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THE DIABOLICAL SEVEN

There were seven of us and maybe thirty of
them. Two beauties roared by on a Harley chop-
per. The guy in the sidecar had a twenty-foot
bullwhip in one hand and some kind of sabre in
the other. As they swept by me, the Diablo in the
sidecar snapped the whip, shooting out the black
snakc, slow as a dream. I watched it, entranced, as
it wound around my upper arm with a stinging
whisper. There was a moment where everything
seemed stopped cold, then the whip almost jerked
my arm out of the socket as they pulled me along
~ behind the careening bike. But for some reason I

didn’t seem to be able to feel the dirt and rocks
and cactus. At last the guy must have gotten tired of
dragging me around, because he let go of the whip.

I got to my feet and began to stagger down the
street. I was a mess, evidently, because when my
old buddy Shig got to me, his face went white until
I made a sound. “I thought you were dead,” he said.

What I saw next shocked but no longer sur-
prised me: the twins, still alive and still the same.
Last time I had seen them, they were covered in
gore, brought down by flailing Diablos.

So there we were, headed up the street at sun-
rise. As I passed an open doorway, a twitching
biker jumped out and leveled a sawed-off shotgun
at us. I turned without breaking stride, held out
my little Beretta and said “Bang.” A bullet slammed
into his chest. I wasn’t fazed. This was death magic.

In the end, we killed every one of them. The last
bullet in the last gun killed the last person in the
last window. The trigger finger was mine.

































6 War in Hell

terrified bowels through which to void into this non-
universe. He had no pulse in his ears, no blood in his
veins. And he didn't like it.

Inside the mind that was all Asmodeus could be
certain was left of him, he began regretting his choice.
He regretted as hard as he could, for a demon stripped
of being. He regretted with all his . . . particle of self-
awareness. He cursed the fiend and its forbears, trying
desperately to hold the thought. But it was hard to hold
a thought when you were nothing.

No time whatsoever passed.

And then, with a thumping impact on his rump,
Asmodeus was back in Tartaros, back on the same rock
he’d been sitting on when the fiend handed him the
first stone. And the fiend was there too, but she was
much older.

Her nippleless breast was pendulous and scoured
with deep stretch marks out of which hairs were grow-
ing sideways. Her nose had grown long, and her chin
was also sprouting hairs. She smiled at him coquettishly
and said, “Peace takes forever.” Her voice was reedy.
“I almost forgot to come back for you. Well, how did
you like your gift?”

“I hated it. You tricked me. I want to exchange it for
something else instead.”

“You renounce peace?” frowned the fiend. “Isn’t that
counter to the revolutionary ethic and the altruistic
tendencies and the slavish, quasi-religious store you put
in the Rule of Law when last we met? Isn't peace
lawful, fundamental, inherently good and completely
new to your experience? Didn’t you like the higher
values to which you were so interminably exposed?”

“I was interminably exposed to . . . nothing at all. No
choice; no individuality, since I was the only being I
encountered; no free will or any other damned thing.
That was no gift, [ say. I demand a different—"

“Stone. Yes, I see. Well, you're performing accord-
ing to expectations, anyhow. Here,” said the aged crone
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who looked like Mata Hari but was in truth a fiend,
“pick another stone.”

The demon Asmodeus hesitated. He wanted to ask
how much time had passed, and whether Mata Hari
looked like the fiend’s simulacrum of her. But he didn’t.
Asmodeus held out his hand, palm up, and said impla-
cably: “Sword.”

Bang. The fiend disappeared, along with her basket
as she held out the second stone to him. v

Slap. Down into Asmodeus’s hand came the hilt of a
sword.

Swoosh. All the fires of Tartaros flared skyward as if a
giant was working the bellows of the underworld. And
out of that fire came a stumbling, screaming herd of
charred and damned souls, headed directly for the de-
mon sitting on his rock, sword in hand.

And behind these souls, bubbling like marshmallows
held over a campfire and oozing: a sticky white sub-
stance and a smell much the same, came the Fallen
Angel Tartarouches, cracking his fiery lashes at their
heels

“Kill us,” begged the first bubbling marshmallow of a

damned soul as it came abreast of.the demon’s rock.

“Put us out of our misery. Kill us, we beg of you!” The
soul fell down and grabbed Asmodeus by the knees.

It smelled just like a marshmallow and it oozed white,
sticky stuff. Its hands were crusted with black, carbon-
ized skin that flaked off and stuck to Asmodeus’s knees.
And that sticky white stuff bound itself to him, flakes of
skin and flakes of lives and flakes of souls. There were
strands of it all over him now, and each strand burned
like damnation as the driven souls of Tartaros begged
him for death.

Behind the train of them, inexorably mounting around
Asmodeus and his rock, still came Tartarouches, whose
face was like the flare of a sun gone nova.

Asmodeus lurched to his feet, covered in strings of
burning souls, and those strings hung from him like
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purpose but to burn. And he was hungry, ravenously
hungry, and straining for oxygen. In the whole uni-
verse, there was not enough oxygen for him. He began
to gasp. He began to shrink. He began to dim . .

This time, when he found himself once again on his
rock in Tartaros, the whole place seemed cold and dark.
The fire of its four compass points barely warmed him.
The fire of his soul was all but extinguished.

Now the fiend who was Mata Hari looked like a
scorched skeleton, with only the one nippleless breast
unscathed. This fish-white, flopping teat she cradled in
a blistered hand and she said, “Well, I'm glad that’s
over. How did you like the cleansing fire?”

“The solution,” Asmodeus said in a crackling voice,
“to the flaws of man and beast and all of life is not to
burn them off like weeds in a field.” And he remem-
bered, then, some of the fires he’d been: the fires of the
ovens of Europe in which Jews and Slavs roasted; the
fires of the Inquisition; the fires of Salem; the fire that
ate Joan of Arc alive.

And Asmodeus wept, for among the fires he’d been
was also the fire of vulcanism: he had consumed a
whole race of dinosaurs; he had struck the earth dumb
and blind. He had scoured her clean once. He wanted
no part of those fires, or even of the fires of Tartaros,
his home in hell.

“Another choice,” he said to the fiend hoarsely. “I
demand another choice.”

“Choose well, Asmodeus,” said the fiend, holding out
her basket. “There are only two choices left to you—
conflict and war.” ,

“And one of these will restore me to New Hell, and
to my life as I've grown accustomed to it in Hell?” He
waited for the fiend to look him in the eye and answer.

When she said yes, he responded, “Then give me
conflict, for we are among the greater evils now.”

And conflict she gave unto him, into his hand.

When the demon’s fingers closed upon that rock,
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sea of fused sand. And they closed, and wrestled, and
fell to a heap on the ground.

The vengeful Asmodeus was screaming in the other’s
ear: “You want the same as I! You want primacy. You
want respect. Awe. Power. Glory. Minions. Dominion
over the beasts of the field and the souls of the Elysian
fields. You want to get it by trickery, that’s all. You
want to get it by making them love you. I'm- more
honest: everyone hates anyone with more power than
he himself has, and I want only unsullied power. So let
them hate me!”

“No!” cried the other Asmodeus, who got his hands
around the vengeful Asmodeus’ throat just as his ad-
versary’s thumbs closed on his own windpipe. “I want
only a rebirth, a better world, though that world be
Hell, for all. I want people to honor me because I—"

“Aha!” said the vengeful Asmodeus as he bore down,
not only because the twin he fought had fallen into a
logic trap, but because he was being choked by his
alter-ego as surely as he was choking the adversary that
had always been within him.

Neither uttered another word, only the gagging sounds
of imminent death. The contest took many by surprise,
many onlookers from higher hells who'd assumed there’d
be a winner and placed cagy wagers.

There couldn’t be: the combatants were too evenly
matched, and the death throes of each snapped the
neck of his opponent, once breath had truly fled. They
died in a flurry of torn betting slips fluttering down
from higher hells like snow.

Only one Asmodeus appeared back on the rock, where
the fiend stood waiting with its basket. This time, the
fiend showed no trace of femininity, of either the hu-
man or the fiendish sort. It was all fiend and a mile
wide. And it was grinning through jaws the size of a
Rolls Royce grille as it said, “Well, want another stone,
Asmodeus?”

When he didn’t immediately answer, it began to sing
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“Roll Away The Stone,” very badly, for no fiend ever
born can carry a tune.

“Stop! Don't sing, for Satan’s sake; don’t sing! I'll take
the last stone. Give it to me—give me war.”

The fiend reached into the basket and pulled out the
final stone. As it dropped the stone into the outstretched
hand of Asmodeus, once king of the demons, its cackle
could be heard to the farthest reaches of blasted Tartaros.

“Have a nice day,” the fiend called as the stone met
the palm of Asmodeus and all Tartaros faded away.

In its place loomed New Hell, its skyline alight with
the rockets’ red glare, its bombs bursting in air, and -
Asmodeus could tell by the light that the Viet Cong
were still there, in Decentral Park, lobbing shells at the
Roman quarter and anywhere else they could reach.

But there was solid hot mix under his feet, and bright
cadmium, poisonous painted dotted lines along the road
leading into the Devil’'s most infamous city.

Here the Dissidents fought the Administration, and
elements in the Pentagram and elsewhere funded the
Dissidents’ struggle. The damned souls fought for a
better life in afterlife; a newer New Hell, a more fulfill-
ing wait while they passed the time until the Last Trump.

And Asmodeus, swinging into a ground-eating gait
that would get him into New Hell by the time Paradise
started to rise, cursed himself for a fool. He should
have known which stone to choose to get him home.

It was his fault, not the Devil’s, that he’d suffered so.
Old Nick was simply trying to get him off the hook
without having to admit that His Infernal Temper had
gotten the better of Him.

The Devil couldn’t admit he was wrong, any more
than ‘Asmodeus ever could. The secretive agent of His
Infernal Majesty’s Secret Service began to whistle as he
walked. ..

_ Finally, he laughed and said aloud to the dark and
restless night, “I really should have known. War was
the only sensible choice. War is hell, after all.”
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for the slight fellow in the corner, naked except for his
fur, who notched the rail morosely with a hand axe.

And they were all men of war, of many breeds and
every time. Near the furry fellow was an Israeli pilot
with a bemused expression. The remains of a flight
helmet rested on the bar beside him. The hole in the
front was the size a 23 mm cannon shell might have
made, and the helmet had no back at all.

Between the two in that corner—perhaps because
they were the only ones as short as him in a room full of
big men—was a fellow in the oil-stained khaki of an
RAF mechanic, shivering despite the heat. He looked
at the newcomer, shook his head, and looked away
again.

“I scarcely feel the hero now,” said Lawrence with an
engaging, rueful, smile. He stepped into the room,
nodding to either side in the easy motion of a prince
receiving homage. “My motorcycle stopped a mile from
here—"

He snapped his finger in the air. “Zut, stopped. No
buts or maybes. And put me back on these.”

Lawrence’s hand gestured airily toward the toes of
the military-pattern boots, now scuffed, that poked be-
neath the embroidered hem of his robes.

They'd all heard of Lawrence here, though few in the
bar were of his time and most had died before it. The
great came to Hell in their pride . . . and lesser folk
with lesser sins, like these whom rumors of war had
gathered in a riverside bar, had all eternity to trade
stories about their betters.

“New stuff don’t work near the river,” said a Roman
in a cuirass of iron hoops. “Upstream a ways, I hear tell
steel swords don’t cut. Here, mind, they work just
fine.”

The British sergeant plucked a note like that of an
ill-tuned Jew’s-harp from the tip of his rifle’s bayonet—
just in case the Roman meant something by the look he
gave the Redcoat when commenting on ‘new stuff’.
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tion through the seat and handgrips as the harmonics
of engine movement cancelled themselves in some of the
frame members. . . .

Some. Both boots buzzed outward on the footpegs—
and calmed, through that point of peculiar sympathy
and back with the rising power curve to the universal
quivering of a thousand metal parts directed but not
controlled by the human part astride them.

Fourth gear, and the blat from the Brough’s fishtail
exhausts was lost in wind-rush and the hedgerows.

He leaned over the gas tank, gripping it with his
knees and feeling a new source of the hammering vibra-
tion that jellied fear and will and thought beyond the
present instant. Valves rang against their seats; the
push-rods clattered in their long, chromed housings.

His hand opened the throttle in a smooth motion that
ended only when the cable reached its stop.

The road was straight and open. It began to com-
press under him, the slope ahead driven upward into a
hill toward which the Brough snarled.

He was still accelerating. Everything but what was
directly ahead of him went to brown and a blur.

The crest and a side-road, no traffic but loose gravel
and the back end very twitchy, rigid frame allowing the
wheel to hop from the pavement and spin unchecked
for a fraction of a second before gravity brought it back
and made the Brough twist under him as if in an access
of lust. ‘

- Inertia carried them through. His heart settled, then
leaped again with sudden awareness of being alive and
the joy of living—in the moment, for the moment.

Faster. The road a yellow line, the hills ahead a blue
haze. Alive, man and machine quivering together like
sunlight on a pond.

Alive. . . .

' “My Arabs called motorcycles devil-horses, you know,”
Lawrence said to the room with a satisfied smile.
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“Thought they were the children of cars—as cars were
the children of trains. Not a sophisticated people, rather
like children themselves . . . but they could fight.”

“You've come here for the war, then?” said a stocky,
blond-bearded man whose fingers played idly on the
cross-hilt of his sword. His coat of mail was heavy, hot,
and stinking with his sweat. He continued to wear the
armor because experience of his portion of eternity had
taught him that he would be no more comfortable—
here—if he took it off.
~ “Say, yeah,” said the Mameluke with baggy panta-

loons and a drooping moustache—Turkish by blood,
but with only clumsy deference in his voice as he spoke
to the man who had freed the Arab world from his
race. “You'd know. Who is it’s fighting, anyhow?”

Lawrence surveyed the room. His expression was as
pleased as that of a king scanning his court—or a herds-
man leaning over the top rail of his well-filled cattle
byre. “Men are, old boy,” he said with amusement,
letting his body lounge backward against the bar.

“Yeah, but who?” grumbled the Roman, who had
enough experience of philosophers to know their bull-
shit paradoxes didn’t belong in a discussion of war.

Everyone but the RAF mechanic, hunched over the -
bar, was staring at Lawrence—waiting for his response,
waiting for its tone.

Instead of snarling or sneering, Lawrence smiled and
said gently, “It doesn’t matter, you see, old boy? You
know that as well as I do. The only time a man is truly
alive is in battle. It's no different here than it was in
life.”

There was a murmur around the room. A group
always mouths agreement with an opinion stated force-
fully—at least brief agreement; but the one voice clearly
audible was saying, “My wife always claimed the only
thing I was good for was killing some other poor fucker,
and fuck if I don’t think the bitch was right.”

“We could have run at Tafileh,” Lawrence went on
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that an Arab won’t chance for loot. That was one of my
problems, you see. It was dashed near impossible to get
them to leave an ambush site while there was anything
left to steal. I remember once when we blew up a train
just south of Mudowwara, and a company of Turks
came hot-foot out of the station to drive us away.”

“Too many to fight, you mean?” prompted the Ro-
man, stabbing the statement to find the point he was
unwilling to assume. _

“A squad would have been too many for me to fight by
then,” Lawrence replied with a laugh. “You see, be-
sides the wounded and a group of Austrian instructors,
the train had been packed with the families of Turkish
officers and all their household belongings. My men
had never dreamed of such loot. They were throwing
down ,their rifles to carry off their new riches in both
arms.

He shook his head in mock amazement at the child-
ishness of the men who had followed him. “If the Turks
from Mudowwara had been a little more spirited, why,
they’d have bagged us all. And a very bad thing that
should have been for us, I assure you. It was a bad war
for captives, the war we fought.”

He could still hear the cries of the few hospital cases
who’d survived the blast. They'd been in the first wagon,
just behind the locomotive where the mine had gone off.
It was amazing that even these few were alive to scream.

One of the dying had moaned, “Typhus,” when Law-
rence looked in, so he'd wedged shut the door of the
splintered carriage filled with splintered men.

The ground about the wreckage wore a floral beauty
of outspread loot: blankets and quilts and carpets, spread
for the victors to paw through; jewelry and knick-
knacks and cookware. The Arabs made and discarded
their selections while women screamed and children
wept or stood in. dumb amazement, blinking in the
desert sun.
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A pair of his men were struggling over an eight-day
clock. Its weights spun wildly, a golden dazzle between
them. One Arab lost his grip; reaction jerked the clock
away from the other claimant, and it crashed down in a
flutter of gears and mother-of-pearl inlays.

Ignoring it and each other, the men turned to sepa-
rate piles of Turkish belongings. '

The Austrians in blue-gray uniforms were artillery
instructors returning from Medina. They stood in a stiff
group beside the carriage in which they had been rid-
ing. The car’s brown sidewalls were flecked with rag-
ged yellow holes where bullets had blasted through and
exposed the pine boards beneath the paint. A lieutenant
lay on the ground with blood oozing from his mouth
and the hole in his chest.

Another Austrian stepped forward. The oilcloth patch
on his epaulets bore the single star and braid of an
ensign, but he was scarcely a boy.

He had blue eyes and blond hair. It was like looking
into a mirror through a decade of time.

“You are English, not soP” the boy murmured in
German. “Please, you must fetch a doctor for my friend.
He must have a doctor.”

Rahail, one of Lawrence’s bodyguards, rushed past
with his eyes and butter-plaited hair gleaming. He held
his rifle high and, in the crook of his right arm, bore a
pair of European-style silk dresses from some unimaginable
part of the baggage.

He shouted triumphantly to Lawrence and fired in
the air. The crash of the shot echoed from the railway
embankment and mingled with the other firing—joyful
excess and the volleys of the oncoming patrol.

“Your friends will be here soon,” Lawrence said. He
waeved his hand up the line, toward Mudowwara. He
knew he couldn’t really hear the cries from the.front
carriage over the sound of guns and steam escaping
from the ruined locomotives. “In an hour. They’ll take
care of your friend.”
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The wounded Austrian would die despite anything
the best physicians in Europe could have done for him.
There would be no doctor in the rescue party, and the
Turks wouldn’t waste the effort of carrying the dying
man to Mudowwara.

Lawrence turned away. A pocket pistol snapped, no-
ticeable in the din by its slightness against the muzzle
blasts of the Arabs’ rifles.

He spun. Rahail had tried to jerk gold buttons from
the uniform of an Austrian major. The officer fumbled
his little pistol from its patent-leather holster and man-
-aged to fire a shot into the ground before Rahail batted
the weapon away.

“No!” Lawrence shouted.

Another of his guards laid the muzzle of his rifle
against the major’s skull and fired. Bone and brains
spattered the side of the railway carriage around the
splintered yellow of another bullet hole.

There was a wild volley, twenty or more Arabs firing
as quickly as they could work the bolts of their rifles.
The Austrians spun like ten-pins, caught too suddenly
to run or even cry out.

The ensign crumpled at the knees. Both of his hands
were clasped to the bloody hole in his chest, but his
eyes mirrored those of Lawrence until his face flopped
onto the gravel. .

‘He grinned like a sated hawk in the frame of his
white burnoose. “One of the Austrians,” he said, “ob-
jected to the treatment he was getting and fired a pistol
at my bodyguards. It got him what anyone but a fool
would have expected.”

Lawrence glared around the room with tigerish chal-
lenge, flicking his eyes over hands resting familiarly on
the grips of worn weapons. “We didn’t carry around the
Geneva Conventions, out where we were playing war.
Most of you lot can understand that, can’t you?”
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soldiers as he played with Lawrence’s groin. “That’ll
bring him around, won’t it?”

Tewfik paused, then fumbled his buttons open again.
“No, I'll give him something to kiss, all right,” he said.

Each of the whip-strokes criss-crossing Lawrence’s
back throbbed against the bench with its own separate
rhythm, like the parts of a motorcycle whirring into a
single serried whole. He could feel his heartbeats in a
hundred blood-suffused ridges. Where the ridges met,
the blood seeping out had a momentary coolness which
brought its own unique character of pain.

Something touched his lips. He vomited.

Tewfik slapped him with a hand as calloused as a
camel’s pads. The other guards laughed.

“No, he does me honor,” Tewfik snarled. “He makes
sure that I will slide easily. Roll him over.”

The only sound for a moment was the thunder of
Lawrence’s heart, echoing through the whip-weals.

“The Bey will be angry,” a guard said.

“Fuck the Bey,” said Tewfik, but he pitched his voice
low. Then he added, “Nasir, go up the stairs a little
way. Anyway, he won’t come down here, he’ll call us up
to him.”

Hands lifted Lawrence by wrists and ankles, as if he
were a sheep about to be flayed. As they turned him,
the air fanned itself against his whip-struck back. The
pain was white and red and universal.

“I'm next,” somebody muttered.

Tewfik was heavy. Because the bench was narrow, he
supported his hands on Lawrence’s ribs, crushing down
against the weals each time he lifted his hips for an-
other stroke. Pain and pain made a rhythmic counter-
point, a choir of sensation at which Lawrence smiled.

After a time, the soldiers rode him around the room,
two of them dragging Lawrence’s legs while a third sat
astride his body. Before they were done with him, he
had surrendered every recess of his body and will to
them. . . .
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which—to the surprise of everyone listening to the
news broadcasts, or reading the Daily Hell—had made
the news, unaltered by the new Unified Propaganda
Information service.

ITEM: Officials of the Government—highly placed
officials, including one Mithridates (the “Butcher of
Asia”), Rameses’ second-hand man, stood implicated in
collusion, or worse.

ITEM: With things going—ahem—to Hell in a wicker
basket, he and Wellington were still in possession of
Hadrian, who, as ex-Supreme Commander, might be a
morsel too juicy to be resisted by anyone with a modi-
cum of ambition in New Hell and environs.

Only one of those items held the slightest ray of
hope: he and Wellington had finally convinced Hadrian
(by mentioning the Administrative Tribunal) that they
were not keeping the ex-Supreme Commander prisoner
for personal gain, but for his own safety. Hadrian’s
ultimate understanding, however, had not diminished
his autocratic demands or tempered his boorish impe-
rial behavior. Keeping Hadrian half-drunk on distilled
liquor helped matters some, but it was a triumph of
personal self-control that kept Wellington from killing
the Roman Emperor for any number of reasons.

“Sit tight, if you can,” Caesar had advised at the
outset, regarding Hadrian. “I'll help you if I'm able.”

“T'll kill the bloody bastard!” Wellington had exclaimed
on too many afternoons. “Then we won’t need to accept -
more of Caesar’s help and end up further in his debt.”

“Patience,” Marie always counseled, though her own
patience with the current state of affairs had worn quite
thin.

At least he and Marie no longer played host to de
Vauban. The wounded soldier of the Grande Armée
had recovered enough to be on his own, though Napo-
leon had not sent him back to serve as stablemaster and
bed-partner to an English lady of Wellington’s acquaint-
ance. No. For de Vauban, Napoleon had found a far
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better position—that of assistant in the bar at the
Hellview Golf and Country Club. This put de Vauban
within easy reach, gave the soldier a sense of indepen-
dence, and provided Napoleon a window on what was
being ‘said in the bar when patrons were deep in their
~ cups and more talkative.

Goebbels had obviously either lost interest in what
was going on at Napoleon’s and Wellington’s houses,
or, for some reason, had been unable to parlay any of
his information into the Management perks he so des-
perately desired.

And, thank God, the Huns and Mongols had finally
gone home, after having participated in the longest
back yard barbeque in history.

The telephone rang.

Napoleon instinctively reached for the wall unit, then
stopped and let the phone ring two more times before
picking it up.

“Safe line,” said Caesar’s voice, “but this will have to
be quick. We've got problems over here, Napoleon. We
think the Assyrians are mobilizing to come at us again.”

Napoleon straightened in his chair. “Tiberius?”

“Aiding and abetting, or at least unmterested in pos-
31ble traffic across his grounds.”

“What do you need me for?” Napoleon asked. Tve
got enough trouble as it is with Hadrian—"

“Just stay on alert. I'll be in touch later. And, Napo-
leon . . . keep an eye on your own backyard.”

The line went dead. Napoleon stared at the phone,
then slowly placed the receiver back in its cradle.

“Napoleon, who was that?”

He turned: Marie stood at the kitchen door, her eyes
bleary with sleep.

“Caesar,” he said. “Who else? I think things are
going to get interesting again, Marie.”

She took the chair at his side. “May you live in
interesting times,” she murmured, quoting the old Chi-

nese saying.
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“Do you know where our guns are?”

“Will it come to that?”

“More than likely.” He snatched up the phone and
punched in a number. “I don’t want to be caught with—
Hello, Caesar?”

“Wellington needs some kind of communications,”
Caesar said, all Roman efficiency. “We can’t have either
of you out of touch. Here's the situation. The Assyrians
are mobilizing. I'll need you down at Louis XIV’s to
cover my rear. A division of mounted warriors is head-
ing eastward, right toward Louis’ and Maria-Theresa’s.
Maria-Theresa 1 can trust to defend herself, but
Louis . . .” Caesar snorted derisively. “He’ll sit on his
butt in that opulent palace of his and never stir a hair.
Probably invite the bastards to a soirée or something.”

“Uhn . . . Julius. Hate to rain on you, but I've got
trouble on my side of the Park, too. We've got a force of
about two hundred knights headed our way. I don’t
want to leave when—"

“You've got Wellington there, don’t you? Use him,
man! I need you over here. Hell's degenerated into total
chaos . . . here and everywhere. Things downtown have
deteriorated into street fighting and worse.”

“Merde! If Wellington finds out, he'll be off to Queen
Victoria before I finish telling him the rest of the story.”

“He won’t get far. No one can make it through that
mess to the English quarter. Can I depend on you?”

Napoleon rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Do you
need Attila?”

“No. You can have him.”

“All right. I'll set up some kind of defensive line here
and leave as soon as I can. Give me a few hours.”

“Good. and, Napoleon . .. while you're down at
Louis’, kick the idiot out, will you? I'd much rather
have you as the French power base than him.”

Napoleon stood looking at the phone long after Cae-
sar had hung up, then placed the phone back in its
cradle and turned to face Marie.
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had not taken over the French power base when he had
come to Hell. Especially the old grognons—the old
grumblers of the Grande Armée. None of them had
been able to see it. .

But Napoleon’s reasons sprang from the past. In life,
he had lifted his people to the pinnacle of worldly
power, given them and everyone in his Empire better
laws, roads, schools, and a chance for anyone with
ability to succeed. And what was his reward? A one-way
trip to Hell.

Had it all been for nothing? The dreams, the chance
for glory and immortality . . . the hushed promises of a
star?

Napoleon bowed his head and hooked his thumbs in
his jeans pockets. He was not, like Louis, one who
rested on his laurels. After not all that long in Hell, he
saw that he could best help his people if he stayed in
the background, out of the limelight, periodically serv-
ing in Hell's army under commanders he could have
whipped any five of on a bad day. The Devil must have
thought the entire situation amusing—the last thing
l'empereur Napoleon would have wished.

Remember the briar patch, B’rer Rabbit.

And so, he had done the exact opposite of what
anyone expected. Let Louis live in his palatial spread
across the Park, he had told himself. Let Louis have all
the glory. Meanwhile, establish underground connec-
tions with people who truly make things move in Hell.
A string pulled here . . . a string pulled there . . . and,
voila! suddenly someone’s life in Hell might grow mar-
ginally better.

And, above all, be ready to jump when the shit hit
the fan.

The fan was running; the shit was on the way.

Did he now move in on Louis, kick the useless. idiot
out, and assume command of the French in Hell? Au-
gustus would be pleased, as would Caesar. Napoleon
had known this long before Caesar admitted as much on
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the phone. And other power bases in Hell would take
heart if a strong hand guided the French instead of one
only fit to wave to dancers on a ballroom floor.

Ambition. In Hell, where did it lead?

To a balancing act . . . a walk across the edge-thin
blade of a sword stretched over deeper Hells than the
one he inhabited. One misstep, one minute miscalcu-
lation. . . .

He heard Marie in the rear of the house, gathering
what weapons they had, and started off down the hall-
way to help her. What would happen, would happen.
He had thought it through thousands of times before.
He would act only as he could act, and only when the
proper set of circumstances had arrived.

With another quick look at his watch, Napoleon paced
up and down the living room. The few quick phone
calls he had made had set up a rendezvous with some-of
his old comrades from the Grande Armée. They were to
contact as many cavalrymen as they could, and assem-
ble in the woods by the armory.

So much for that. But where the devil was Anbec
" with the communications devices and the light arma-
ments? Anbec’s absence had troubled Napoleon more
than the fact Attila had not arrived. Attila would turn
up . .. he always did. Hell itself would freeze over
before Attila was late to a fight.

He caught Marie watching him pace. Clad in a pair of
jeans, wearing a jeans jacket over her blouse, she had
been sitting silent so long he had forgotten her.

“Napoleon.” She rose from the chair by the window.
“We'll have to be going soon.”

“I wish you’d think twice about coming with me,” he
said. “I'd feel better if—"

“Do you think I can’t help you? That I don’t know my
weapons? After all the hours you spent with me, I think
I know one end of a gun from the other.”
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“You do,” he admitted. “You're a damned fine shot.
But—"

“But, nothing!” She drew a deep breath and walked
to his side. “You're not going off without me again. I
chose to spend my eternity with you, not waiting for
you to come back from somewhere else! 1 either go
with your permission, or follow you without it.”

The front door banged open and Wellington charged
in, his face beet-red with anger.

“Now he’s done it!” he yelled, slamming the door
behind him. “The bloody fool’s done it for sure!”

Napoleon dragged his mind away from Marie. “Who's
done what?”

“Who? Hadrian, that’s who! He’s up now and sport-
ing a monumental hangover. Swore up and down a fly
walking across the ceiling woke him. And His Imperial
Majesty’s imperial mood is—" Wellington scowled.
“—Lord! It's worse than ever!”

Napoleon lifted an eyebrow. “He’s had hangovers
before, and—"

“You don’t understand! He overheard me telling de
Vauban about my plans for defending the Country Club!
I thought he was still asleep, or I wouldn't have—"
Wellington sputtered for a moment. “And then, he—oh,
so magnanimously—offered to serve as our commander!”

“Shit.”

“That’s what I said.” Wellington spread his hands in
appeal. “What am I to do? The condition he’s in, he
won't—"

“Oh, keep him fuzzed out,” Napoleon suggested. “A
bit of brandy here and there should do the trick.”

“But . . . That royal ass will make mincemeat out of
anything I plan!”

“Then don’t let hiin close to the meat, mon ami.
Keep him occupied with the mince.’

Wellington muttered something under his breath about
how he would much rather be fighting with his English
and began prowling nervously up and down the living
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door and rummaged a bit, cursing Hadrian who had
depleted most of what had been there. “Ribs!” he mut-
tered. “Where are the damnable ribs?”

“What do you want ribs for?” Attila asked, coming to
stand behind Wellington’s shoulder.

“Bargaining power!” Wellington grabbed out a zip-
lock pack, slammed the refrigerator door. “Got them!”

“Now what in hail . . . ?” The Tulsan eyed the ribs.
“Hey, yer Dukeship . . . whatcha lookin’ at me for?”

Five minutes later, Tommy Hendron, armed with a
yardstick on the end of which was tied a white rag, and
carrying a handful of ribs, set out across Wellington’s
front yard toward the Park.

“We've got you covered!” Attila shouted from the
front door, two of the DGSE men on either side of him,
their automatic rifles aimed at the Park. “Talk loud
now!”

“Talk loud now!” Hendron shouted back. “I'll scream!”
He halted at the edge of the street, looked nervously
up at the sky, and began waving his yardstick. “Truce!”
he bellowed toward the Park. “Thet ain’t us who'’s
bombin’ ya! "Member thet bobby-que?” He waved the
ribs over his head. “Ya'll kin git more of these here
ribs, if ya blow them bastards outta the sky!”

An explosion answered him from farther back in the
Park. Hendron turned and bolted for Wellington’s front
door.

“Outta my way!” he shouted, but Attila and the two
DGSE men had already jumped back from the door-
way. Hendron leaned up against the wall, panting.
“Ya'll sure that was worth it?” he asked. “D’ya even
think them little gooks heard?”

“They’re always watching us,” Attila said. “They heard
you.

Wellington took the ribs back from Hendron. “Thank
you, sir. We need all the help we can get.” He glanced
at Attila. “Let’s move. We're running late. With Yanush
here, we can turn our attention to the Club.”
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“Wellington. Are you ready to assist me?”
Wellington cringed and turned toward the hallway
leading back to the bedrooms. Hadrian stood there, his
eyes not all that focused, weaving slightly on his feet.
. Dressed in tunic and cloak, he looked decidedly Roman.
“My table cloth,” Wellington murmured in a stran-
gled voice. He felt Attila’s restraining hand on his arm.
~ Another explosion rumbled out of the Park.
It was not going to be a fun day at the Club.

Louis’ palace lay atop a low hill at the end of a very
long driveway. Napoleon stood for a moment at the end
- of that drive, looking at the woods, the rise and fall of
. the land, trying to get some sense of the ground he
would be defending. If he planned to erect any perime-
“ter defense, he would have to move quickly. Maria-
. Theresa had already set up her own defenses: Napoleon
had seen men, cannon, and horses moving in the trees
that surrounded the Austrian Empress’s palace. As for
Louis— ,
- Anyone could have ridden up his drive: as far as
Napoleon could tell, the entire grounds stood unprotected.
~ “Louis, you're a fool,” he muttered under his breath,
and turned back to his jeep where Marie and de Vauban
waited. -

The Romans had gifted him with the jeep when he
had stopped and parked his car on the north side of the
armory. “Caesar says he’s sorry he can’t give you more,”
the legionary who delivered the jeep had said. Napo-
leon had not complained: a jeep with a machine gun
mounted in back was a damned sight better than nothing.

The assembled French soldiers seemed capable and
ready to fight anything Napoleon pointed them at. Since

_Napoleon had asked for cavalry, few of the one hundred

men had modern weapons; but each man carried the
" arms he had used in life: pistols, sabres, and lances.

Napoleon sighed softly, climbed into the jeep’s driv-

" er’s seat, beside Marie, and started up the driveway to
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Louis’ palace, followed by his cavalry. The secure feel-
ing of command wrapped him—a pattern all too familiar
in life, and one he had avoided after death. It would be
so easy to take leadership of the French from Louis . . .
so damned easy. Yet, was it worth it in the long run?

As he brought his jeep to a stop in front of the grand
staircase leading up to Louis’ palace door, Napoleon
counted at least another hundred French soldiers wait-
ing for him. Infantry, these fellows, come to give him
their help even if they had no horses. To a man, they
leapt to their feet as he climbed out of the jeep and
helped Marie down.

“Vive lempereur!” they shouted, lifting their rifles
above their heads. “Long live the Emperor!” g
Well, Louis, Napoleon thought, as he waved to the
assembled men and ascended the steps with Marie at
his side. What will you make of that cheer, I wonder?

When Wellington, the Tulsan, Attila, and Hadrian
arrived at Hellview Golf and Country Club, they walked
into a scene of total chaos. Denizens of the Club
clamored for news; management had none, and stood
wringing its collective hands at the very thought of
knights trampling across the meticulously maintained
grounds. Those few Club members who had been stand-
ing in the parking lot when Attila and his Huns and
Mongols had arrived, had sent up a ragged cheer, un-
sure at first if these were the horsemen they were to
fear.

There was no room, Wellington could see at a glance,
for a command post. Hadrian stalked back and forth,
still bleary from his hangover, asking questions and
making suggestions. Wellington controlled himself with
difficulty, longing to stuff a corner of Hadrian’s cloak -
into the ex-Supreme Commander’s mouth.

Hadrian was now trying to explain his battle plans to
the Hunnish and Mongol captains; they stared at the
Roman Emperor as if he were speaking Swahili. Wel-
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lington looked around the lobby, crammed with curious
Club members, and smiled slightly.

“I say, commander,” he said, touching Hadrian’s shoul-
der. “It’s beastly crowded in here . . . doesn’t give a
man like yourself proper room to think. Shall we ad-
journ to the bar?” _

Hadrian shrugged his cloak back on his shoulders.
“Not a bad idea, Wellington. Lead on.”

Wellington exchanged a quick look with Attila and
tipped his head back. The Hunnish King’s narrow black
eyes glittered with amusement as he caught Welling-
ton’s unspoken plan. It took Attila and several particu-
larly surly looking Huns only a minute or two to empty
the bar of its patrons.

“Not you!” Wellington caught at the bartender’s arm
before the man could leave. He slipped the fellow a bill
of largish denomination, and smiled. “Seven and seven
for His Majesty there. Doubles. Yes, he’s the one in
the tablecloth.” His voice lowered. “And whatever you
do, don’t tell him what's going on. Give the rest of us
sparkling water.”

Hadrian, meanwhile, had taken up residence at a
table by the window, his chair turned so he could look
out across the polo field in the very direction from
which the knights should ride.

“Are your scouts back yet?” he asked Attila, as the
Hun sat down beside him.

“Soon. Any moment now.”

“Good. When we know where these vagabonds are,
we'll be able to greet them with the deaths they deserve.”

Hyperbole and Hadrian were old, old friends.

Wellington waited until the bartender had the drmks
ready and led the way to the table.

“A drink, commander?” he said. “I'm a bit dry,
myself.”

Hadrian nodded and gestured to the table before
him. “Another good idea, Wellington. I'm pleased that
you haven’t forgotten how to serve me.” He lifted the
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glass as Wellington took a chair, and downed it in
several quick gulps. “Gods! Sweet stuff, isn’t it? But not
bad. I'll have another,” he said to the bartender, who
stood attentively nearby.

Attila coughed into his drink and Wellington strove
mightly to keep a grin off his face. A few more glasses of
Seven and Seven, and the defense of suburbia would be
in good hands.

Any hands but Hadrian’s.

“No! I won’t have it!” Louis yelled. “Get your sol-
diers off my property!”

Napoleon stared at the Sun King: Louis would have a
fit if he did not calm down. “M’sieur,” he said, “you
have a mounted company of madmen headed at your
palace, and—"

“Maria-Theresa can handle any invaders!” Louis
shouted. “I don’t need you and your rabble here!”

Rabble, eh? “This rabble you speak of, m’sieur, is
made up of Frenchmen like yourself. Like me.”

“You're not French!” Louis snarled. “You're a damned
Corsican! Now get out of my palace!”

Napoleon turned his back on Louis and walked across
the marble entry hall, his hands clasped behind his
back. Louis’ temper had already broken; his own would
soon follow.

When he and Marie had entered the palace, leaving
de Vauban outside with the jeep, Napoleon had counted
all of Louis’ retainers he could see: his own men
outnumbered them considerably. And more than half
those retainers and guards of honor had given him bows
and salutes that told where their allegience lay.

Now, close to twenty of Louis’ guard stood backing
the Sun King, their muskets held at attention.

Napoleon looked at Marie who stood by the door, her
face white and her expression difficult to read. What
should 1 do, Marie? What do you want me to do?

“Who do you think you are, barging in here with
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French who waited outside: their Emperor had taken
command at last.

dMarie watched silently, her Uzi held loosely at her
side.

Napoleon had tried to get in touch with Caesar, using
Louis’ baroque-style telephone, but had found no one
at home but Augustus. The news from that quarter was
ominous; Augustus, however, had cheered up a bit at
finding out who now held power to his west. He said he
would tell Caesar what had happened, and lend—the
stress was on lend—Napoleon a field phone to use until
things had settled down.

Now, came time for the real fight. ]

Still clad in his jeans and workshirt, Napoleon had
spoken to his soldiers, standing a bit above them on the
long stairway leading to the front doors of Louis’ palace.
He told them he had learned the lay of the land from
Louis’ retainers (who had also given him detailed maps),
information he sought to put to immediate use.

Louis had plenty of cannon, but they were old and
kept mainly for show. Napoleon distrusted them: any
weapon not kept constantly cleaned and in use could
turn on its wielder. So, he was left with his cavalry, the
few infantry that had showed up, and the jeep with its
machine gun. ,

To say nothing of Marie and the Uzis.

The scouts he had sent to the west had just returned:
the company of mounted warriors had swelled to nearly
four hundred. Odds such as these Napoleon had faced
undaunted in the past, but he would rather the oppos-
ing sides be a bit more equal.

Mais, c’est la vie . . . ou bien, cest la querre!

He divided his cavalry into two troops, sending both
ahead to wait on either side of a wooded valley just to
the northwest of Louis’ palace. Half the infantry would
follow him toward the end of that valley, to serve as a
lure to the horsemen.

Now, as he drove the jeep across the finely mani-
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fifteen men rode out from behind the trees toward the
knights. Suicidal, that ride, had it gone to completion.
But at the last moment, the Huns and Mongols spun
their horses around and darted off to the side, releasing
arrows from their small, recursive bows.

For each arrow shot, one of the oncoming knights
tumbled from his saddle, but it would take more than
arrows to slow them down. Come on, Attila! Wellington
whispered silently. Get your lads together!

But then the other Huns and Mongols swept out
from behind the trees, their horses at a dead run,
aimed at both flanks of the charging knights. Harsh
Hunnish and Mongol cries filled the air, rising above
the roars of anger that came from the knights.

Wellington turned to his twenty-five comrades and
gestured briefly. Each man knew exactly what was ex-
pected of him. Behind them, armed with whatever
guns they could find, stood the staff of the Country
Club. At Wellington’s signal, they trotted off toward
one of the sand traps that skirted the eighteenth green.

The Huns and Mongols were like hawks attacking a
herd of elephants. The knights rode larger and more
powerful horses, but the very size of those animals put
them at a disadvantage. Each knight wore heavy chain
mail and plate armor, and once horse and man were
aimed in a particular direction, it would be difficult to
stop. The more lightly-clad horsemen of the steppes,
mounted on horses trained to dart and swerve, galloped
in and out of the company of knights.

Swordblades flashed, dulled now with blood, as the
Huns and Mongols fought in what seemed to be undi-
rected madness. The polo field lay littered with bodies
now: most of the dead were knights, but Hunnish and
Mongol warriors had fallen as well.

The knights drew closer. Wellington straightened his
shoulders and hefted the .45 in his right hand. He and
his comrades must move now, or be trapped with their
backs to the Club.
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because an Emperor always paid his debts, one prob-
lem loomed over all the others.

Just how many Viet Cong lived in the Park, and how
the hell was he going to afford the ribs?
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Originally there had been seven Land Rovers in the
expedition—the gilded bullet-proof palanquin of Sulla
of Pompeii, who was not a king but who conducted
himself as if he were; two lesser vehicles for Gilgamesh
of Uruk and Herod of Judaea, who had been kings in
their former lives but felt no need to burden them-
selves with crowns in Hell; and four more that carried
baggage and slaves. But on the third day the roadbed
had gaped suddenly beneath the rear vehicles of the
baggage train and the lastmost Land Rover had disap-
peared amid tongues of purple flame and the discordant
wailing of unseen spirits. Then two days later Sulla’s
magnificent motor-chariot had developed a leprosy of
its shining armor, turning all pockmarked and hideous,
and its undercarriage had begun to melt and flow as if
eaten by acid. So now five Land Rovers remained.
Sulla, disgruntled and fidgety, rode with Gilgamesh,
consoling himself with prodigious quantities of dark
sweet wine.

Their goal was Uruk: not Gilgamesh’s ancient Uruk
in the land of Sumer on Earth, but the great and fabled
New Uruk of Hell, which for all any of them knew
might be only a figment of some liar's overheated
imagination.

This supposed Uruk, Gilgamesh thought, could be
anywhere: to the north, the south, the east, the west.
Or some other direction entirely. Or nowhere at all.
Uruk might indeed be only a rumor, a vision, a wishful
fantasy: mere vaporous hearsay, perhaps. They might
spend a hundred years in search of it, or a thousand,
and never find it.

There was no denying the folly of this endeavor,
then. But not to search for Uruk would be folly also.

Sulla had heard that it was a city overflowing with
jewels, and there was nothing he coveted more. And by
good report Gilgamesh had learned that in Uruk he was
likely to find his long-lost friend Enkidu, whose com-
pany he desired above all else. How could they not
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no matter now many caskets of treasure we amass, for
everything is demon-stuff here, without substance to it,
and only a fool would think otherwise.”

Sulla went crimson, and his blotches and blemishes
stood out angrily. “Don’t mock me, Gilgamesh. I'm
willing to accept a great deal of your arrogance, because
I know you were something special in your own day,
and because you have many qualities I admire. But
don’t mock me. Don’t patronize me.”

“Do I, Sulla?”

“You do it all the time, you condescending oversized
Sumerian bastard!”

“Is it mockery to tell you that I accept the fact that
the gods have sent me to this place with a flick of a
finger—even as they have sent you here, and Herod,
and so many others who once drew breath on Earth?
Do I mock you when I admit that I am and always have
been nothing but a plaything in their hands—even as
you?”

“You, Gilgamesh? A plaything in the gods’ hands?”

“Do you believe we have free will here?”

“There are some who rule and some who are slaves,”
said Sulla. “Even in Hell, I live in a palace bedecked
with rubies and emeralds, and I have hundreds of ser-
vants to draw my baths and drive my chariots and
prepare my meals. Here as once in Rome I am a leader
of men. Is that by accident? Or is it by free will,
Gilgamesh? By my choice, by my diligent effort, by
my hard striving?”

“Those meals you eat: do they have any savor?”

“It is said I set the finest table in this entire region of
Hell.”

“The finest, yes. But do you get any pleasure from
what you eat? Or is the finest not but a short span from
the meanest, Sulla?” ,

“Jupiter and Isis, man! This is Hell! Nobody expects
the food to have much taste!”

“But yet you have free will.”
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wise, you took what came to you as it came, and asked
no questions. That, Gilgamesh thought, was the funda-
mental thing about Hell, the particular quality above all
others that made it Hell. You took what came to you.
Nobody was the shaper of his own destiny here. If you
believed you were, you were only deceiving yourself.

Suddenly all the madness outside disappeared as if it
had been blotted out. Thick gray mist began to spout
from fissures in the ground and clung close as a cotton
shroud, enfolding everything in dense murk. The Land
Rover came to a jolting halt. The one just behind it, in
which Herod of Judea was riding, did not stop quite as
quickly, and bashed into Sulla’s with a resounding clang.

Then invisible hands seized the sides of Sulla’s Land
Rover and began to rock it up and down.

“What now?” Sulla grunted. “Demons?”

Gilgamesh had already swung about to seize his bow,
his quiver of arrows, his bronze dagger.

“Bandits, I think. This has the feel of an ambush.”

Faces appeared out of the mist, peering through the
foggy windows of the Land Rover. Gilgamesh stared
back at them in amazement. Straight dark hair, dark
eyes, swarthy skins—an unmistakably familiar cast of
features—

Sumerians! Men of his own blood! He’'d know those
faces anywhere!

A mob of excited Sumerians, that was who was s out
there—clustering about the caravan, jumping about,
pounding on fenders, shouting.

Sulla, aflame with rage and drunken courage, drew
his short Roman sword and fumbled with the latch of
the door.

“Wait,” Gilgamesh said, catching his elbow and pull-
ing him back. “Before you get us embroiled in a battle,
let me speak with these men. I think I know who they
are. I think we've just been stopped by the border
police of the city of Uruk.”

* * *
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In a huge dank basement room on the Street of the
Tanners and Dyers the man who called himself Ruiz sat
before his easel under sputtering, crackling floodlights,
working steadily in silence in the depths of the night.
He sat stripped to the waist, a stocky, powerful man
past his middle years, with deep-set piercing eyes and a
round head that had only a fringe of white hair about it.

The work was almost going well. Almost. But it was
hard, very hard. He could not get used to that, how
hard the work was. It had always been easy for him up
above, as natural as breathing. But in this place there

~ were maddening complications that he had not had to

face in the life before this life.
He squinted at the woman who stood before him,
then at the half-finished canvas, then at the woman

_7 again. He let her features enter his mind and expand

and expand until they filled his soul.

What a splendid creature she was! Look at her, stand-
ing there like a priestess, like a queen, like a goddess!

He didn’t even know her name. She was one of those
ancient women that the city was full of, one of those
Babylonian or Assyrian or Sumerian sorts that could
easily have stepped right off the limestone reliefs that
they had in the Louvre. Shining dark eyes, great noble

" nose, gleaming black hair gathered in back under an
. elaborate silver coronet set with carnelian and lapis.

- She wore a magnficent robe, crimson cloth interwoven
~ with silver strands and fastened at her shoulder by a
- long curving golden pin. It was not hard for the man

who called himself Ruiz to imagine what lay beneath
the robe, and he suspected that if he asked, she would

- undo the garment readily enough and let it slip. Maybe

he would, later. But now he wanted the robe in the

- painting. Its powerfully sculpted lines were essential.

 They helped to give her that wondrously primordial

¥

_' look. She was Aphrodite, Eve, Ishtar, mother and whore
all in one, a goddess, a queen.

She was splendid. But the painting—the painting—



80 War in Hell

Mierda! It was coming out wrong, like all the others.

Anger and frustration roiled his soul. He could not .
stop—he would keep on going until he finally got one of
them right—Dbut it was a constant torture to him, these
unaccustomed failures, this bewildering inability to make
himself the master of his own vision, as he had so
triumphantly been for all the ninety-odd years of his
former life.

There were paintings stacked everywhere in the room,
amid the ferocious clutter, the crumpled shirts, un-
washed dishes, torn trousers, old socks, wax-encrusted
candlesticks, empty wine-bottles, discarded sandals, frag-
ments of rusted machinery, bits of driftwood, broken
pottery, faded blankets, overflowing ashtrays, tools,
brushes, guitars that had no strings, jars of paint,
bleached bones, stuffed animals, newspapers, books,
magazines. He painted all night long, every night, and
by now, even though he destroyed most of what he did
by painting over the canvases, he had accumulated
enough to fill half a museum. But they were wrong, all
wrong, worthless, trash. They were stale, useless paint-
ings, self-imitations, self-parodies, even. What was the
use of painting the harlequins and saltimbanques again,
or the night-fishing, or the three musicians? He had
done those once already. To repeat yourself was a death
worse than death. The girl before the mirror? The
cubist stuff? The demoiselles? Even if this new life of
his was truly going to be eternal, what a waste it was to
spend it solving problems whose answers he already
knew. But he could not seem to help it. It was almost
as though there were a curse on him.

This new one, now—this Mesopotamian goddess with
the dark sparkling eyes—maybe this time, at last, she
would inspire him to make it come out right—

He had made a bold start. Trust the eye, trust the
hand, trust the cojones, just paint what you see. Fine.
She posed like a professional model, tall and proud,
nothing self-conscious about her. A beauty, maybe forty
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years old, prime of life. He worked with all his old

- assurance, thinking that perhaps this time he’d keep

control, this time he'd actually achieve something new

instead of merely reworking. Capture the mythic gran-

deur of her, the primordial goddess-nature of her, this

zrvoman of Sumer or Babylonia or wherever she came
om.

But the painting began to shift beneath his hand, as
they always did. As though a demon had seized the
brush. He tried to paint what he saw, and it turned
cubist on him, all planes and angles, that nonsensical
stuff that he had abandoned fifty years before he died.
Mierda! Carajo! Me cago en la mar! He clenched his
teeth and turned the painting back where he wanted it,
but no, no, it grew all pink and gentle, rose-period
stuff, and when in anger he painted over it the new
outline had the harsh and jagged barbarism of the Dem-
oiselles d’Avignon.

Stale and old, old and stale, old, old, old, old.

“Me cago en Dios!” he said out loud.

“What is that?” she said. Her voice was deep, myste-
~ rious, exotic. “What are those words?”

“Spanish,” he said. “When I curse, I curse in Span-
ish, always.” He spoke now in English. Everyone spoke
English here, even he, who in his other life had hated
that language with a strange passionate hatred. But it
was either that or speak ancient Greek, which he found
an even worse notion. He marveled at the idea that he
was actually speaking English. You made many conces-
sions in this place. Among his friends he spoke French,
still, and among his oldest friends Spanish, or some-
times Catalan. With strangers, English. But to curse,
Spanish, always Spanish.

“You are angry?” she said. “With me?”

“Not with you, no. With myself. With these brushes.
" With the Devil. How hellish Hell is!”

“You are very funny,” she said.
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~ “Droll, yes, that'is what I am. Droll.” He put his
finger to his lips. “Let me work. I think I see the way.”

And for a moment or two he actually did. Bending
low over the canvas, he gave himself up fully to the
work. Frowning, chewing his cigarette, scratching his
head, painting quickly, confidently. The wondrous
goddess-woman rose up from the canvas at him. Her
eyes gleamed with strange ancient wisdom. And the
painting turned, it turned again, it showed bones and
teeth where he wanted robes and flesh, and when he
fought with it it took a neoclassical turn, with gaudy
late-period slashes of color also and a hint of cubism
again trying to break through down in the lower left.
An impossible hodgepodge it was, all his old styles at
once. The painting had no life at all. An art student
could have painted it, if he had had enough to drink.
Maybe what he needed was a new studio. Or a holiday
somewhere. But this had been going on, he reflected,
since he had first come here, since the day of—he
hesitated, not even wanting to think the filthy words—

—the day of his death—

“All right,” he said. “Enough for tonight. You can
relax. What is your name?”

“Ninsun.” .

“Ah. A lovely name. A lovely woman, lovely name.
You are Babylonian?”

“Sumerian,” she said.

He nodded. There was a difference, though he had
forgotten it. He would ask someone tomorrow to ex-
plain it to him. This whole city was full of Mesopota-
mians of various kinds, and yet in the five years he had
lived here he had not managed to learn much about
them. Five years? Or was it fifty? Or five weeks? Some-
how you never could tell. Well, no matter. No matter
at all. Perhaps this was the moment to suggest that she
slip out of that lovely robe.

There was a knock at the door, a familiar triple knock,
repeated: the signal of Sabartés. This would not be the
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dors to be had. There were plenty of swaggering war-

riors in the city, Assyrians and Byzantines and Romans

and Mongols and Turks, who were willing to jump into

the ring and hack away at whatever beast was sent their

way. But if Picasso simply wanted to see butchers at -
work, he could go to the slaughterhouse. Bullfighting

was a spectacle, a ritual, an act of grace. It was a dance.

It was art, and the matador was the artist. Without a

true matador it was nothing. What could some crude

gladiator know about the Hour of Truth, the holding of
the sword, the uses of the cape, movements, the passes,

the technique of the kill? Better to wait and do the

thing properly. But the months had passed, or more

than months, for who could reckon time in a sane way

in this crazy house? The bulls were growing fat and

sleepy on the ranch where they were housed. Picasso

found it maddening that no qualified performer could

be found, when everyone who had ever lived was some-

where in Hell. You could find El Greco, here, you

could find Julius Caesar, you could find Agamemnon,

Beethoven, Toulouse-Lautrec, Alexander the Great,
" Velasquez, Goya, Michelangelo, Picasso. You could even

find Jaime Sabartés. But where were all the great mata-

dors? Not in Uruk, so it seemed, or in any of the

adjacent territories. Maybe they had some special cor-

ner of Hell all to themselves, where all those who had

ever carried the muleta and the estoque had gathered

for a corrida that went on day and night, night and day,

world without end.

Well, at last someone who claimed to understand the
art had turned up in Uruk. So be it. A corrida with just
one matador would make for a short afternoon, but it
was better than no corrida at all, and perhaps the word
would spread and Belmonte or Manolete would come
to town in time to make a decent show of it. The man
- who called himself Ruiz could wait no longer. He had
"been absent from la fiesta brava much too long. Per-
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thousand times more strange. Yet this place was famil-
iar to him too; and this place seemed to him also like
home, for his home was what it was, his second home,
the home of his second life.

He had founded this city. He had been king here.

He had no memory of that—it was all lost, swallowed
up in the muddle and murk that was what passed for
the past here in hell. But the Knowing that Calandola
had bestowed on him had left him with a clear sense of
his forgotten achievements in this second Uruk; and,
seeing the city before him in the plain exactly as it had
looked in his vision, Gilgamesh knew that all the rest of
that vision must have been true, that he had once
been king in this Uruk before he had been swept away
down the turbulent river of time to other places and
other adventures

Herod said, “It’s the right place, isn tit?”

“No question of it. The very one.”

They were all three riding together in the first Land
Rover now, Sulla and Gilgamesh and Sulla’s prime min-
ister, Herod of Judaea, with their baggage train close
behind them and half a dozen of the low, snub-nosed
Uruk border-guard vehicles leading the way. Herod
was growing lively again, more his usual self, quick-
tongued, inquisitive, an edgy, nervy little man. It had
given him a good scare when the caravan had been
halted by that sudden fog and surrounded by those
wild-looking shouting figures. He had been certain that
a pack of demons was about to fall upon them and tear
them apart. But seeing Gilgamesh step calmly out of his
Land Rover and all the Wild ones instantly drop down
on their faces as though he were the Messiah coming to
town had reassured him. Herod seemed relaxed now,
sitting back jauntily with his arms folded and his legs
crossed.

“It’s very impressive, your Uruk,” Herod said. “Don’t
you think so, Sulla®? Why don’t you tell Gilgamesh what
you think of his city?”
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. from my mind.” Gilgamesh laughed. “Can you remem-
" ber everything that has befallen you in Hell since first
you came here?”

“If I had been king of some city before Pompeii, I
think I would remember that.”

“How long have you been here, Sulla?”

“Who can say? You know what time is like here. But
I understand some two thousand years have gone by on
Earth since my time there. Perhaps a little more.”

“In two thousand years,” said Gilgamesh, “you might
have been a king five times over in Hell, and forgotten
it all. You could have embraced a hundred queens and
forgotten them.”

Herod chuckled. “Helen of Troy—Kleopatra—Nefertiti
—all forgotten, Sulla, the shape of their breasts, the
taste of their lips, the sounds of their pleasure—"

Sulla reached for his wine. “You think?” he asked
Gilgamesh. “Can this be so?”

“The years float by and run one into another. The
demons play with our memories. There are no straight
lines here, and no unbroken ones. How could we keep
our sanity, Sulla, if we remembered everything that has
- happened to us in Hell? Two thousand years, you say?
For me it is five thousand. Or more. A hundred life-
times. Ah, no Sulla, we are born again and again here,
with minds wiped clean, and the torment of it is that
we don’t even know that that is the case. We imagine
that we are as we have always been. We think we
understand ourselves, and in fact we know only the
merest surface of the truth. The irreducible essence of
our souls remains the same, yes—I am always Gilgamesh,
he is Herod, you are Sulla, we make the choices over
and over that someone of our nature must make—but
the conditions of our lives fluctuate, we are tossed
about on the hot winds of Hell, and most of what
happens to us is swallowed eventually into oblivion.
This is the wisdom that came to me from the Knowing I

had of Calandola.”
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“That barbarian! That devil!”

“Nevertheless. He sees behind the shallow reality of
Hell. I accept the truth of his revelation.”

“You may have forgotten Uruk, Gilgamesh,” said .
Herod, “but Uruk seems not to have forgotten you.”

“So it would appear,” said Gilgamesh.

Indeed it had startled him profoundly when the
Sumerian border guards had hailed him at once as
Gilgamesh the king. Hardly was he out of the Land
Rover but they were kneeling to him and making holy
signs, and crying out to him in the ancient language of -
the Land, which he had not heard spoken in so long a
time that it sounded strange and harsh to his ears. It
was as if he had left this city only a short while before—
whereas he knew that even by the mysterious time-
reckoning of Hell it was a long eternity since last he
could have dwelled here. His memory was clear on that
point, for he knew that he had spent his most recent
phase of his time in Hell roving the hinterlands with
Enkidu, hunting the strange beasts of the Outback,
shunning the intrigues and malevolences of the cities—
and surely that period in the wilderness had lasted
decades, even centuries. Yet in Uruk his face and form
seemed familiar to all.

Well, he would know more about that soon enough.
Perhaps they held him in legendary esteem here and
prayed constantly for his return. Or, more likely, it was
merely some. further manifestation of Hell’s witchery
that spawned these confusions.

They were practically in Uruk now. The road out of
the hills had leveled out. A great brazen gate inscribed
with the images of serpents and monsters rose up be-
fore them. It swung open as they neared it, and the
entire procession rolled on within.

Sulla, far gone in wine, clapped the Sumerian lustily
on the shoulder. “Uruk, Gilgamesh! We're actually here!
Did you think we'd ever find it?”

“It found us,” said Gilgamesh coolly. “We were lost
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in a land between nowhere and nowhere, and suddenly
Uruk lay before us. So we are here, Sulla: but where is
it that we are?”

“Ah, Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, what a sober thing you
are! We are in Uruk, wherever that may be! Rejoice,
man! Smile! Lift up your heart! This city is your home!
Your friend will be here—what’s his name, Inkibu,
Tinkibu—?”

“Enkidu.”

“Enkidu, yes. And your cousins, your brothers, per-
haps your father-—"

“This is Hell, Sulla. Delights turn to ashes on our
tongues. I expect nothing here.”

“You'll be a king again. Is that nothing?”

“Have I said I feel any wish to rule this place?”
Gilgamesh asked, glowering at the Roman.

Sulla blinked in surprise. “Why, Herod says you do.”

“He does?” Gilgamesh skewered the little man with a
fierce glare. “Who are you to pretend to speak what is
in my mind? How do you imagine you dare know my
heart?”

In a small voice Herod said, shrinking back as though
he expected to be hit, “It is because I was with you
when you had the Knowing, Gilgamesh. And had the
Knowing with you. Have you forgotten that so soon?”

Gilgamesh considered that. He could not deny the
truth of it.

Quietly he said, “This city must already have some
king of its own. I have no thought to displace him. But
if the gods have that destiny in mind for me—"

“Not the gods, Gilgamesh. The demons. This place is
Hell,” Herod reminded him.

“The demons, yes,” said Gilgamesh. “Yes.”

They were well within Uruk now and the caravan had
come to rest in the midst of a huge plaza. At close range
Gilgamesh saw that Uruk was only superficially a
Sumerian city: many of the buildings were in the an-
cient style, yes, but there was everything else here too,
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assassins to slay him, though he was then only a boy.
Those assassins had failed, and in the end it was Dumuzi
who went from the world and Gilgamesh who had the
throne. No doubt he fears me yet, Gilgamesh sus-
pected. And will try his treacheries on me a second
time. Some things never change, thought Gilgamesh: it
is the way of Hell. As Dumuzi will learn to his sorrow,
if he has new villainy in mind.

Aloud he said, “It will please me greatly to enjoy the
hospitality of your king. Will you tell him that?”

“That I will.”

“And tell him too that he will be host to Sulla, ruler
of the great city of Pompeii, and to his prime minister,
Herod of Judaea, who are my traveling companions.”

Ur-ninmarka bowed. '

“One further thing,” said Gilgamesh. “I take it there
are many citizens of Sumer the Land dwelling in this
city.”

“A great many, my lord.”

“Can you say, is there a certain Enkidu here, a man
of stature as great as my own, and very strong of body,
and hairy all over, like a beast of the fields? He who is
~ well known everywhere to be my friend, and whom I
" have come here to seek?”

The arch-vizier's bare brow furrowed. “I cannot say,
my lord. I will make inquiries, and you will have a
report this evening when you dine at the palace.”

“I am grateful to you,” said Gilgamesh.

But his heart sank. Enkidu must not be here after all;
for how could Ur-ninmarka fail to know of it, if a great
roistering shaggy giant such as Enkidu had come to
Uruk? There is no city in Hell so big that Enkidu would
not be conspicuous in it, and more than conspicuous,
- thought Gilgamesh.

- He kept these matters to himself. Beckoning Sulla
and Herod from the Land Rover, he said only, “All is
well. Tonight we will be entertained by Uruk’s king.”

% %
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Dumuzi, at any rate, seemed to do things with style.
For his visitors he provided sumptuous lodgings in a
grand hostelry back of the main temple, a massive block
of a building that seemed to have been carved of a
single slab of black granite. Within were fountains,
arcades, so much statuary that it was hard to move
about without bumping into something, and towering
purple-leaved palm trees growing in huge ruby-red plant-
ers that glistened like genuine rubies. Perhaps they
were. Gilgamesh saw Sulla fondling one covetously as
though contemplating how many hundreds of egg-sized
stones it could be broken into.

Each of the travelers had a palatial room to himself, a
broad bed covered in silk, a sunken alabaster tub, a
mirror that shimmered like a window into Paradise. Of
course, there were little things wrong amid all this
perfection: no hot water was running, and a line of
disagreeable-looking fat-bellied furry insects with emer-
ald eyes went trooping constantly across the ceiling.of
Gilgamesh’s room, and when he sprawled on the bed it
set up a steady complaining moan, as though he were
lying on the protesting forms of living creatures. But
this was Hell, after all. One expected flaws in every-
thing, and one always got them. All things considered,
these accommodations could hardly be excelled.

Half a dozen sycophants appeared as if from a closet
to help Gilgamesh with his bath, and anoint him with
fragrant oils, and garb him in a white flounced woolen
robe that left him bare to the waist in the Sumerian
manner. After a time Herod came knocking at the door,
and he too was garbed after the fashion of Sumer,
though he still wore his gleaming Italian leather shoes
instead of sandals, and he had his little Jewish skullcap
on his head. His dark curling hair had been pomaded to
a hlgh gloss

“Well?” he said, preening. “Do I look like a prince of
Sumer the Land, Cllgamesh?
“You look like a fop, as always. And a weakling,
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besides. At least your toga would have covered those
flabby arms of yours and that spindly chest.”

-“Ah, Gilgamesh! What need do I have of muscles,
when 1 have this?” He touched his hand to his head.
“And when I have the brave Gilgamesh the king to
protect me against malefactors.”

“But will I, though?”

“Of course you will.” Herod smiled. “You feel sorry
for me, because I have to live by my wits all the time
and don’t have any other way of defending myself.
You'll look after me. It's not in your nature to let
someone like me be endangered. Besides, you need
me.”

“I do?”

“You've lived in the Outback too long. You've got
bits of straw in your hair.”

Automatically Gilgamesh reached up to search.

“No, no, you foolish ape, not literally!” said Herod,
laughing. “I mean only that you've been out of things.
You don’t understand the modern world. You need me
to explain reality to you. You stalk around being heroic
and austere and noble, which is fine in its way, but
you've been paying no attention to what’s really been
going on in Hell lately. The 