nature of the sex?

      

      

      

      Brother Paul walked past the luxurious vegetable gardens of the Station toward the office of the Reverend. It was a fine summer day. He hoped he had performed well, but he hummed nervously as he moved.

      The sight of the Reverend’s countenance solidified the doubts hovering about him. Some very serious matter was afoot, and he feared he had erred again. While discipline within the Order was subtle, Brother Paul had made many mistakes and done much internal penance.

      The Reverend rose as he entered, and came forward to greet him. “It is good to see you, Paul. You have done well.”

      Glad words! So it was not one of his foul-ups this time. “I try to do as the Lord decrees, Mother Mary,” he said modestly, concealing his relief.

      “Umph,” the Reverend Mother agreed. She did not sit down, but paced nervously around the office. “Paul, a crisis of decision is upon us, and I must do a thing I do not like. Forgive me.”

      Something serious was certainly afoot! He studied her before he answered, trying to judge the appropriate response.

      The Reverend Mother Mary was actually a young woman no older than himself, whose meticulous Order habit could not conceal her feminine attributes or render her sexless. She wore her dark brown hair parted down the middle, cupped to conceal her ears on either side, and pinned firmly in back—yet it framed her face like a mystical aura. Her reversed white collar clasped a very slender white neck, and her cross hung squarely on her bosom. Her robe was so long it touched the floor, concealing her feet. Occasionally it rippled and dragged behind her as she turned. Her personality, he knew, was sweet and open; she was severe only in dire necessity. It would have been all too easy to love her as a pretty girl, had it not been essential to love her as a responsible woman and a fellow human being. And, of course, as the Reverend.

      So it was best to allow her to unburden herself without concern for his feelings, which in any case were not easily hurt. Obviously she believed that what she had to say would cause him distress, and perhaps it would—but he was sure he could bear it. “Please speak freely, Mother.”

      The Reverend stepped to her desk and seemed almost to pounce on something there. “Take these, if you will,” she said, proffering a small box.

      Brother Paul accepted it. He had almost to snatch it, because her hand was shaking. Though her competence and position made her “Mother,” at times she was more like a little girl, uncertain to the point of embarrassment. It had occurred to him before that an older person might have been better suited to the office of Reverend. But there were many Stations, and age was not the primary consideration.

      He looked into the box. It contained a deck of Tarot cards, in its fashion the symbolic wisdom of all the ages.

      She seated herself now, as though relieved of a burden. “Please shuffle them.”

      Brother Paul removed the deck from the box and spread several cards at the top of the deck. They were in order, beginning with the Fool, or Key Zero, and proceeding through the Magician, the High Priestess (also called the Lady Pope), the Empress, the Emperor, and so on through the twenty-two Trumps or Major Arcana and the fifty-six suit cards, or Minor Arcana. The suits were Wands, Cups, Swords, and Disks, corresponding to the conventional Clubs, Hearts, Spades and Diamonds, or to the elements Fire, Water, Air and Earth. Each was a face card, beautifully drawn and colored. He had, like all Brothers and Sisters of the Order, studied the Tarot symbolism, had high respect for it, and was well-acquainted with the cards. One of the Order’s exercises was to take black-and-white originals and color them according to instructions. This was no child’s game; it was surprising how much revelation was inherent in this act. Color, like numbers and images, served a substantial symbolic purpose.

      While he pondered, his fingers riffled the cards with an expertise that belied his ascetic calling. He had not always been a Brother, but like the Apostle Paul to whom he owed his Order name, he had set his savage prior life behind him. Only as a necessary exercise of contrition did he reflect upon the mistakes of his past. One day—when he was worthy—he hoped to seal that Pandora’s box completely.

      He completed the shuffle and returned the deck to the Reverend.

      “Was the question in your mind the nature of my concern with you?” the Reverend inquired, holding the cards in her delicate fingers.

      Brother Paul inclined his head affirmatively. It was a small white lie, since his thoughts had ranged in their unruly fashion all around the deck. Of course he had wondered why he was here; he had not been summoned from the midst of his class merely for chitchat! Still, a white lie was a lie.

      “Let us try a reading,” she said.

      How quickly he paid for his lie! Her intent had been obvious when she gave him the deck; how could he have missed it? “I’m afraid I—”

      “No, I am serious. The Tarot is a legitimate way to approach a problem—especially in this case. Let this define you.”

      She dealt the first card, careful to turn it over sidewise rather than end-over-end, so as not to reverse it, while Brother Paul concealed his agitation. He had made a foolish mistake that was about to cause them both embarrassment. He tried to think of some reasonable pretext to break up this reading, but all that came into his mind was a sacrilegious anecdote about Pope Joan, personification of the Whore of Babylon, epithet for the Roman Catholic Church. Such a thought was scandalous in the presence of the Reverend Mother Mary, who was completely chaste. Unless she had summoned him here to—No, impossible! A completely unworthy concept for which he would have to impose self-penance!

      The card was the Ace of Wands, the image of a hand emerging from a cloud, bearing a sprouting wooden club.

      “Amazing,” the Reverend remarked. “This signifies the beginning of a great new adventure.”

      A great new adventure—with her? He tried hard to stifle the notion, fiendishly tempting as it was! In that moment he wished she were eighty years old, with a huge, hairy wart on her nose. Then his thoughts would behave. “Well, I must explain—”

      “Shall we try the second?” She dealt another card from the top of the deck. She was feeling more at ease now; the cards were helping her to express herself. “Let this cross you,” she said, placing the card sideways across the first.

      May God have mercy! he thought fervently.

      She looked at the second card, startled. “The Ace of Cups!”

      “You see, I—I—” Brother Paul stammered.

      The Reverend frowned. She was one of those women who looked even sweeter in dismay than in pleasure, if such a thing were possible. Silently she laid down the third card. It was the Ace of Swords. Then the fourth: the Ace of Corns. In each case, a hand was pictured emerging from a cloud, bearing the appropriate device.

      Her gray-green eyes lifted to bear on him reproachfully.

      “I did not realize what you intended,” Brother Paul explained lamely. “I—old habits—I did not intend to embarrass you.” No doubt Dante’s Inferno had a special circle for the likes of him!

      Mother Mary took a deep breath, then smiled—a burst of sunlight. “I had forgotten that you were once a cardsharp.” She glanced down at the four aces and made a moue. “Still are, it seems.”

      “Retired,” Brother Paul said quickly. “Reformed.”

      “I should hope so.” She gathered up the cards.

      “I’ll shuffle them again, the right way,” he offered.

      She made a minor gesture of negation. “The wrong is the teacher of the right.” But the ice had been broken. “Paul, it does not matter how you shuffled, so long as you formulated the correct question.”

      And of course he had not formulated it; he had been full of idle notions about the deck, Pope Joan, and such. His face was a mere shell, papering over the disaster of his mind.

      “You are indeed about to embark on a remarkable new adventure—if you so choose.”

      Suddenly he realized that his penance would be to go on this mission, no matter how onerous it might prove. Today’s declining civilization provided a number of most unpleasant situations. “I go where directed,” Brother Paul said.

      “Not this time. I cannot send you on this particular round, and neither can the Order. You must volunteer for it. Knowing you as I do, I am sure you will volunteer, and therefore I am responsible.” She looked up to the ceiling of rough-hewn logs. She was, he knew, making a quick, silent prayer. “I fear for you, Paul, and my soul suffers.”

      The eternal feminine! A mission had found its way down through the Order hierarchy, and she was upset because he might accept it. This was no mere rhetoric on her part; now one hand clutched the Tarot deck lightly, and now the other touched her cross. He had never seen her so tense before. It was as if she were the one with the guilty imagination, not he! “We all go where needed,” he said.

      “Yet some needs are stronger than others,” the Reverend murmured, her eyes lifting to meet his again, her face dead serious. What could she mean by that? “It is Hell I am sending you to, Brother.”

      Brother Paul did not smile. He had never heard language like this from her! Of course she was not swearing; she would never do that. When she said Hell, the capitalization was audible, as it was for the Tarot; she meant the abode of the Devil. “Figurative, I trust?”

      “Literal, Paul. And the returning will be harder than the going.”

      “It would be. Especially if it is necessary to die first.” Was he being cute, implying that he might return to life, like Jesus? He had not meant to!

      She did not smile. “No. Like Dante, you will be a living visitor. Perhaps you will see Heaven too.”

      “I don’t think I’m ready for that.” This time he was completely serious. Heaven awed him more than Hell did. This had to be a really extraordinary thing she was describing!

      The Reverend shook her head nervously, so that for an instant the lobe of one ear showed, like a bit of forbidden anatomy. “I am caught between the pillars of right and wrong, and I cannot tell them apart.” She turned away from him; he had not realized that her chair could swivel. “Paul, I am required to present this to you as a prospective mission—but speaking as a Sister, as a friend, I must urge you to decline. It is not merely that it would sadden me never to see you again—though I do fear this, for no tangible reason—it is that this mission is a horror. A horror!”

      “Now I am intrigued,” Brother Paul said, his own apprehensions fading as hers increased. “May I learn more?”

      “As much as we know,” she said. “We have been asked to send our best qualified representative to Planet Tarot to ascertain the validity of its deity. A strong man, not too old, not too firmly committed to a single ideology, with a good mind and a fine sense of objectivity. You would seem to be that man.”

      Brother Paul ignored the compliment, knowing it was not intended as such. “Planet Tarot?”

      “As you know, Earth has colonized something like a thousand habitable worlds in the current matter transport program. One of these is named Tarot, and there is a problem there.”

      “Hell, you said. I understood they did not send colonists to inclement habitats. If this planet is so hellish—”

      “I did not say hellish, Paul. I said literal Hell. And the road to—”

      “Oh, I see. It looked habitable, in the preliminary survey.”

      “Their surveyors must be overextended. How they managed to approve this particular planet—!” The Reverend Mother made a gesture of bafflement. “Its very name—”

      “Yes, I am curious about that too. Most of the names are publicity-minded. ‘Conquest,’ ‘Meadowland,’ ‘Zephyr’—how did they hit upon a name like Tarot’?”

      “It seems a member of the survey party had a Tarot deck along. And while he waited at the base camp for his fellows to return, he dealt himself a divination hand. And—” She paused.

      “And something happened.”

      “It certainly did. He—the card—the illustration on one of his cards took form. In three-dimensional animation.”

      Brother Paul’s interest intensified. He had had experience with both sleight-of-hand and hallucinatory phenomena. “Had he been drinking an intoxicant?”

      She shook her head. “They claim not. No alcohol, no drugs, no mushrooms or glue or extract of lettuce. That was why he happened to be entertaining himself with cards. And the other members of the party saw the animation.”

      “No hallucination, then. But possibly a practical joke?”

      “No. No joke.”

      “Which card was it?”

      “The Ten of Swords.”

      Brother Paul refrained from whistling, contenting himself with a grave nod. “Signifying ruin! Was it a literal image?”

      “It was. Ten tall swords piercing a corpse. All quite solid.”

      “That should have shaken up the party!”

      “It certainly did. They pulled out the swords and turned over the body. It was a man, but none they recognized. No one was missing from their crew. They buried him, saved the swords, and wrote up a report.”

      “Tangible evidence. That was smart.”

      “Not so smart. When they arrived on Earth, the objects they claimed were swords were merely so many slivers of stone, like stalactites from a cave. A second party, sent to verify the situation, dug up the body—and found only the carcass of a native animal.”

      “Mass hallucination?” Brother Paul suggested. “They killed an animal and thought it was a man? Because of fatigue and guilt—or because its configuration resembled that particular card? Stalactites are a bit like swords.”

      “That was the official conclusion.” She paused, then girded herself to continue. “The second party brought Tarot cards and played many games, this time in the line of business, but there was no duplication of the effect. Apparently the first crew had been overworked and short on sleep, while the second was fresh. So they named the planet Tarot and approved it for colonization.”

      “Just like that?” Brother Paul inquired, raising an eyebrow.

      “Just like that,” the Reverend Mother said wryly, forgetting herself so far as to raise her own eyebrow in response. “They had a quota of planets to survey, and could not afford to waste time, as they put it, ‘wild ghost chasing.’”

      “How much is lost through haste!” Brother Paul remarked. But he felt a growing excitement and gratitude that this mystery had come to pass. Wild ghosts? He certainly would like to see one!

      “Colonization proceeded in normal fashion,” she continued. “One million human beings were shipped in the course of forty days, assigned to initial campsites with wilderness reduction equipment, and left to fend for themselves. Only the monthly coordination shuttle maintained contact. Colonization is,” she commented with a disapproving frown, “somewhat of a sink-or-swim situation.”

      “Without doubt,” Brother Paul agreed. “Yet the great majority of emigrants have been happy to risk it—and most seem to be swimming.”

      “Yes.” She shrugged. “It is not the way I would have chosen—but the decision was hardly mine to make. At any rate, the colonists settled—and then the fun began.”

      “More Tarot animations?”

      “No, not specifically. These animations were of Heaven—and of Hell. I mean the storybook Pearly Gates, with angels flying by, and harpists sitting on clouds. Or the other extreme—fiery caves with red, fork-tailed devils with pitchforks.”

      “Evidently literal renditions of religious notions,” Brother Paul said. “Many believers have very material views of the immaterial.”

      “They do. There seems to be an unusual concentration of schismatic religions in this colony world. But these were rather substantial projections.” She pulled out a drawer in her desk and brought forth several photographs. “Skeptics arranged to take pictures—and we have them here.” She spread them out.

      He studied the pictures with amazement. “There was no, ah, trick photography? They certainly look authentic!”

      “No trick photography. There is more: the colonists organized a planetary orchestra—in any random sampling of a million people, you’ll find many skills—and they practiced many semiclassical pieces. One day they were doing the tone poem by Saint-Saëns, ‘Danse macabre,’ and—”

      “Oh, no! Not the dancing skeletons!”

      “The same. The entire orchestra panicked, and two musicians died in the stampede. In fact, I believe the orchestra was disbanded after that, and never reorganized. But when cooler heads investigated, they found no trace of the walking skeletons.”

      “I begin to see,” Brother Paul said, feeling an unholy anticipation of challenge. “Planet Tarot is haunted.”

      “That is one way of putting it,” she agreed. “We view it more seriously.” She waited until his face assumed the proper expression of seriousness. “Most haunts don’t lend themselves well to motion-picture photography.” She brought a reel from the drawer.

      Brother Paul did a double take. “Motion-picture film of the skeletons?”

      “That’s right. It seems a colonist was filming the concert. He thought the skeletons were part of the show—until the stampede began.”

      “This I would like to see!”

      “You shall.” The Reverend set up a little projector, lit its lensed lamp, and cranked the handle. The picture flickered on the wall across from her desk.

      It was, indeed, the dance of death. At first there were only the musicians, playing their crude, locally fashioned violins; then the skeletons pranced onstage, moving in time to the music. There was no sound, of course; a lamp-and-hand-crank projector was not capable of that. But Brother Paul could see the breathing of the players, the motions of their hands on the instruments, and the gestures of the conductor; the beat was clear.

      One skeleton passed close to the camera, its gaunt, white ribcage momentarily blotting out the orchestra. Brother Paul peered closely, trying to ascertain what manner of articulation those bones possessed; it was hardly credible that they could move without muscle, sinew, or wires. Yet they did.

      Then the scramble began; the picture veered crazily and clicked off.

      “I understood there was a one-kilogram limit on personal possessions for emigrants,” Brother Paul commented. “How did a sophisticated device like a motion-picture camera get there?”

      “They can make them very small these days,” the Reverend said. “Actually, two emigrants shared their mass allotment in this case, and three others in the family collaborated by taking fragments of a matching projector that could be run by hand. Like this one.” She patted it. “They yielded to need rather than philosophy; nevertheless, they were ingenious. Now we know how fortunate that was. No one on Earth would have believed their story otherwise. This film is evidence that cannot be ignored; something is happening on Planet Tarot, something extraordinary. The authorities want to know what.”

      “But why should they come to us?” Brother Paul asked. “I should think they would send scientists with sophisticated equipment.”

      She moved one hand in an unconscious “be patient” gesture. “They did. But the effect seems to be intermittent.”

      Intermittency—the scourge of repairmen and psychic investigators! How was it possible to understand something that operated only in the absence of the investigator? “Meaning the experts found nothing?” he asked.

      “Correct. But they also interviewed the colonists and assembled a catalogue of episodes. They discovered that the manifestations were confined to certain times and certain places—usually. And they occurred only in the presence of believers.”

      “This has a familiar ring,” Brother Paul said. “The believer experiences; the nonbeliever doesn’t. It is the way with faith.” He remembered his own discussion with the boys and girls of the village class; his belief had been stronger than their disbelief.

      “Precisely. Except that the skeptics of the colony were able to witness a few of the phenomena. Whereupon they became believers.”

      As Saul of Tarsus had witnessed the grandeur of God on the road to Damascus, and become Christian. As the village youths had witnessed the power of martial arts. “Believers in what?”

      “In whatever they saw. There may have been skeptics when the “danse macabre” recital began, but there were none at the end, because the skeletons were tangible. But there were other manifestations. In one case it was God—or at least a burning bush that spoke quite clearly, claiming to be God.”

      Presumptuous bush! “Sounds like a case for the priests, rabbis, or holy men.”

      “They were the next to investigate. They proceeded directly to the haunted regions.” She stopped, and Brother Paul did not prompt her with another question. She stared at the desk for some time, as though probing every fissure in its rough grain, and finally resumed. “It was a disaster. Two resigned from their ministries, two had to be incarcerated as mentally incompetent, and two died. It seems they experienced more Hell than Heaven. That is how the job filtered down to us.”

      “Those apparitions actually killed. Took human life? No stampede or other physical cause?”

      “Those apparitions, or whatever it was those people experienced, actually did destroy minds and take human life.” She faced Brother Paul squarely, and her concern for him made her almost radiant. He knew she would turn the same expression on a wounded rattlesnake or a torn manuscript; that was what made her so lovely. “Now you know what I fear. Are you ready to go to Hell?”

      Ready? He was eager! “It sounds fascinating. But what exactly would be my mission there? To exorcise the Devil of Tarot?”

      “No. I fear that would be beyond your powers, or mine, or any of our Order.” She smiled very briefly. “The holy men who failed were prominent, devout men, thorough scholars, whose faith in their religions was tested and true. I find it strange that they should have suffered so greatly, while the large majority of the colonists, who represent a random sampling of Earth, have had few such problems.”

      Brother Paul nodded. “Perhaps not so strange. It may be that training and belief are liabilities in that situation.”

      “Perhaps. It is true that those who feel most strongly about religion obtain the strongest response from Planet Tarot. Those whose primary concern is to feed their faces—do just that.”

      As luck would have it, a strong waft of the aroma of Brother Peter’s hot bread passed through the room, making Brother Paul’s mouth water. “Are you suggesting that my concern is to feed my face?” he asked with a smile. Now that the nature of the mission had been clarified, his tension was gone.

      “You know better than that, Paul! But you are not a divinity specialist. Your background is broader, touching many aspects of the human state. More than the experience of most people. You know the meaning of prayer—and of pipefitting. Of divination—and gambling.”

      “Those are apt parallels.”

      “Thank you. You are aware of things that are beyond my imagination.” Brother Paul fervently hoped so; had she any inkling of the mishmash of notions that coursed through his brain, she would be shocked. He was reminded of a childhood game his friends had played, called Heaven or Hell. One boy and one girl were selected by lot to enter a dark closet. For one minute he had either to kiss her (Heaven) or hit her (Hell). Once Brother Paul had dreamed of taking the Reverend into such a closet, and he had awakened in a cold sweat, horrified. The very memory was appalling, now. Until that memory was gone, he would not be fit material for advancement within the Holy Order of Vision.

      But she was unaware of this chasm within him—an innocence for which he sincerely thanked God. “I feel you would not concentrate exclusively on the religious implications of the problem,” she continued blithely. “You would relate to the concerns of the colonists as well. Perhaps you will be able to ascertain not only what happened to the priests, but why it doesn’t happen to the colonists, and why faith seems to be such a liability. But more important—”

      “I think I anticipate you,” Brother Paul murmured.

      “We want to ascertain whether this phenomenon is ultimately material or spiritual. We have observed only the fringes of it so far, but there appear to be elements of both. One explanation is that this is a test for man, of his coming-of-age: that God, if you will, has elected to manifest Himself to man in this challenging fashion. We do not want to ignore that challenge, and certainly we do not wish to risk crucifying Christ again! But we also cannot afford to embarrass ourselves by treating too seriously a phenomenon that may have completely mundane roots.”

      “God has completely mundane roots,” Brother Paul pointed out, with no negative intent.

      “But He also has completely divine branches. The one without the other—”

      “Yes, I appreciate the delicacy of the problem.”

      “If this manifestation should actually stem from God, we must recognize and answer the call,” the Reverend Mother said. “If it is a purely material thing, we would like to know exactly what it is, and how it works, and why religion is vulnerable to it. That surely will not be easy to do!” She paused. “Why am I so excited, Paul, yet so afraid? I have urged you not to go, yet at the same time—”

      Brother Paul smiled. “You are afraid I shall fail. Or that I will actually find God there. Either would be most discomfiting—for of course the God of Tarot is also the God of Earth. The God of Man.”

      “Yes,” she said uncertainly. “But after all our centuries of faith, can we really face the reality? God may not conform to our expectations, yet how could we reject Him? We must know Him! It frightens me! In short—”

      “In short,” Brother Paul concluded, “you want me to go to Hell—to see if God is there.”
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        The riddle of consciousness has perplexed the human mind for a long time. What is it? Where is it? We can never quite pin it down: we only know that we possess it. Arthur Koestler has an excellent discussion of this problem in his book The Ghost in the Machine, wherein he likens this consciousness to a mirror in which a person views his own activities, or to a hall of mirrors that reflects one’s own reflection infinitely. The best scientists, he says, possess an awareness of the infinite, the sense of mystery, knowing that the phenomena we observe are transparent to a different order of reality. Even the simplest machines seem to have ghosts, hints of infinity, of what can never be truly understood. The unknown pervades our existences and perhaps that is part of what makes existence bearable.

      

      

      

      The Station of the Holy Order of Vision was, Brother Paul was forcibly reminded, well out in the sticks. It had not always been that way. This had once been a ghetto area. In the five years of the Matter Transmission program, officially and popularly known as MT and Empty respectively, several billion human beings had been exported to about a thousand colony planets. This was a rate that would soon depopulate the world.

      But it was not the policy of the Holy Order of Vision to interfere in lay matters. Brother Paul could think his private thoughts, but he must never try to force his political or economic opinions on others. Or, for that matter, his religious views.

      So now he trekked through the veritable wilderness surrounding the Station, past the standing steel bones of once-great buildings projecting into the sky like remnants of dinosaurs. During winter’s snows the effect was not so stark; the bones were blanketed. But this was summer. His destination was the lingering, shrinking technological civilization of the planet. The resurging brush and shrubs grew thicker and taller as he covered the kilometers, as though their growth kept pace with his progress, then gave way on occasion to clusters of dwellings like medieval villages. Each population cluster centered around some surviving bastion of technology: electricity generated from a water wheel, a wood-fueled kiln, or industrial-scale windmills.

      Village, he thought. From the same Latin root as villa, the manor of a feudal lord. Inhabited by feudal serfs called villains, whose ignorant nature lent a somewhat different meaning to that word in later centuries. Society was fragmenting into its original components, under the stress of deprivation of energy. Electronics was virtually a dead science in the hinterlands where there was no electricity; automotive technology was passé where there was no gasoline. Horsepower and handicrafts had quickly resumed their former prominence, and Brother Paul was not prepared to call this evil. Pollution was a thing of the past, except in mining areas, and children today did not know what the term “inflation” meant, since barter was the order of the day. People lived harder lives now, but often healthier ones, despite the regression of medical technology. The enhanced sense of community in any given village was a blessing; neighbor was more apt to help neighbor, and the discontented had gone away. Light-years away.

      However, he approached each village carefully, for the villains could be brutish with strangers. Brother Paul was basically a man of peace, but neither a weakling nor a fool. He donned his Order habit when near population centers to make himself more readily identifiable. He would defend himself with words and smiles and humility wherever he could, and with physical measures when all else failed.

      Though he was a Brother of an Order with religious connotations, he neither expected nor received free benefits on that account. He rendered service for his night’s board and lodging; there was always demand for a man handy with mechanical things. He exchanged news with the lord of each manor, obtaining directions and advice about local conditions. Everyone knew the way to MT. Each night he found a different residence. In some areas of the country, actual primitive tribes had taken over, calling themselves Saxons, Huns, Cimmerians, Celts, or Picts, and in many respects they did resemble their historic models. The Saxons were Americans of northern European descent; the Huns were Americans of middle European admixed with Oriental descent; the Cimmerians seemed to be derived from the former fans of fantasy adventure novels. Elsewhere in the world, he knew, the process was similar; there were even Incas in Asia. He encountered one strong tribe named Songhoy whose roots were in tenth-century Black Africa. Their location, with ironic appropriateness, was in the badlands of black craters formed by savagely rapid and deep strip mining for coal. Once there had been enough coal in America to power the world for centuries; no more.

      The Holy Order of Vision, always hospitable to peaceful travelers, had entertained and assisted Shamans and Druids and other priestly representatives, never challenging their beliefs or religious authority. A Voodoo witch doctor could not only find hospitality at the Station, he could converse with Brothers of the Order who took him completely seriously and knew more than a little about his practice. Now this policy paid off for Brother Paul. The small silver cross he wore became a talisman of amazing potency wherever religion dominated—and this was more extensive every year. Political power reached only as far as the arm of the local strong man, but clerical power extended as far as faith could reach. The laity gave way increasingly to the clerical authorities, as in medieval times. Thus Brother Paul was harvesting the fruit of the seeds sown by his Order. In addition, he had rather persuasive insights into the culture of Black societies, whether of ancient Africa or modern America. He fared very well.

      After many pleasant days of foot travel he entered the somewhat vaguely defined demesnes of twentieth-century civilization. Here there was electricity from a central source, and radio and telephones and automotive movement. He obtained a ride on a tram drawn by a woodburning steam engine; no diesels or coal-fired vehicles remained operative, of course. The electricity here was generated by sunlight, not fossil fuel, for MT was as yet unable to preempt the entire light of the sun for the emigration program. “Maybe tomorrow,” the wry joke went.

      The reason for the lack of clear boundaries to the region was that the electric power lines did not extend all the way to the periphery, and batteries were reserved for emergency use. But radio communication reached some distance farther out, so that selected offices could be linked to the news of the world. At this fringe, wood was the fuel of choice where it was available.

      This was a pleasant enough ride, allowing Brother Paul to rest his weary feet. He felt a bit guilty about using the Order credit card for this service, but in one day he traversed more territory than he had in a week of foot travel. He could not otherwise have arrived on time.

      He spent this night at the Station of the Coordinator for the Order in this region: the Right Reverend Father Crowder. Brother Paul was somewhat awed by the august presence of this pepper-maned elder, but the Right Reverend quickly made him even less at ease. “How I envy you your youth and courage, Brother! I daresay you run the cross-country kilometer in under three minutes.”

      “Uh, sometimes—”

      “Never cracked three-ten myself. Or the five-minute mile. But once I managed fifteen honest pull-ups in thirty seconds on a rafter in the chapel.” He smiled ruefully. “The chapelmaster caught me. He never said a word—but, oh, the look he gave me! I never had the nerve to try it again. But I’m sure you would never allow such a minor excuse to interfere with your exercise.”

      Obviously the man knew something about Brother Paul’s background—especially the calisthenics he had been sneaking in when he thought no one was watching. He hoped he wasn’t blushing.

      “The mission you now face requires a good deal more nerve than that sort of thing,” Right Reverend Crowder continued. “You have nerve, presence of mind, great strength, and a certain refreshing objectivity. These were qualities we were looking for. Yet it will not be easy. Not only must you face God—you must pass judgment on His validity. I do not envy you this charge.” He turned and put his strong, weathered hands on Brother Paul’s shoulders. “God bless you and give you strength,” he said sincerely.

      God bless you… Brother Paul swayed, closing his eyes in momentary pain.

      “Easy, Brother,” the Right Reverend said, steadying him. “I know you are tired after your arduous journey. Go to your room and lie down; get a good night’s rest. We shall see you safely on the bus to the mattermission station in the morning.”

      The Right Reverend was, of course, as good as his word. Well rested and well fed, Brother Paul was deposited on the bus for a four-hour journey into the very depths of civilization. Thus, quite suddenly, he came to the MT station: Twenty-First Century America.

      He was met as he stepped down from the coach by an MT official dressed in a rather garish blue uniform. “Very good,” the young man said crisply, sourly eyeing Brother Paul’s travel-soiled Order robe. “You are the representative of the Visual Order—”

      “The Holy Order of Vision,” Brother Paul corrected him tolerantly. A Druid never would have made such an error, but this was, after all, a lay official. “Holy as in ‘whole,’ for we try to embrace the entire spirit of—”

      “Yes, yes. Please come this way, sir.”

      “Not ‘sir.’ I am a Brother. Brother Paul. All men are brothers—” But the imperious functionary was already moving ahead, forcing Brother Paul to hurry after him.

      He did so. “Before I go to the colony world, I’ll need a source of direct current electricity to recharge my calculator,” he said. “I’m not an apt mathematician, and there may be complexities that require—”

      “There isn’t time for that!” the man snapped. “The shipment has been delayed for hours pending your arrival, interfering with our programming. Now it has been slotted for thirty minutes hence. We barely—”

      He should have remembered: Time, in the form of schedules, was one of the chief Gods of MT, second only to Power. Brother Paul had become too used to a day governed by the position of the sun. He had been lent a good watch along with the calculator for this mission, but had not yet gotten into the habit of looking at it. “I certainly would not want to profane your schedule, but if I am to do my job properly—”

      With a grimace of exasperation the man drew him into a building. Inside was a telephone. “Place an order for new batteries,” he rapped out, handing the transceiver to Brother Paul.

      Such efficiency! Brother Paul had lost familiarity with telephones in the past few years. Into which portion of the device was he supposed to speak? He compromised by speaking loudly enough to catch both ends of it, describing the batteries. “Authorization granted,” the upper part of the phone replied after a click. “Pick them up at Supply.”

      “Supply?” But the phone had clicked off. That seemed to be the manner, here in civilization.

      “Come on,” the functionary said. “We’ll catch it in passing.” And they did; a quick stop at another building produced the required cells. These people were not very sociable, but they got the job done!

      “And this,” the man at the supply desk said, holding out a heavy metal bracelet.

      “Oh, Brothers don’t wear jewelry, only the Cross,” Brother Paul protested. “We have taken vows of poverty—”

      “Jewelry, hell,” the man snorted. “This is a molecular recorder. There’ll be a complete playback when you return: everything you have seen or heard and some things you haven’t. This unit is sensitive to quite a few forms of radiation and chemical combinations. Just keep it on your left wrist and forget it. But don’t cover it up.”

      Brother Paul was taken aback. “I had understood that this was to be a personal investigation and report. After all, a machine can’t be expected to fathom God.”

      “Ha ha,” the supply man said without humor. “Just put it on.”

      Reluctantly Brother Paul held up his left arm. The man clasped the bracelet on it, snapping it in place. He should have realized that the secular powers who controlled mattermission would not cooperate unless they had their secular assurances. They did not care whether God had manifested on Planet Tarot; their God was the Machine. The Machine embraced both Time and Power, ruling all. Yet perhaps it was only fair; who could say in advance that the God of Tarot was not a machine deity? Therefore it was proper that the Machine send its representative, too.

      “And this,” the supply man said, holding out a set of small rods, “is a short-range transceiver. Hold it up, speak, this other unit receives. And vice versa. Required equipment for all our operatives.”

      “I am not your operative,” Brother Paul said as gently as he could. He was, he reminded himself, supposed to be a peaceful man.

      “Who’s paying your fare, round trip?” the man asked.

      Brother Paul sighed. He who paid the piper, called the tune. Render unto Caesar, et cetera. He took the transceivers and tucked them into a pocket. He could carry them; he didn’t have to use them.

      “Mind,” the supply man said, his brows furrowing, “we expect this equipment back in good order.”

      “You can have it back now,” Brother Paul said.

      No one answered him. He was whisked into another building and subjected to assorted indignities of examination and preparation. In their savage velocity and callousness, these procedures reminded him vaguely of the strip mining he had seen. Then he was hurried into the thermos bottle-like capsule and sealed in. All he had to do now was wait.

      He examined the chamber. It was fairly large, but packed with unboxed equipment. Crates would have been wasteful, of course; every gram counted. Most of it was readily identifiable: hand-powered adding machines, spinning wheels, looms, treadle-powered sewing machines, mechanical typewriters, axes, handsaws, wood stoves, and the like. A sensible shipment for a colony that might be as backward as the hinterlands of Earth itself.

      Those adding machines bothered him. How could he justify his fuss about the electronic calculator? He was out of tune with the technology of his mission. Perhaps he had been shortsighted. Was it rationalization to suggest that the adding machines could not readily multiply or divide numbers, do specialized conversions, or figure the cube root of pi? A slide rule could do those things, and it had no battery to run down. Why hadn’t he brought along a slide rule? That would have been far more in keeping with the philosophy of the Holy Order of Vision. The lay powers of Earth were using calculators whose usefulness would cease when their power sources expired. He, as a Brother, should be showing his fellow man how to use slide rules that would function as long as mind and hands remained.

      “I am a hypocrite,” he murmured aloud. “May God correct and forgive me.”

      He looked at his watch—he was finally getting into that habit!—and set the elapsed-time counter. Of course mattermission was supposed to be instantaneous, the Theory of Relativity to the contrary, but there was this waiting time, and he might as well measure that. He liked to count things anyway. It was better than admitting that he was nervous.

      His eye caught the silver-colored band on his wrist. It had an elaborate decoration, like a modernistic painting done in relief. No doubt that was to conceal the lenses and mechanisms within it. When it was necessary to hide something, fit it into a complex container. As the crown-maker had done to conceal the amount of base metal diluting the value of the supposedly pure gold crown of Hieron, ruler of the ancient city of Syracuse. Except that Archimedes had cried “Eureka!” and found it, utilizing the principle of water displacement.

      Probably the band was recording things now. How fortunate it could not record his thoughts! But what would happen when he wished to perform a natural function? Maybe he could hold that wrist up over his head so the device couldn’t see anything. Yet suppose he did so, and suddenly heard it cry “Eureka!”?

      He smiled at himself. Ridiculous mortal vanity! What did it matter what portion of his anatomy this device might perceive? When the lay experts played back the molecules, they would quickly be bored by the minutiae of human water displacements. Let the machine capture and contain all the information it could hold, until its cup brimmethed over.

      Abruptly it struck him: a cup! This bracelet was like the Cup of the Tarot, containing not fluid but information. And the little transceivers—they were Wands. His watch was the emblem of a third suit, Disks, for it was essentially a disk with markings, and hands pointing to the time of day that in Nature was shown by the original golden disk of the sun. Three suits. What might be the fourth, that of Swords?

      That stymied him for a moment. Swords were representative of trouble, violence; he had no such weapon on him. Swords were also the suit of air, and while he had air about him, this didn’t seem to apply. The sword was also a scalpel, signifying surgery or medicine, and of course there was the cutting edge of thought—That was it! The sharpest, most tangible thought was the symbolism of numbers, of mathematics. The calculator! Thus he had a full roster of Tarot symbolism. Too bad he hadn’t brought along a Tarot deck; that could have distracted him very nicely.

      Brother Paul sat on a stove, waiting for the shipment to ship. After all that rush, they might at least have gotten on with it promptly once he was inside the capsule! But perhaps there were technical things to do, like switching coaches onto other sidings or whatever, lining everything up for the big jump. It was difficult to imagine how, in this nineteenth-century setting, he could be jolted to a world perhaps fifty light-years distant. He should have thought to inquire exactly where Planet Tarot was; that seemed much more important now that he was on the verge of jumping there. Was a jump of seventy light-years more hazardous than a jump of twenty light-years? The concept of instantaneous travel bothered him in a vague way, like the discomfort of an incipient stomach disorder that might or might not lead to retching. He would never understand how mattermission worked. Didn’t old Albert Einstein know his math? Yet obviously it did exist—or did it?

      His watch claimed that only another minute had passed since his last look, or a total of two and a half minutes since he had set the counter. That didn’t help; subjectively he had aged far more than that!

      There were chronic whispers about that objection of Relativity, rumors always denied by MT, yet persistent. Twentieth-century science had accomplished many things supposed to have been impossible in the nineteenth century; why shouldn’t twenty-first century science supersede the beliefs of the twentieth? Yet he found that he now had the same difficulty disbelieving in Relativity as he had initially had believing in it. Suddenly, in the close confines of this capsule, those whispers were easy to believe. There was no doubt that Earth was being depopulated, and that such tremendous amounts of energy were being consumed that the whole society was regressing, the victim of energy starvation. But there was also no question that the emigration mechanism, MT, had been deemed impossible by the best human minds of the past. The obvious reconciliation: people were departing Earth—but they weren’t arriving at other planets. The whole vast MT program could be a ruse to—

      Suddenly his queasiness gave way to acute claustrophobia. He looked about nervously for nozzles that might admit poisonous gas. The Jews in Nazi Germany, half a century or so ago: they had been promised relief—

      No, that didn’t make sense! Why go to the trouble of summoning a single novice of a semireligious Order to this elaborate setup? Anyone who wanted him out of the way could find much less cumbersome means to eliminate him! And the Order would not suffer itself to be deceived like this. The Right Reverend Father Crowder would never countenance such a thing; of this Brother Paul was absolutely sure. And the Reverend Mother Mary, angelic in her concern for the good of all men…

      The Reverend Mother Mary. Why fool himself? He had agreed to undertake this mission because she had asked him to. Oh, she had pleaded the opposite, most charmingly. But he would have been diminished in her eyes if he had heeded that plea.

      This was no more profitable a line of thought than the other had been. He was here neither for death nor for love. He was supposed to ascertain the validity of the God of Tarot, and the project fascinated him. Why distract himself with superficially unreasonable or impossible things, when his actual assignment surpassed the unreason or impossibility of either? How could a mere man pass judgment on God?

      Brother Paul drew out his calculator, his symbol for thought, his figurative Sword of Tarot. It was an early model, perhaps twenty-five years old. An antique, but it still operated. The Holy Order of Vision took good care of those devices it preserved, perhaps fearing that one year there would be no reservoir of technology but this. The calculator had a number of square white buttons, and a number of square black ones. By depressing these buttons in the proper order he could set up any simple mathematical problem and obtain an immediate solution. Instantaneous—like the travel between worlds! This was travel between the worlds of concepts, not of space.

      Idly he turned it on, watching the green zero appear in the readout window. “Two,” he murmured, touching the appropriate button, and the zero was transformed miraculously into 2. “Plus three—equals five.” And the green 5 was there ahead of him.

      Brother Paul smiled. He liked this little machine; it might not rival the Colony computer, but it did its limited job well. “Let’s remember that,” he said, punching the MEMORY button, then the PLUS button. That should file the number in the memory as a positive integer. Now he touched the CLEAR ENTRY button, and the cheerful zero reappeared, as green as ever. He punched MEMORY and RECALL and the 5 returned. Good; the memory was functioning properly.

      “Let’s convert it from kilograms to pounds,” he continued, for this was an old conversions calculator complete with the archaic measurements, as befitted the date of its origin. He touched the CONVERSIONS button, then the MINUS button, which was now understood to represent kilograms. Then the DIVIDE button, which was now pounds. These double designations were initially confusing, but necessary to make twenty buttons do the work of fifty. The answer: 11.023113.

      “File that useless information in Memory Two,” he said, punching MEMORY again, followed by 2, followed by PLUS, followed by CLEAR ENTRY. The readout returned to zero. Oh, he had forgotten what fun this was! “Now the number 99999999 multiplied by the number in Memory One.” He punched a row of eight nines, then TIMES, then MEMORY, 1, RECALL, then EQUALS. He frowned.

      A red dot had appeared in the left-hand corner of the readout. “Overload,” he said. “No room for a nine-digit number! Clear it out.” He struck the CLEAR button several times, then turned off the calculator so as not to waste battery power while he thought.

      “Very well, he said after a moment. “Let’s keep it within bounds. Multiply Memory One by Memory Two.” He turned it on again and punched the necessary sequence rapidly. All he got were zeroes. “Oh, I forgot! Turning it off erases the memory! I’ll have to start over.” He punched in a new 5, put it in Memory One, converted it from kilos to pounds, put that into Memory Two, cleared the readout, forgot what he was doing, and punched for Memory Two Recall. The result was zero.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said. He went through the sequence again, watching his fingers move fleetingly over the keys—and saw his error. He had missed the 2 button for Memory Two and hit the TIMES button instead. “Can’t put it in TIMES MEMORY!” he said. “That would mean I’d have to punch MEMORY TIMES RECALL to get it out, and the poor machine would think I’d gone crazy and have to flash overload lights at me to jog me out of it.” As he spoke, he punched the foolish sequence he had named. The readout showed 11.023113.

      Brother Paul stared at that. Then he erased the sequence and went through it all again, carefully punching the erroneous TIMES MEMORY, which was not supposed to exist. The same thing happened: he got the number back. “But that means this thing has a third memory—and it’s only built for two,” he said.

      So he tested it methodically, for there was nothing so intriguing to him as a good mystery or paradox. He punched the number 111 into Memory One, 222 into Memory Two, and 333 into MEMORY TIMES. Then he punched out each in turn. Up they came, like the chosen cards of a sleight-of-hand magician: 111—222—0.

      “Zero!” he exclaimed. “So it isn’t true!” But just to be certain, he repeated the process, this time checking TIMES MEMORY first—and the 333 appeared. He checked for the 222 and found it, and then the 111—and it was there too. No doubt about it; he now had three memories. But the third one was intermittent, following some law of its own, as though it were half wild.

      “Half wild…” he repeated aloud, thinking of something else. But if he got off on that, he would not solve the present mystery. He glanced at his watch. He had really gobbled up time with his calculations! Ten minutes, forty-two seconds, give or take a second, since he had set the counter. How long would they dawdle about mattermitting this capsule?

      He cleared the readout and punched MEMORY TIMES again. The 333 reappeared. “A ghost in the machine,” he said. “A secret memory, unknown to—”

      “So you found me,” a voice responded. “Yet I was always here, to be evoked.”

      Brother Paul’s eyes flicked from the calculator to his watch—ten minutes, forty-nine seconds—then lifted slowly. A man stood before him, on the far side of the sewing machine. He was young, but with receding hair and chin, as though he had been subjected to early stress. No, that was a false characterization; physical appearance had little to do with personality. “Sorry. I did not see you arrive,” Brother Paul said. “Are you traveling to Planet Tarot too?”

      The man smiled, but there was something strange about the way his mouth moved. “Perhaps—if you so choose.”

      “I am Brother Paul of the Holy Order of Vision.” He put forth his hand.

      “I am Antares,” the man said, but made no motion to accept the hand.

      “Well, Mr. Antares—or is it Brother Antares? Are you another investigator?”

      “It is only Antares. Sexual designations have little meaning to my kind, and you would not understand my personal designation. Do you not know me?”

      Brother Paul looked at him again, more carefully this time. This was just an ordinary man, wearing a dark tunic. “I regret that the only Antares I know of is a bright red star.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You associate with the star Antares?” Brother Paul asked, perplexed.

      “I am the emissary from Sphere Antares, yes,” the man affirmed.

      “I was not aware that our colonies extended so far. Isn’t Antares many hundreds of light-years distant from Sol?”

      “About five hundred of your light-years, yes, in your constellation Scorpio. We are not a colony, but a separate Sphere. There are many sapient Spheres in the galaxy, and in other galaxies, each highly advanced in the center and fading in technology and competence at the fringe, owing to the phenomenon of spherical regression. Thus each empire has certain natural limits, depending on—”

      “Scorpio,” Brother Paul said musingly, grasping that portion of the alien’s discussion to which he could relate. “The constellation.”

      “The scorpion that slew Orion, in your mythology,” the man said agreeably. “Of course, in real history, the constellation you call Orion’s Belt is the center of Sphere Mintaka, perhaps the largest and most influential Sphere in this sector of galactic space, with the possible exception of Sphere Sador. A giant, certainly, but never slain by anything in our rather more modest Sphere! Actually, war between the Spheres is virtually unknown, because of the problems of communication and transport.”

      Brother Paul was still belatedly assimilating the implications. “Perhaps I misunderstand. It almost seems that you imply you are a man from a—a regime centered in the region of the space known as—”

      “Not a man, Solarian Brother Paul. I am an Antarean, a sapient creature quite alien to your type, except in intellect.”

      “An alien creature!” Was this a joke? Brother Paul looked at his watch. The counter indicated ten minutes, forty-nine seconds. Well, he would test Antares’ statement. “I regret that I have not encountered many alien creatures. Your form appears human—or is that a mirage?”

      “This is my Solarian host. My aura was transferred to this host so that I could present to your species the technology of matter transmission. In exchange you gave us controlled hydrogen fusion.”

      Matter transmission! “You brought us that breakthrough technology?”

      “True. It would otherwise have been some time before your Sphere developed it. The principles are foreign to the main thrust of your technology, just as the principles of hydrofusion are foreign to ours. In fact, historically, our experts believed it was theoretically impossible to accomplish such a process artificially. Our Theory of Absolutivity—”

      This was a strange joke! “Antares, I would like to see you in your alien form. Would you mind materializing in that?” If this were a prank, that would expose it!

      The person before him faded. In his place appeared a large amoebalike mass. On its top, it erected a pattern of spongy knobs that flexed up and down like the keys of a player piano. Then it flung out a pseudopod, a glob of gelatinous substance that landed a meter to the side connected to the main mass by a dwindling tendril. Fluid pulsed along this tendril, distending it, collecting at the end, swelling the glob until it approached the size of the main body. The process continued, making the glob even larger until at last it was the original body that was a glob, while the glob had expanded to the size of the original mass. Then the trailing tendril was sucked in. The creature now stood one meter to the side of where it had stood before. It had taken one step.

      It faded, and the man reappeared. “We Antareans may be slow, but there are few places we cannot go,” he said. “I have returned to the form of my human host so that I may converse with you; I doubt that you are facile in my native language.”

      “Uh, thank you,” Brother Paul said. “That was an impressive demonstration. May I touch you?”

      “I regret you cannot,” the alien said. “Both my forms are insubstantial. You perceive only an animation shaped by my aura, and this is possible only while we endure in the process of transmission. You may pass your appendage through the image, but you will feel nothing.”

      “So you are a ghost,” Brother Paul said. “An apparition without substance. Nevertheless, I am inclined to make the attempt.” He reached forward slowly, over the sewing machine.

      Antares did not retreat the way a joker might. He stood still, waiting for the touch.

      There was no touch. Brother Paul felt a slight tingling, as of an electrical charge that gave him an odd thrill but no physical contact. This was, indeed, a ghost.

      “Your aura! Amazing!” Antares exclaimed. “Never have I felt the like!”

      This was strange, and far beyond the parameters of a practical joke. “My aura?”

      “Solarian Brother Paul, now I know I have never touched you before, for there can be no other aura in your Sphere like yours. Or in my own Sphere. Perhaps not in the Spheres of Spica, Canopus, Polaris or even huge Sador. I suspect there is none of greater intensity in all the galaxy, for only once in a thousand of your years is there a statistical probability of—why did you not come to me sooner?”

      Brother Paul withdrew his hand, perplexed. “I do not know what you mean by ‘aura.’ I have never met you before—or any other ghost—and had no notion that you were to accompany me on this mission. Are you really a creature from another region of space?”

      “I really am,” Antares said. “More correctly, was. I faded out some time ago, and remain only as the captive aura of this process. As you so aptly put it, the ghost in the machine.”

      “I was speaking of the ghostly third memory in this little calculator,” Brother Paul said. “It was designed to have only two memories, yet—”

      “Allow me to examine it,” Antares said.

      Brother Paul held it out, and the alien passed his immaterial hand through it “Ah, yes. That is a memory, but not precisely of the other type. It is what you call the constant: the figure retained for multiple operations. Because every element of this keyboard is dual-function, in certain cases that duality permits a direct readout of the normally hidden constant.”

      “The constant!” Brother Paul exclaimed. “Of course! No ghost at all, merely a misunderstood function. Like an autonomic function of the body, not ordinarily evoked consciously.”

      “Such comprehension comes naturally to our species,” Antares said modestly.

      That reminded Brother Paul. “You say your, er, Sphere traded with ours? Mattermission for hydrofusion?”

      “The expense in energy of physical transport over interstellar distances makes material commerce unfeasible,” Antares said. “Therefore trade is largely confined to information. Since you possess technology we lacked—”

      “But if you are so advanced, why couldn’t you develop controlled hydrogen fusion yourselves?”

      “For much the same reason you could not develop instantaneous transmission of matter. Our mode of thinking was incapable of formulating the necessary concepts. In our framework, artificial hydrofusion is—or was—inconceivable. We are a protean, flexible species. We do not think in terms of either magnetics or lasers. We are adept at flexible circuitry, at the sciences of flowing impedances. Thus, for us, mattermission technology is a natural, if complex, mode. You Solarians are a thrust culture; you poke with sticks, thrust with swords, and burn with fierce, tight lasers. For you, laser-controlled atomic fusion is natural.”

      That seemed to make sense, although it seemed to Brother Paul that the Antarean’s ready assimilation of the calculator operation indicated a certain competence with magnetic circuitry. Probably the term “magnetic” had a different meaning for the alien, though. Man had been incapable of conceptualizing any physical velocity faster than that of the speed of light in a vacuum. Man’s mode of thought simply could not admit the alien possibility of instantaneous travel; therefore, that science had been out of the question. Thought, not physics, had been the limiting factor.

      And what of God? Was man incapable of conceptualizing His true nature? If so, Brother Paul’s present mission was doomed.

      “So you traded with us,” Brother Paul said, returning to a simpler level of thought. “You needed fusion for power, and we needed matter transmission for transport. Our own hydrofusion generators are now monopolized for the tremendous power needed for the MT program.”

      “So it would seem. This is a very foolish course you are pursuing, but it seems as though all emerging cultures must pass through it. If rationality does not abate it, the exhaustion of resources does. Only through Transfer is inter-Spherical empire possible. Spherical regression otherwise presents a virtually absolute limit to the extent of any culture—as you will discover.”

      Again, Brother Paul clung to what he could. “Transfer?”

      “With your aura, you do not know of Transfer?”

      “I know neither aura nor Transfer. In fact I know nothing of your society.”

      “Your administrators did not inform the populace?”

      “Apparently not. I’d like to know about you personally, too.”

      “Then I shall gladly explain. It has been long since any creature expressed personal interest in me.” Antares paused, and for an instant Brother Paul saw the outline of the alien protoplasm, shimmering like a hovering soul. “Every living thing we know of has an aura, a field of life-force permeating it. Solarians term it the Kirlian aura—”

      “Ah, that I have heard of!” Brother Paul said. “I believe it is the same as the aura described by Dr. Kilner, and later photographed by the Russian scientist Kirlian. But I understood it was merely an effect of water vapor in the vicinity of living bodies.”

      “Perhaps the water vapor is associated with the photographic or visual effects,” Antares said. “But the aura itself is more than this. It cannot be detected by ordinary means, although certain machines can measure its imprint, and entities of intense auras can perceive other intense auras. I was a high-aura creature, and you are the highest-aura creature imaginable. Therefore our auras interact, and we perceive each other. You have no doubt perceived auras of others similarly, and supposed these to be flukes of your imagination.”

      “Maybe I have,” Brother Paul agreed. There had been some strange phenomena in his past, now that he considered the matter in this light. Yet he was not satisfied. “Why shouldn’t we perceive each other now, without the interaction of auras?”

      “Because I am dead,” Antares said.

      Brother Paul had already become aware of the strangeness of this entity, so he took this statement in stride. He glanced at his watch again, noting that ten minutes and forty-nine seconds had elapsed since the setting of the counter. It had seemed longer. He fixed on a single facet, again. “You are really a ghost?”

      “The ghost in the machine.”

      Brother Paul tried to organize his reactions, get his tongue in gear. “Actually, the human brain, with its mysterious separation of powers in its two hemispheres, has qualities that are obscure to our understanding. Nature had to have had good reason for that seeming duplication. We know that the left hemisphere relates to the right side of the body, and handles abstract analytical thought and language functions, while the right hemisphere handles space patterns, imagery, music and artistic functions. Just as two eyes provide the basis for triangulation, hence depth perception, perhaps two brains multiply the human quality as well as quantity of thought.” He shook his head. “But I am babbling. My point is that the hemispheric union is as yet imperfect. Crazy-seeming things spring from it, visions and hallucinations occur at times. So while it is possible that you are what you claim to be, the ghost of an alien creature, it is rather more likely that I am suffering a similar derangement—”

      “Solarian Brother!” Antares protested. “Your aura is so strong, it enables manifestations that could not otherwise occur. Your divided brain is imperfect, vastly complicating your thinking processes, but I am not a phantasm of your imagination. I am an aura trapped in the mechanism of the mattermission unit. We did not know the units had this property, but of course no one has ever fathomed completely the technology of the Ancients from which both mattermission and Transfer derive.”

      What difference did it make, really, whether this creature was real or imaginary? He was certainly entertaining! “You said you were dead.”

      “My Sphere, seeking trade, Transferred the auras of its most suitable members to the bodies of sapient aliens of other Spheres, animating them,” Antares explained. “I was lucky enough to find this host: a Solarian who had lost his own aura and become a member of the living dead, a soulless creature. I located the Solarian authorities after some difficulty and convinced them of my authenticity, but precious time had been lost. You see, the aura of a Transferee in an alien host fades at the rate of about one intensity a day, for reasons we do not yet understand, and when it drops to the sapient norm—”

      “The alien soul becomes submerged by the host,” Brother Paul finished with sudden insight. All of this was incredible, yet it had its own logic, like that of non-Euclidean geometry. In this day of nonrelativistic physics, why not?

      “True. My natural aura was ninety times the ordinary intensity, as measured by our calibration. That is very high. Not half as high as yours, however. So I had only three of your months to act, and more than half that period was exhausted by the time I made contact. Because your scientists needed time to construct the first mattermission unit, after they had been persuaded that it was even theoretically possible—”

      “You faded away to nothing before you could return to Star Antares,” Brother Paul said. What singular courage this alien had had, to undertake such a mission! Traveling in spirit to an alien body, to convince people of a truth they knew was impossible—and giving his own life in the process. This creature must have had a good deal more than aura going for him; he had to have had intelligence, determination, and nerve. Brother Paul had thought his own mission special; now he saw that it was ordinary in comparison to that of Antares.

      “I faded down to sapient norm,” Antares agreed. “There is no fading below that, except in illness or physical death. But my native identity was gone then, as the host-body dominated. Once the first mattermission unit was ready, the Solarians shipped my Solarian host to my home Sphere, together with a nuclear fusion expert, honoring the bargain I had made. But I was dead.”

      “Except that you aren’t dead!”

      “My aura was enhanced by the mattermission machine, and that returned my identity to me,” Antares agreed. “But my host was gone; I could not exist outside this unit. The machine is now my host, and I am now its constant, as in your calculator. I cannot manifest at all unless evoked by someone like you with the interest and aura to make it possible. When you arrive at your destination—”

      Brother Paul looked at his watch again. Still ten minutes, forty-nine seconds. He was certain now; no time at all had passed since Antares had appeared. He was in the process of suffering a potent hallucination. Maybe. “But if I can see you and hear you, others can too; we can open the capsule before it mattermits—”

      “We are in mattermission now. Did you not comprehend?”

      “Now? But I thought the process was instantaneous!”

      “That it is, Solarian Brother.”

      Brother Paul mulled that over. An extended dialogue in zero time? Well, why not one more impossibility! “Who are these ‘Ancients’ you mentioned? Why don’t they get you out of this fix?”

      “They are extinct, as far as we know. They perished three million Solarian years ago, leaving only their phenomenal ruins.”

      “Ruins? But you said the mattermission equipment derived from—”

      “Some few of their ruins have functioning components. Most of the advanced technology has been reconstituted from the far more advanced science of the Ancients by those contemporary species capable of recognizing the potential of what they discovered. There may be Ancient ruins in your own Sphere, but if your individuals did not recognize them for what they were, they may have been destroyed. Chief among these technological reconstitutions in other Spheres is Transfer—the means by which I came to Sphere Sol. That secret we will not share with you, for its value is measureless, and your species—please do not take umbrage—may not be mature enough to handle this knowledge safely.”

      Brother Paul suddenly realized that he liked this alien ghost, even if Antares were merely a figment of his own imagination. “I take no umbrage; I regard my own species with similar misgivings, at times. I suppose you may be considered a figment of my mind, or as you put it, of my aura. Yet you have provided me comfort and interest during a nervous period.”

      “Do not underestimate the capacities of aura, friend Solarian,” Antares replied equably. “In my brief tenure in Solarian form I came to know some of the nature of your kind, alien as it is to my prior experience. Many of your mysteries are explicable in terms of aura, as you will know when you achieve aural science. Your water-divining merely reflects the aural interaction with hidden water or metals. Your ‘faith healing’ constitutes a limited exchange of auras, the well one augmenting the failing one. What you call telepathy is another aural phenomenon: the momentary overlapping of aural currents such as we experience at this moment. When an entity dies, his aura may dissipate explosively, like a supernova, flooding the environment for an instant, forcing sudden awareness upon those who are naturally attuned. Close friends, or entities with very similar aural types. Thus a sleeping person may suffer a vision at the instant of his friend’s demise.”

      Antares vanished. Brother Paul jumped up, alarmed. “Antares!” he cried. But there was nothing except the treadle sewing machine.

      Then he realized that the matter transmission was over. He had arrived. The alien aura could manifest only while the Ancient reconstituted equipment was in operation. When the machine was turned off, the constant was lost—as in his calculator.

      He looked at his watch. Eleven minutes, fifteen seconds. Time was moving again; the infinite expansion of instantaneity had ceased. He was back in the real world, such as it was. Whichever world it was.

      Brother Paul felt a poignant loss. “If my aura is as potent as you say, brother alien, I will summon you again,” he promised aloud. “Antares, you have been a good companion, and we have much more to discuss. Maybe on my return hop…”

      But whom was he fooling? He had suffered a hallucination in transit, as he understood some people did, in this manner soothing his extreme nervousness about the mattermission. Better to shut up about it.

      “Farewell, alien friend,” he murmured.
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      Brother Paul blinked in bright sunlight. He stood at the edge of a field of grain of an unfamiliar type. It could be a variety of wheat; Earth exported hybrid breeds of the basic cereals as fast as they could be developed, searching for the ideal match with alien conditions. There were so many variables of light and gravity and soil and climate that the only certain verification of a given type’s viability was the actual harvest. This field looked healthy; the stalks were tall and green, reflecting golden at the tops, rippling attractively with the vagaries of breeze: a likely success. Of course mere appearance could be deceptive; the grains might turn out woody or bitter or even poisonous, or local fauna might infiltrate the field and consume the harvest in advance. In any event, it would be quite a job threshing by hand what wheat there was.

      Not far distant rose a fair-sized mound. He was intrigued by the bright colors on one side of it. He walked out to inspect this curiosity. It turned out to be a compost pile formed from the refuse of the field: stalks and leaves shaped into a cup-shaped pile to catch and hold the rain, since water was necessary to promote decomposition.

      Brother Paul smiled. He saw this mound as a living process of nature, returning to the soil the organic material that was no longer needed elsewhere, one of the great rejuvenating phenomena of existence. What better symbol could there be of true civilization in harmony with nature than a functioning compost pile? In a fundamental respect the compost did for life what the Holy Order of Vision was trying to do for mankind: restore it to its ideal state, forming fertile new soil for future generations. There could be no higher task for a man or a society than this!

      The bright colors turned out to be small balloons nestling in the limited shade the mound provided. There were red, green, yellow, and blue ones, and shades between. Had some child left them here as an offering to the soil? This seemed unlikely, since the technology for making plastic balloons would hardly have been exported to this colony world in lieu of more vital processes. Had a child brought balloons from Earth, that child would hardly have left them carelessly in a field. Brother Paul put forth his hand to pick one up. It popped at his touch. It was nothing but a tenuous membrane, hardly more substantial than a soap bubble. No wonder these were in shade; mere sunlight would wipe them out! Maybe they were an alien exudation from the compost, the gas inflating a colored film. Pretty, but of limited duration. One had to expect new things on new worlds, little things as well as important ones.
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with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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