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| wrote the’editorial’ below for the expected third issue of Taboo Science Fiction, in
1996. That issue never happened. | forget why. But now it lives again in thisformat
in thisyear 2002. Yes, Ghod worksin mysterious ways.

NOW to make a point or two about causes and effects.

In this our present world of illusion and delusion via TV, film, and our
lar gely fictional news media, most people have a war ped, shortsighted, egotistic view
of what causes peopleto act asthey do.

In essence, most of us see and hear and endure all thisword-image pressure
from the media and we think, naturally, that it has a big impact and affect on
people's behavior.

[Except of courseit doesn't affect me! Or you!]

But consider crimein Christian Europe befor e the electronic media camein,
and even before the printing press was invented and even before books and
newspaper s wer e produced for ordinary citizens.

Therewasreligious and racial terrorism. There were savage, genocidal
wars, and crime waves. Therewere murders, thefts, rapes, kidnappings. Child
abuse wasrampant aswer e child sex crimes. Homosexuality existed, asdid
alcoholism, drugs, tax evasion, madness of variouskinds...

And crimerates were as bad then as now.

But how could that be!? They were vastly morereligious and thus more
moral in Medieval times...weren’t they?

Everyone believed in God! Thekidsdidn't have cars! They all had families.
Most peoplelived on farms!

What caused such high rates of crime before there were books, magazines,
radio, TV, movies, pornography for every taste, computer networks and mass
secular godlessness?

What caused such high rates of crime and immor ality before the divorcerate
was 50% ? Before sex was free and easy and virtually obligatory?

Isit possible that thereisin mankind a built-in degree of natural anti-social
contrariness, greed, and craziness that no matter what the society, no matter the



state of technology, no matter how dominant isreligion and the father-figur e family,
there will inevitably occur a certain amount of behavior which almost any society
considers criminal and deviant and perverse?

| think so.

So where do we [the public morality ‘we'] get off blaming comic books,
novels, TV, movies, theinternet, radio, drugs, selfishness, sexual per missiveness and
a 'breakdown of traditional family values as causes of crime?

| suggest that no matter what the " influences' there will always be
approximately the same amount of ‘crime' in theworld, in any society, and that
‘criminals---those of various degr ees of psychopathology [i.e. those whose social
conditioning and training wasn’t good enough or didn't ‘take’ well enough
because of---let's face it---subtle brain defects and/or hor mone imbalances] and
those of various degrees of inborn neurosis and more severe inborn 'craziness ---will
always seek those avenues which meet their needs.

| believe the person seeksthe kind of rebellion or 'crime’ which his character
and 'bent’ require. Astalent seeksits mode and media of expression.

Why do we seem to have so much more crime and deviant
behavior today, in thiscivilization?

| suggest because it paysthe media to emphasize, to feature those behaviors.

Sex, crime, 'terrorism’ and drugs arethe keysto present-day media ratings
and sales.. Why?

Were sex, crime and revolution the most-popular talesfor the old-time
traveling story tellers? Why?

What wer e Shakespear€'s most popular playsin histime? Why?

What wer e the most popular topics of village gossip? Why?

Why isour natural liking for the details of sex, crime, justice and injustice
considered an evil? Or at least afailing?

Why do we think tinkering with society---passing laws---will cure
crime...or political incorrectness?

We have a conceit of " knowledge" and a new " moral
correctness' ---a self-gratifying, self-serving, enriching delusion that mankind is not
instinctual, but that he is soft plastic which can be molded by our 'social
scientsts and psychologists (and religionists and traditional moralists!) and
perfected by them.

But scientists are discovering almost weekly that more and mor e of human
behavior---normal and abnor mal---is governed by our genes, by hormones and
blood chemistry, by tiny defectsin the brain and "glitches' in the 'neural nets
thinking processes of the brain.

And | suggest that a certain percentage of babies will have these problems
when born, that humanity has a natural level of 'moral defectives and 'criminals
and sexual 'deviants which cannot be avoided...but that there are whole new
professions---millions of people---whose jobs and status ar e dependent
upon denying nature.

[Note wryly that homosexuality is now a favored deviation from normal (and
that 'normal’ asa standard is now Morally Incorrect), but that sex with kidsisthe
most horrid of crimes...while thekilling of millions of unborn children isalegal
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option. A prime example of Double-think.]

These millions of middle class'professionals arein the business of scaring
society and then offering useless curesfor inherent, incurable problems.

For instance, legalizing ‘recreational’ drugsis opposed more by the'criminal
justice’ system whose millions of jobs and tremendous budgets now lar gely depends
on drug crime, than by the drug dealers. In fact, theillegal drug industry isin un-
admitted alliance with the drug law enfor cement industry in maintaining the status
quo.

And consider the incredibly hypocritical pose of the Baby-Children-Women
Protection Racketeerswho want to serve and guard children and girls and women
from the moment of birth onward (at comfortable professional-level salaries, of
course!)...but who turn a blind eye to the millions of human liveskilled before birth.

The rationaleisthat a woman must be allowed to destroy her unborn child
if shewishesbecause'it isher body' which serves as unwilling host to this
unwanted...thing, this fetus!

Yet that sacred justification of the power and supremacy of the owner of the
body dissolves into incoherent mush when it is suggested that if a woman hasthe
power to decideto kill the human lifein her womb, then surely she hastheright and
power to rent her body for nonviolent sexual use.

Whereisthe Supreme Court on this? Out to lunch. Afraid to facethe
issue. Afraid torule.

May | suggest that it will be a woman who will eventually force a
legalization of prostitution by using her right to govern her use of her own
Body.

Let mecarry thisargument a bit further. [Because | want to.]

Why isvoluntary sexual manipulation to orgasm inherently so terrible? ...as
opposed to giving a massage? ...or a nurse giving arectal exam ...or giving
painful injections of medical drugs ...or doing painful cosmetic surgery [requested
and paid for by a woman asserting her right to use and control her body]?

But in this'pussy-whipped society' of ours (which servestheinterests of the
ruling oligar chy), Feminist dogma currently rulesthe secular public morality: Men
are inherently evil, for it isthey who have thisravenous sex drive, they who get
women pregnant and ther eby for ce the poor women to choose abortions, and it is
the evil men who dangle money before women and demand sex in exchange. And it
isthe men who create the economic conditions which force women to 'sell
themselves in various sex-ridden commercial ways. Men are evil exploiters, women
and children are omnipresent victims.

Granted this Feminist View iswarped and extreme, but | suggest thereisa
lot of primal truth in it.

The primary reason why most men are like this, and why most women yield,
is called instinct, biology, nature'sway. And that basic man-woman balance of
power won’t change, short of destroying humanity with mass, idealistic genetic
tinkering.

It isn't selective nutrition which makes the average man bigger and stronger
than the average woman. It isgood old Mother Nature (DNA) making surethe
species survives, by making male domination and the male sex drive an ever-present
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biological pressure, and by making women the baby-motivated mate.

Either it is" nature" which has made mankind aswe are, or it isbecause
God---the almighty, the perfect creator [or the flawed alien] who dictated our
makeup---wants us to be thisway...contrary, greedy, loving, Us-vs.-Them,
cooper ative, intelligent killers.

IsGod or our natural DNA, or It, or Them wrong?

IsHeimperfect? Arewe an experiment? IsGod, in thelast
analysis, smply a horny male? [Hey, would a female God do thistoHer
fellow Women?)

To cover some other ground zero territory:

| also think our industrial, high-tech civilization isa temporary " golden age"
spikein the history of humanity, and that our true and per manent level istribal and
primitive. We'll multiply to absurd population levels, use up all the easy-to-find and
get natural resour ces, die off by the billions and sit around campfires gaping at all
the strange ruins we find here and therein the overgrown world.

Interstellar space flight and migration isa chimera. We'll find it fruitless
and too expensive. The claims of near-starving billions will take precedence.

After me---the deluge. From the moment of my death it’s all downhill for
mankind. Sorry about that.

My intent in Taboo SF isto continue to exploretaboo 'What [f---' ideas,
future societies, 'crime’, socio-cultural pretensions and sexual behaviorsin ways
that illuminate these "abhorrent’, 'ugly, "hateful’ and unacceptable (to me obvious)
truths.

Wotthehdll, I've got nothing better to do, and | enjoy it.

SURVIVE--- At Any Cost!

This story wag/is too anti-abortion to have much of a chance at commercial
publication. Hey, | just write’em, | don’t sell them. Sending these out again and
again istoo much work, and frankly too depressing.

She was three months before birth when a scream in her mind Awakened
her.

She had Vision---and in her mother's womb experienced the Outside.

She experienced a jolting Link and found herself in the unformed, chaotic,
tormented mind of another unborn nearby...in the...clinic...as it
was murdered.

Shefelt theterrible physical shock of being suddenly without the embrace of
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warm, safe amniotic fluid.

Shefédt the horrible trauma of bones cracking and rending muscles, knew
the helpless visceral terror of being torn apart by huge, invading metal claws! As
shethrashed feebly in the throes of death.

Blood seemed to fill her Vision and unendurable pain overwhelmed her.

She had not yet learned to break or limit the input from the Link.

She struggled to be free of the pain! Her mind lashed out blindly.

In that clinic operating room an equipment table rocked briefly on its
rubber wheels, and the doctor felt a sudden shiver of agony in hisleft arm.

Finally the stainless stedl claws seized the unborn'shead and
crushed the soft skull.

The shambled mind quickly faded and ended. The
Link ended.

She shuddered and kicked in her own safe, warm, nurturing
womb, in reaction and sympathy and instinctive horror. She" heard" and
understood her mother say, " Oh! It just kicked! Hard! Maybeit wants out early."

Another..woman...said, " It isn't a good idea to make it a thinking person in
your belly. It'snot really human. It can't think."

Her extraordinary mind was opening like a sun-hungry flower, taking in
information, under standing more every second, wanting more knowledge of the
world beyond the dark warmth of the womb.

Her mother said, " | know, but... | just hateto go through with this."

" For your sake...and for the sake of the poor, mutated thing you're
carrying... It'sbetter to spareit from aterriblelifeif it should happen to survive
delivery. And believe me, Francine, it's better to spare yourself the ordeal of
carrying it any longer. It'shead istoo big already, and it'stoo strong. You'd have
to have a cesarean. It could kill you."

"l know. Butit'sagirl.”

"It'stechnically female. That can't change anything."

"Why is my baby mutated?"

"1'vetold you, wedon't know. Chemicalsin your food, a stray cosmic ray
hits part of your ovum, or your husband's sperm...or hitsjust at conception... It's
just trillions-to-one bad luck. It happens.”

Her mother said, " Shit happens.”

She somehow understood. Sherealized she had been absorbing words and
sounds and shadowy Sights and Linksfor months...more and more clearly.

Until now--now the horrible death scream in her mind had shocked her into
final Awakening.

Sherealized she was unusual...different...and not wanted.

Sherealized they were going to kill her the way they had killed that other
poor unborn. She wastoo big to be forced out in premature birth. Her mother's
hips wer e too narrow.

She understood it was easier and less expensive to take her body out of the
womb piece by piece. Shefelt fear for thefirst time. Shedid not want to be killed!
But how could she stop it?

The examination room took firm shapein her mind. Her mother lay on a
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wheeled proceduretable.

An advisor sat next to her mother.

A different woman cameinto theroom. "Mrs. Prichard, I'm afraid we won't
be ableto do your proceduretoday. Doctor Merwin had to go to the hospital.”

"Why?"

"He had a sudden angina pain...or what he thought might be angina, so he
decided to have it checked out. We'rerescheduling his appointments.”

"l hopeitisn't serious."

"Probably it isn't. He'sonly forty-five."

Four nightslater, at 2:34 A.M., Francine Prichard shook her husband
awake. "Don? Don! It'sback...the whispering."

He sighed, turned over and stared bleerily at her. " Any
change?"

"What do you mean?"

" Does the voice say anything different?"

"No, it'sjust 'Please don't kill me...please don't kill me..." over and over. And
it'slouder now! It'sdriving mecrazy! | can't Sleep!”

" Take another pill."

"l can't! | really tried. | can't open the bottle. Shejust won't let me!”

"Fran... Jesus. That thingin your belly can't control you. It'snot doing the
whispering, it's what the woman said at theclinic, it'syour stupid guilt and your
imagination.”

“No! No! It'sher. It'sMary!"

"'Mary'? Haveyou named it?"

" She named herself. Shetold mejust afew minutesago. 'I'm Mary. I'm
your daughter. Pleasedon't kill me...please don't kill me..."" Francine burst into
tears and pressed against her husband. " Oh, God, Don! | can't stand it. | can't! |
can't have her killed tomorrow."

He pushed Francine away. " Take another of those pills! Takefour, for
Chrigt'ssake! 1I'll give you some of my Valiums. You're hysterical.”

"1 can't take anything, since last night. | tried, and she kicked me. Shekicks
hard! Shedoesn't likedrugs."

Don Prichard sat up and switched on thelight. Hetried not to look at his
wife's pale, swollen belly. He said, " Darling, it isn't human. It'sa monster in there.
It isn't thinking. It isn't telepathic. It isn't wired into your brain. What
you're'hearing' isan hallucination. It'syour natural guilt---"

Francine clapped her handsto her ears. "I know that! | know that!
Everybody tellsmethat! Butit'ssoreal! She sounds so nice and sweet and
desperate! She doesn't want to be killed!"

"Weéll, Chrigt... | don't know what to do with you. What am | supposed to
do?"

Francine flung herself awkwardly out of bed. She crouched, keening, hands
fruitlessy pressed to her ears. Sheturned her back to her husband. She said
pleadingly, " Please...Mary... please let me deep. Let medeep. Leave mealone..."
She swayed and seemed to belistening. Her eyeswidened. " You can?" .... "No,
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don't dothat. Please." .... "They can'tif | say no."

Her husband muttered an oath and left the bed. He cameto her and held her
lovingly from behind. " Fran, just take some more pills. Thiswill all be over
tomorrow morning. Just afew more hours."

"l can't doit. She'stalkingtome! Just like anybody talks. She knows
what's going on!"

"Damn it, Fran, it'sa mindless monster in there, not some sweet littlegirl
with a high school education! Your mind is providing its'talk'! Can't you see
that?"

"Don't say thingslikethat. Shedoesn't likeit."

"Oh, Chrigt! You'rereally--- You'rereally crazy. The sooner they kill that
thing in you, the better!"

"No! Mary, don't!"

Don Prichard jerked away from hiswife asif an invisible fist had smacked
hishead. Hereeled and hit the bedroom TV and itsstand. They crashed to the
floor together.

Francine cowered away, handsto her face. " No...no...no.."

Don lay bleeding from a forehead cut. He peered at his wife with amazement
and fear. Hedidn't get up. "How did you hit me like that?"

"Shedid it! Shedidit! Mary did it!"

He stared at her, wide-eyed. " Your Mary did it? How?"

"With her mind! Shecan do things. She's getting stronger and stronger."

Don shook hishead. " Christ. You'rereally gone. 1've got to make some
calls."

Don's mouth suddenly opened wide, straining. His eyes widened with
helplessterror. He howled with pain. He flopped wildly on the floor. Hishands
seemed prevented from reaching hisface. Hisjaws cracked open, unhinged from
his skull, and hislower jaw was power fully, gruesomely ripped away. Hishowls
wer e screams bubbling with blood.

Francine collapsed to the floor, sobbing, unable to watch. She beat
at her belly with her fists. " Stop! Stop! Don't kill him!"

But Mary was intent on silencing this man who hated her and wanted her
dead. Hewould not make callsl He would be the onein the hospital!

Something with invisible claws seized Don'stongue and tore it out
of histhroat. He strangled on a flood of bright red blood. By accident or instinct he
rolled over, face down, and the blood poured onto the rose-colored carpet. His
effortsto breathe wereterrible to hear.

Mary would not let him live!

Hisright arm jerked asif controlled by strings. His hand flopped into the
shatter ed face of the television set next to him. Thebroken picturetube still sizzled
and sparked with shorting electricity. Hisforearm stabbed further into the ragged
glasshole. Hishand contacted live power. Hisentire body convulsed with
electrocution.

Dr. Harry Merwin entered the #3 O.R. of Sanctuary & Mercy Hospital, and
saw the quivering figure of Francine Prichard on the operating table.
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He asked, " Why is she moving likethat?" His gloved hand hovered near the
scalpel on the sterilized tray, then dropped.

The nurse opposite him said, " She's had threeiv sedative shotsto keep her
still. She'sall theway under."

He glanced at monitors. Bp 227 over 189. Respiration 214. He said angrily,
" She'sredlining. What's going on?"

"Thisjust started the moment you camein. She was hyper before, but the
shots smoothed her out and put her under."

"Thisisthat woman who killed her husband a few weeks ago, isn't it? |
remember her...from the clinic..when | had that...” Hisright hand moved to touch
hisleft arm. Heturned to the assistant surgeon, " Isthislegal? Did she give
informed consent?"

The younger man checked a paper on a clipboard sealed in plastic. " Court
order to do the abortion. No extra effort mandated to save the mutated or defor med
fetusif it ismarginally viable. She's classed homicidal paranoid schizo. Very
dangerous delusions.”

"Okay. That helpsexplain this. She's got some kind of brain damage.”
Merwin scanned thereadouts. "WEe'll go ahead.” Hesaid to the nurse,
"Quazumeral, 35cc, iv. | don't want her flopping around whilel'm
opening her up.” He said to the attending Anesthesiologist, " How deep is she?"

"Level seven. Her brain isadeep but her body seemsto have a mind of its
own."

" The Quazumerol should keep everything quiet. Nurse?"

" Few seconds.” The nursewas about toinject thedruginto Francine'siv.

A sledge hammer of invisible force ssammed her hand away. The full
syringe flew like an arrow and buried itself in the Anesthesiologist'sright eye.

He screeched and fell away, off his stool, and pulled the breathing cone from
Francine's nose and mouth.

The nurse screamed and cradled her broken wrist and broken fingers.

The heavy surgical equipment cart shook and rattled asif possessed and rose
off thefloor.

The young assistant surgeon yelled " Earthquake!" and lunged toward the
doors.

Hewas struck in mid-stride by the levitated steel table. It hurtled forward,
with him draped over it, to the pale green O.R. wall and crushed his chest in the
impact. Itsextended handles buried themselvesin his abdomen, like thehornsof an
enraged bull.

Doctor Merwin stood amazed, open-mouthed. Thiswasimpossible. He had
performed over threethousand abortions and nothing ever---

The operating table rolled away from him.

A force lifted him up and held him, spread-eagled, in mid-air, directly under
the brilliant white surgery lights. A scalpel glittered in the air and then merciless
with speed cut his gown and then his clothes away, leaving him naked, with deep,
bloody slashes on his chest, arms, belly, genitals, legsand feet.

Doctor Merwin, expert abortionist, a master at his craft, screaming with
pain, was then himself treated as an inconvenient, unwanted fetus.
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Small surgical power sawsrose like buzzing hornets from the spilled
mass of tools. They worked in unison and turned red with his spattering blood as
they chewed through his shoulders and thighsto separate his limbs from histor so.
He stopped screaming because of blood lossto hisbrain. He was not aware
of the saw which growled and chattered through his neck and spinal cord.
His head and body parts wer e stuffed into the Operating Room's
large Biological Waste container.

She awakened two hours later in a hospital bed in a room crowded with
hospital personnel and police.

She was bound tight with straps and manacles. Only a sheet covered her
naked body and swollen belly.

A nursesaid, " She's conscious.”

A detective bent over her. " Francine, I'm Jack Long. I'm a police officer.
Do you remember anything that happened in the operating room?"

Shelooked up at him, frowning. " That's not my name."

The detective glanced at her hospital ID bracelet. " Who do you think you
are?”

"1I'm Mary Prichard. You Outsiders...you're not goingtotry to
kill me again, are you?"

END STORY

VIRTUALLY ALIVE

The helmet locked itself to her smooth, clean head.

Sheclicked the selector to Viewb. She chose vision and sound only and
pressed the Play button on the arm of her chair.

Instantly her homecube disap-peared and she wasin a hews broadcast.

She watched UniStates soldiersfiring laser rifles. The view was 180i, FullD,
with perfect sound.

The newscaster'svoicesaid, " ...in Loreto on the BalsasRiver. The BRD
terrorists blew up a FedFarmsCorp meal producing unit and killed three workmen.
Brazilian Army forces, supported by Uni-States Second Jet Cavalry Brigade
made contact that afternoon.”

The scene cut to bodies of rebel soldiers. They wereragged natives. Parts of
their arms, legs and heads had been diced off by the long-range lasers. Some
emaciated tor sos wer e neatly slashed in two. " Thirty-four BRD'swereKkilled.
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Our casualties were minimal."

Scene shift to a man in a Great Mother government office. Hewore an
opaque business gown of black with gold trim. He wore a matching
initial "M" head dek. " Secretary Morgan of the U-S Corporate Committee replied
to criticism in the Senate that we have killed many terrorists but have nevertheless
lost a disturbing number of farms and processing units.”

Morgan said, " | want to reassure all citizens of the UniStates. Their life-
support suppliesare assured. We have an over-feed factor of five point two and
nothing theterrorists can or will do in the years ahead, asin the six years past,
will endanger the basic security of thisgreat country.”

The newscaster came into being a few feet in front of her. He smiled
and spoke directly to her. " The problem of helmet addiction was dealt with by a
readout from the Great Mother today."

A multi-colored depth graph filled her vision.

" Only six percent of the total population can be considered true helmet
addicts, and they are mostly in thethirty-forty to end-age groups. Boredom isthe
major factor, Mother indicates, combined with the increased use of total sensory
disksof all kinds. The new ten-hour nanodisks and twenty-four hour schedules of
TS shows are also partly responsible.”

Scene shift. A fashion show. A modé in atransparent glitter gown.

" Anthony House has dimi nished the midcover to thirty square centimeters,
thesmallest ever. Buyerswere shocked at the circle of gems around a definite,
though shallow, indentation."

Close-up of the new Anthony House umbilical cover.

" Anthony declared it istime to be less modest about birth signs. Senator
Jankins of New Cuba declared the new trend disgusting and that he would frame an
official request to Mother to readout against even a hint of greater center
exposure."

Scene shift to a broken female body on an off-zone as curious people drifted
by on the slower pedwalks.

" Seventeen people ended today. Ten from typical jumps. Denver Dome
Secretary Brevic said..."

Shift to Brevic, an eyebrowless blue-gold gowned man with the usual initial
head dek. " All these enders are causing us some inconvenience, but we arewell rid
of them. Their going helps reduce the still high populationto-resour cesstrain and
makes life better for all of us. | say, let them end!"

The newscaster reappeared. " In other happenings, thirty-five M other-
convicted Rapists were given over to total organ donor statustoday, along
with six Seductresses. Two hundred and fifty-four Unauthorized Intercourse
penalties wer e given, and seventy-two Unauthorized Pregnancy charges were filed."

Shift to a scrubby, windblown field. " Mother decertified and condemned
three more of her Programmerstoday for inputing erroneous agriculture data
which resulted in mis-seeding and improperly timed diversion of precious water.
Supreme Councilman Lloyd said today..."

Shift to D-pic of Lloyd. Voiceonly. "We seefurther evidence of a deep,
widespread conspiracy against Great Mother in this constant sabotage of our food
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supply. Blamefor the constant declinein food production in the UniStates must be
assigned to---"
She switched off her helmet.

END STORY

THE FOREVER WOMAN

Thisisa companion piece to the novel, One Immortal Man. It seemsthe aliens
created an immortal woman, too. Over the yearssince | wrotethis |’ ve thought of
extending The Forever Woman to novel length, merging the two storiesinto a Big
Novel, offering it to a Big Publisher...

And | just might extend this story to follow Alix as shere-enterstheman’s
world she hates and voyages to North America to seek the One mmortal Man...

Alix Hamar stood tall, almost naked, cold and beautiful on the throne rock
in the grotto.

Thiswasthe Temple of The Eternal One.

She wore a heavy gold necklace that nestled a giant pear| between her full
breasts. Her nipples were extended, crinkled by the cold air. An intricately made
gold V covered her delta, held in place by golden chains.

Gold bracelets entwined her wrists, and ankles. Gold and diamond pins and
clips managed her long blond hair. She wore golden sandalsto complete the gold
motif.

Below her in the flickering yellow light from the central fire pit were her one
hundred and five mortal followers, her cult of women and eunuchs.

They all wor e heavy garmentsin thisdamp, icy, sealinked cavern.

The sound of waves was constant, along with the rush of biting cold air
chilled by the spreading glaciersin southern France.

And the M editerranean was not yet completely free of ice this July!

Alix did not feel the cold. She did not under stand why she was impervious.

Etched in her mind was the baffled, awed comment of a scientist from 1400
yearsago: "Your DNA hasbeen changed. You have an improved immune system,
an altered endocrine system, a profoundly mutated pituitary..."
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He had wanted desperately to get her into a hospital for moretests. He had
been thefirst and last man she had trusted to test her blood and do other
examinations. She had been ninety-five years old then, and still looked twenty-
five...in her fourth identity. She had been obsessed, raddled with curiosity and
dread.

She had stayed in his home, alone with him, while heran histests. The next
night...

That had been on the night of July 17, 2003.

Sheremembered it all---everything---one of the cursesof her immortality.
Radical changes had been made in her brain, too.

She had tried to make his death merciful and quick...but he had fought and
desperately tried to escape the basement lab in hishome. She had chosen him well,
for expertise, vulnerability to her charms, privacy, discretion. But she had known
from histhoughts he couldn't keep this secret.

No mortal could keep it.

It had taken five slugs from the .38 Smith & Wesson to bring him down and
keep him down. He had squealed and bled likea butchered pig. Thefifth bullet
had blasted into the base of his skull and finally ended it.

A terrible moment. Her first kill.

But she had known then her future and her need for secrecy. She had
realized she would probably never know exactly what the aliens had doneto her,
and maybe never know why they had done it.

They had made her immortal. It couldn't bereversed by her or by human
science. She had not wanted it reversed.

All she could do was protect her secret and live on.

Shehad first burned all of his papers, roasted all of his computer disks,
crashed hishard drive with a blow torch, smashed his equipment, and then burned
the house.

And now, 200 lifetimes later, her few, pathetic, adoring wor shippers gazed up at
her, silent, on their knees, waiting for her to begin the ceremony of Acceptance or
Denial.

Shefelt trapped.

She dutifully gazed somberly at the twin infantsin the large wooden crib at
the base of thethronerock. She had supervised the birthing of these two only afew
days before.

Alix'sintense, blue-eyed gaze shifted to the mother, a small eighteen-year-old
who wept in spite of her belief in the divinity of The Eternal One.

Alix under stood what the young mortal was feeling. She also had known the
dread and infinite sadness at the loss of a baby. She had known it four timesbefore
giving up, before deciding to never again become pregnant.

She had again heard damning words from a doctor:

"Your eggs will accept conception, but there's something in your DNA...some
instructions...which prohibit full term development.”

She had tried with four different fathers. She'd concluded she wasn't quite
human any longer.

A heavy wave shuddered the grotto and sent spray-frigid air into the rocky
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temple.

Alix raised her arms. Cold air ruffled her long, wavy, dark blonde hair.
Firelight glowed and flickered on her gold jewelry, on her full breasts, on her flat
belly, on her perfect legs.

Alix spoke softly in the common language of the M editerranean basin, a
mixture of French and American. Her voice carried despiteitslow, velvety pitch.
She had never liked its soft huskiness.

"My children. We had hoped to keep both these infantsin our family. The
passing of Helene and Denys seemed ordained to allow thesetojoin us. But our
harvests have been bad, and wor se areinevitable. We havelost thirty goatsto a new
sickness. We cannot find another vein of coal in the mine. Wood isvery scarce. We
must restrict our numbersfurther.”

Alix'seyesdrifted to the pregnant Mara, and shetried to read the girl's
mind, but it wastoo far and the girl was not meeting her gaze. Marawas a
problem.

Alix made a sign to two near by acolytes dressed in hooded orange robes.

A chorus of ten women and one eunuch, with car efully selected voices, began
the haunting song of Decision, a complicated interweaving of melodies which grew
in volume as the acolytes unwrapped the babies, took them naked into their arms
and carried them up the carved stone stairway to Alix.

Shewasfirst given thegirl child. The song ended.

Silence.

She examined the infant, seeking in thisritual for the signs and imperfections
of amutant. She had previoudly, privately, inspected and tested the baby and
declared her Human.

But the 300-year-old ritual required The Eternal One to seek imperfections
and unhuman taintsin all newbornsin view of her assembled followers. For it was
known that she could seeinto the soul of anyone, young or old, male or female.

Templerecordstold of more than 500 times when she had recoiled from the
distorted mind of an infant otherwise perfect in human form.

The devastating Bio-War's effects on human genes had been ruthlessly
weeded out by infanticide in Europe and in its migrated north Africa populations
over the ensuing centuries.

| dentifiable newborn mutantswererare, now. The human species had been
kept form-purein this part of theworld. But horror stories continued to come
from North America where arace of obscenely shaped mutants were thriving.

And Alix suspected there were strains of mutantsin southern Europe and
north Africa, in hiding; strange, warped mindsin perfect human bodies who had
passed the common examination of form at birth.

Her suspicions wer e caused by reports of bizarre behaviorsin some children,
of suicides, of weird crimes.

Shefelt the authorities shared her suspicions. " Inhuman" youthful crimes
and activities were punished by death.

But still there wer e accounts of strange, secret societies who practiced ghastly
rituals of murder and perversion...an underground of seeming humans who were
inhuman in mind and spirit. They had learned to 'pass asnormal in usual social
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settings.
She had never heard of another human or mutant who possessed her telepathic
powers. Only she could positively detect brain-different mutants.

Alix peered into the wide-open brown eyes of the shivering girl baby huddled in
her arms and felt a clearness, an unimpeded purity in theinfant'smind. It wasa
delightful experience.

Alix'sdaily life so often involved contacts with minds soiled by envy, greed,
hatred, lust...

Alix raised the child high. "I accept this child into our world. SheisWhole
and Human in every respect. Shewill livelong and loveuswell. Let her mother
reoice.”

The chorus sang joyfully.

The girl was taken to the mother and the boy infant given to Alix. Hewailed
with cold and dimly perceived fear.

Alix made a show of inspecting him. This child, too, was perfectly Human.

But there was no room for another emasculated male, as there would be no
room for Mara's baby, unless one or two more of the older cult membersdied very
soon.

Mara was eight months pregnant. And Mara was now a doubter, arrogant
with half-knowledge and seduced by too much contact with a man on the mainland.

Alix frowned and shook her head.

The chorus began the sad song of Denial. The kneeling follower s groaned
and a few muttered doubt and criticism. The boy's mother wept without restraint.

Alix raised the boy high and said, " | deny this child entrance into our world.
Heisnot wanted. Heisnot needed. Let usall lament."

The chorus sang of the necessity of obeying and wor shipping The Eternal
One.

Alix sadly handed the boy to the waiting acolyte who would take him to the
west cliffsand cast him into theicy, crashing sea.

In better times Alix would have arranged for the male infant to be given to a
farm family on the mainland. This had been done many times when too many
Whole and Human males had been born. But in recent decadesfood surplusesin
southern France had virtually disappeared and the farmswerein desperate trouble.
They, too, were now killing Human babies.

Alix stood, head down, somber, until the acolyte had disappeared into a side
passage.

Again Alix watched Mara, wary of the young woman's aura of
rebelliousness. Alix couldn't read the girl'smind at thisrange---over ten meters---
and Mara had learned to avoid The Eternal One's strange, blue-eyed gaze.

Alix called out to her followers, " Work now, for life. We have only afew
mor e weeks of growing weather."

Sheturned and walked up a stone ramp to the passageway reserved for The
Eternal One.

Alix herself had designed the temple building over head, 350 year s ago, on
thissmall idand south and east of the largely abandoned ruins of Toulon. She had
supervised the construction, the digging, the difficult cutting into granite to the large
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caves beneath.

She padded up the narrow passage in growing darknessto an apparent turn
to theleft which led to aledge over the rumbling sea.

She grunted softly as she levered open arock door, sipped though to total
darkness, and let the door grate back into position.

Alix went up and up, curving constantly to theright, asthe secret stairway
followed the interior of the above-surface building'sthick outer walls. At the top
were her private, sacred quarters.

Alix didn't mind the darkness as she ascended. She had gotten used to it
over the centuries. Asshe had gotten used to every aspect of life on thisriddled
mass of rock in the sea.

She slowed as her gliding fingersfound the grooves of another secret stone
door. It opened to aroom she kept stocked with food and wine, enough to last weeks
if necessary. Shehad never had to useit. But the hidey hole was always there.

Alix continued climbing.

She was utterly weary of being The Eternal One. She had created this nest,
this cult of women, on thisisland as an escape from the endlessly insulting, abusive,
humiliating, victimizing world of men.

For eleven hundred year s she had endured subjugation aswife, mistress,
prostitute, slave, oracle, princess, empress...

Even asthe Holy Empress of Greater France seven hundred ear s ago she had
been restricted, advised, subtly overruled by men. They always held the ultimate
power .

In a devolving, disintegrating society, in aworld of retreat from the creeping
return of an ice age, in aworld of exhausted or inaccessible key resour ces and
forgotten, unusable technology, in a world first returned to small nation states, then
feudalism and city states...of diseasesthought conquered forever, of desperately
poor living conditions...of ever-increasing reliance on brute force...a woman was
again---as ever---property!

A woman had only her position asa mother, her utility asa laborer, asa
provider of sexual pleasures, to earn her food and a grudging second-rate status.

There had been no escape for her from that terrible, overwhelming reality,
doomed to live endlessly in a crushing masculine world.

Except here, on Death Idland, in a constricted little religious world of women
and a few emasculated, tamed males, where she was a living, eternal goddess.

And now her retreat was becoming untenable. The damned ice...

And if not the inexor able ice which had taken her original home---Oslo---and
then Berlin, London, Paris, her retreat would be shattered by the human factor.

Mara...

Why did that girl keep surfacing in her mind? A premonition?

Alix had known from the beginning thisinterlude would be a temporary
respite, at most three or four hundred years of safety, security, peace, freedom.

Shereached thetop of thelong stairwell and fumbled in the darknessfor the
finger holdsin a secret door.

She pulled and entered the bedroom of her wood-paneled
apartment.
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She sighed and squinted in the light from yellowish, war p-paned glass
windows.

An ancient, very valuable, coal-burning iron stove heated theroom. Other
stoves heated the other rooms of her large apartment.

Shedidn't need the heat for comfort, but it was necessary for Delphine and
the other servants, and to keep her books and papersdry and free of mold.

She toed off her ceremonial sandals and walked barefoot in the luxurious,
hand-loomed wall-to-wall wool car peting.

The pattern in therug was a formalized copy of a microchip circuit diagram
found in one of the ancient booksin her library. The weavershadn't been ableto
read thetext and could not conceive the significance of the blown-up micro-
photograph, but they had liked the design very much.

Alix always smiled when she noticed the pattern. How those ancient
scientists would have been astounded---and depressed---at this use of their creation.

She unstopped a call tube and said, " Delphine.”

A moment later a small, slim, beautiful young woman entered the bedroom. Her
room was one level below. Shewas always on call to The Eternal One. Herswasa
prized privileged position.

Delphine wor e orange cotton pants and top, with a wool, open front orange
sweater .

She knelt on one knee. Shesaid ritually, "1 liveto serveyou, Eternal One."
She was panting lightly from her rush up the stairs and rampsto this highest set of
roomsin the Temple.

Delphine was not mystified at how Alix appeared and disappeared from these
rooms. Most of the worshipperson theisland believed The Eternal One possessed
supernatural, magical powers.

But Delphine had found the secret door behind the paneling. She hadn't
explored the black, unlit down stairway, nor told anyone. Shedidn't want to lose
her position, nor diminish The Eternal One.

What was magical and terrifying was The Eternal One's ability to divine the
feelings and thoughts of anyone near her. And it was beyond dispute that thistall,
blonde, superior woman never grew old.

Alix said, " Get these decor ations off me. And after that...you know what |
need."

"Yes." Delphinesmiled to herself with knowledge and pride. This
magnificent, eternal woman, this secret wonder of the world, wanted to be
completely naked and wanted massage and scented oils and car esses and fondling
and special lotions and touches...such intimate touches...and Delphin€'s cunning,
loving wor shipping tongue.

Delphine had been trained for this by Saphina two year s ago, and had had
been a very talented pupil. She pleased The Eternal One extremely well in this
service.

But Delphine was jealous of the otherswho served The Eternal Onein this
way: Saphina, Lette, and the disgusting eunuch, Henri. How could The Eternal
One enjoy that soft, yet strong, neutered thing? How could She enjoy having that
male organ pushed into Her sacred body?
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Alix sensed Delphin€e'sjealousy and love, her disgust of Henri.

Asthegirl carefully removed the gold bracelets, the delta cover, the pinsand
combs from her hair, and urged Alix gently to lie on the bed, Alix did easily into
reverie and thought for the millionth time of the 'side effects’ of her immortality.

She self-healed amazingly swiftly and her glands or chestrated perfect self-
regulating body functions and total resistance to diseases.

And she was possessed of ...per haps possessed by...a very strong sex drive.
She needed daily physical closeness and the intense physical pleasures of orgasms.

It had taken her along time---centuries-—--to realize that men were not what
sheneeded. Men were almost always too dominating, too selfish, too impatient, too
rough, too resentful, too penis-oriented.

Alix understood Delphine'sdislike for Henri. The girl would live with it or
bereplaced. AsHenri, in time, would be replaced.

Alix understood her sexuality---lesbianism with infrequent bi-sexuality. But
only if the male was 'safe' and subservient. She needed Henri asvariety, tofill a
kind of void in several senses.

She admitted to herself an atavistic, primitive female liking for the feel of a
big, stiff penisin her vagina, diding deep, jolting her, driving her into a psycho-
sexual-physical state of wanting, needing, trembling...

Sheloved that complex brink-of-orgasm moment with Henri when her
instinct-driven hind brain wanted a powerful man to claim her, possess her, spew
semen into her, impregnate her, give her a child!

But he could not. She could not carry to term, and all that was left was the
awakened urge to motherhood, theregret, the sadness and the power ful, different
orgasm a skilled male lover could give her.

Delphine whispered love wor ds, murmured ador ation, as she rubbed pine-
scented lotion on Alix's white and pink flawless skin.

Delphine had dipped off her orange gar ments and now knelt beside Alix on
the large, low bed.

Alix sighed and relaxed further into the covered mattress stuffed with cotton,
wool, feathers, and fur. She spread her arms and spread her legs and let the girl
pleasure her.

Y es, Delphine was the best since Suzi...312 year s ago.

Ah, the sexual pleasures... nearly the only thing in life she wanted anymore.

When the girl began nursing on her swollen nipples, Alix enclosed her in her
arms and absor bed war mth and love and whispered asif to an infant.

Endless sweet sensations later, Delphine wriggled lower on The Eternal
One'slong white, voluptuous body. Her devilish tongue teased and flirted and
finally found the center of Alix's sensual need.

Longer shadows later, Alix stood quietly, sated by pleasure, calmed by a nap,
as Delphinedressed her in along, emerald green silk robe over a pale green
chemise. Her blonde hair had been brushed and arranged with emerald pinsand
green combs.

She asked, " Has Paulette returned with our supplies?”

"Yes, Eternal One. And a mail packet has been brought up for you. | placed
it on your desk."
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Alix closed theraobe, toed into emerald green leather sandals, and led the way
into the other rooms of her apartment.

She went to the ornately carved, hand-polished desk near the multi-paned,
leaded window. The new letters and other paperswerein a sealed leather pouch.

Shewanted time aloneto read them. She said to Delphine, " Go down and
bring Paulette to me, but allow her time to bathe and eat. Return with her, and then
leave us."

"Yes, Eternal One.™"

Briefly, Alix lifted her eyes and met Delphine'swor shipping gaze. For a
second she used her power. Shefelt the always disturbing penetration of another's
mind...the odd pressure of another's thoughts and feelings.

Alix could not read the young woman's mind word-for-word. Shereceived
multi-leveled impressions, emotions, images of memory, a few isolated words.

Her psi power wasn't much, but it had given her an edge---sometimes a crucial
edge---in her dealings with people, especially men, over the centuries.

Delphine was truly innocent of distrust, of disike, of opposition. Therewere
blurred, warm, moist, pink images, sensations of flickering tongue, and per meating
all ahot, naked pride of position and privilege, a fiercejoy at causing The Eternal
Onetocry out with pleasure. There were feelings of belonging...and a tiny, twisted
feeling that somehow The Eternal One's body and pleasur e needs belonged to her!

Alix withdrew from Delphine's mind---a cat burglar undetected---and said
softly, smiling, " Leave me, sweet girl.”

As Delphine, glowing with happiness, left the apartment, Alix opened the
sealed pouch and withdrew two wax-sealed letter packets. She opened the one from
Lisbon first.

She had along-time arrangement with an information service in Lisbon
which collected news from therest of the world via its correspondents, from ship
officers, from travelers and businessmen, from military sour ces.

The service sent their reportsto an agent in Marseilles, who in turn forwarded
them to an agent in Toulon. They all believed their client to be a wealthy old
scholar...which was literally true.

Alix received all the news available, plus a special-interest report of stories,
rumors, tales, fables, myths about supposed immortals.

That special interest was not exceptional. The world was now full of
fabuloustales--about weird varieties of mutantsin variousfar places, of giants, of
three-headed ice creatures, sea monsters...

M any so-called lear ned men collected such stories and lectured on the
unproven to credulous studentsin the few colleges and univer sities remaining,
especially in the flourishing Sahara where the altered climate had turned the desert
into a vast savannah with new rivers and surging populations.

A few rich, bored men---and ther e wer e always such in any age---had taken
to the newly discovered " science" of alchemy and were again whispered to be
disciples of ancient evil, of the devil, to be sorcerers and warlocks. They, too,
subscribed to the news services for items of special interest to them.

Sometimes Alix suspected some of the stories wer e fiction, made up to keep
clients on the hook.
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Lisbon was now the shipping center of choice for trade with the Americas.
Theice, for centuries, had inexplicably paused at Bordeaux and a favorable climate
had blessed the southern coast of old Portugal.

Alix received similar newsreportsfrom information servicesin Cairo and
New Damascus, but they wer e exceedingly unreliable, hand-written, erratic.

Thereportsfrom Lisbon were printed on crude, dark-fibred paper with
muddy black ink. Printers, wherethey still existed, were forced to use handset type
and wooden, flat-bed, handfed presses similar to the truly ancient Gutenberg
invention.

Sheread avidly. The existence of an immortal man called Kun-Zar, in North
America, seemed more and more certain. Thereports she had collected from
various sour ces for over a thousand years wer e being confirmed every few months
now.

Kun-Zar had been aking in the Virginias six hundred or more years ago
...had reappeared in the old Berkeley area east of the radioactive peninsula that had
been San Francisco. He had led aresurgence therein the genetic sciences, and
again disappear ed.

Now she suspected he wasin the wondrous giant tree city of Norlins, the
capital city of the Missipy Empire, the only civilized area on the continent.

Alix found a sour satisfaction in never finding any stories about an immortal
woman. She had been very careful in the past to change identities and appear ances
every few decades. She had become so sick of it!

Her cult, here, on thisidand, wasthefirst time she had allowed her self the
luxury of being an immortal, a goddess. She had lived for 500 yearsin near total
isolation on this small isand.

Sighing, Alix leaned back in her chair and yielded to theterrible loneliness that
forever lay in the back of her mind.

Was sheready now, at last, to seek him out?

Her loneliness was full of questions, and only one certainty. She knew she
could not love a mortal, man or woman. These brief people she lived among were
old before she could turn around.

Shehad tried to lovein her early centuries but her unchanging beauty had
forced so many moves, so many divor ces, exits, " suicides’, vanishings... The most
time she could spend in one" life" in the outside world---the male ruled world---was
thirty years.

Here, on Death Island among her devoted followers, she had been ableto live
as an immortal, but only by teaching her women and her few eunuchsthat her
existence had to remain an absolute secret, else greedy, brutal men from the
mainland would invade their small island and kill and torturein order to learn the
why and the how of her eternal life.

In addition, she had ordered the story spread on the mainland that theisland
was radioactive, and that men who came would lose their virility and be womanized,
that their children would be mutants. Only women and eunuchs could live on the
island without harm, somehow.

She had permitted only a handful of her most loyal, most trusted followersto
sail the cult's small boat to Toulon to conduct occasional trade, to buy supplies.
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And when necessary she had sent car efully chosen nubile young acolytesto
Toulon to pose asignorant, easily-seduced farm girls, to choose prime malesto lie
with and become pregnant.

It was the safest way to maintain the population of the cult.

Normally the male babies wer e altered and allowed to stay. Therewas a need
for their superior strength in certain tasks.

She had decided soon after creating the cult that continuing to recruit women
from the mainland would be too danger ous; the men who owned the women would
be angered. It was safer to let nature create needed new followers.

Indoctrinated from birth, they were more reliable, more wor shipful.

Alix let the newsreports dip from her fingers. She stood and wander ed
around theroom.

Shefelt so alone...always alone...always wanting in her secret heart a man
who would not age before her eyes, who would not treat her as a plaything, asa
possession, and who would not inevitably come to look at her with suspicion and
fear, thinking her awitch, a sorceress, as her perfect blonde beauty never changed.

She wondered what he was like---Kun-Zar. Had the aliensin their macabre
experiment given him the power to know other minds, too?

Alix felt akind of dread. She had to go to him. She had fought this decision
in her mind for a thousand years.

What had immortality done to hismind? Was he a sdlfish, ruthless monster?
Yet there were signsthat he had tried to save civilization, that he had been a good
and wise king.

Sooner or later she had to enter again that ugly male world out there. The
prospect sickened her.

A moment later Delphinerushed into the apartment. " Eternal One!" The
girl's eyes were wide, and she was flushed and breathless from her dash up two
hundred steps. "Mara! Mara hasrenounced her faith! Shetook the boat! She's
gone!"

Paulette had followed Delphineinto theroom. Shewent to her knees, bowed
her head and murmured, " Eternal One."

Paulette, a fortyish woman with a wind and sea-etched face, and strong
tanned arms and calloused hands, had twenty year s ago been a bed companion to
Alix, and was now in charge of the boat.

Paulette avoided Alix's gaze, from shame, not fear. Alix had automatically
probed the woman's mind when first she had entered.

Alix asked, " Where do you think Mara has gone?"

"To her man, the onewho impregnated her. He'sa colonel in the provincial
army. Shechosetoowell. I'veseen him. He'stall and handsome and full of his
importance. Herulesthe docks and exactstributes above the official taxes."

"Why would he want her?"

"Maratold me ateller of fortunes had read his hands and viewed the size
and shape of hisorgan, and told him his child would be a pure Human son."

Alix laughed. " That'sanew angle. Next they'll examine the semen."”

Paulette flushed and said nothing. The Eternal One could be shockingly
crude sometimes and think nothing of it.
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Paulette said guiltily, " I should not have believed her lies. | should not have
allowed her to help on theboat. All thosetripsto Toulon..."

"Well, it'sdone. Shelovestheman, | suppose, and she wants her baby to
live" Alix realized the ceremony had been aterrible blunder. She had wanted to
impress upon her followers how severethe food crisis was going to be this coming
winter.

But Mara'sflight was a worse crisis, for therebellious girl could destroy the
cult.

Alix asked, " How many times has M ara been with this colonel?"

"1 think about ten times, since shefirst met him and bedded with him. She
was never gone for long, and each time the excuse for leaving the boat and the dock
was different.”

" Can she sail well enough to make the port?' It was gusting outside. The
seas wer e running high and it was dark now, and cold!

Paulette nodded, miserable. "1 believe so. | taught her, and she often sailed
the boat while | rested. | believed hr when she suggested that someone other than
myself should have experience with the boat and the docks and the details of trade,
in case | becameill."

"Shewasright. | should have planned for a substitute. One of the
fisherwomen. But Mara saw the logical need and used it for her purpose.”

"How could she betray you?"

Alix smiled wryly. " She had to. Thelogic of it issmple: If | am a goddess,
an immortal with great powerswho can seeinto the souls of my followers and who
has lived hundreds of lifetimes...if | have all of the experience and wisdom of the
past...then | could have avoided the troubles which have plagued usin recent years
and especially thisyear. Either | am allowing these eventsto happen, or | am a
power less fraud.

“It followsthat | either want her to do what sheisdoing, or | cannot do
anything to stop her...and therefore her lack of faith isjustified.”

Paulette shook her head violently. " No! No!"

"That'sthe basic flaw in all human religions." Then Alix realized the
emotional pain she was causing Paulette. For a moment shefelt anger and contempt
for thewoman. Therewas an urge to destroy the sweet, loyal faith and lifelong
commitment.

Mortals were such pathetic fools! So eager to givethemselvesto a leader, a
god, alover! And women were probably wor se than men.

Alix cruely said, " It'strue. WhereisChrist today? The Nuke Exchange
and then the Bio-War... No god can long survive permitting such disasters
happening to hisfollowers. Therewere no sophistriesor rationalizations clever
enough or
persuasive enough to save Christianity. The more omnipotent a god in good times,
the more vulnerable he or sheor it in bad times."

Paulette had clapped her hands over her ears. Her face twisted with anguish.

Alix suddenly hugged the small woman. Shepried the hands away and said
softly, " I'm sorry | said thosethings. | become very bitter and angry sometimes and
| need to hurt someone.”
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She kissed Paulette's still-sweet, still-responsivelips. " Forgiveme. 1I'm
sorry.”

" Eternal One...if hurting me by testing my faith helps you, then I will hurt
joyoudly.”

Alix sighed. " Of course.” Shereleased Paulette. " Go to your room and
deep. Tomorrow at dawn beready to sail meto Toulon.”

"Eternal one! Thereisonly the skiff. It istoo dangerous!”

"| sailed a similar skiff myself, back and forth to Toulon, four hundred years
ago. Beready at dawn."

Alix did not fear the sea, but she dreaded a return to the male-dominated
world, even for a short time. But there was no option she could think of. And she
suspected she needed to be acclimated to patriarchy again.

She said to Paulette, " | must talk to Mara. | must look into her mind."

" But if men discover who you are! Let mego and try to get her back. Let
me promise her child will not be killed."

Alix considered. " No, she wouldn't believe you. Even if you managed to talk
to her privately. And if | remember clearly, you'd need a male escort to leave the
moor age."

"Will we take one of our fauxmen?"

"No." Alix put steel in her voice. "1 know what I'm doing! Beready at
dawn."

Paulette blurted, " | could hire her killed!"

" That would kill the colonel's child aswell." And Alix knew that if Mara
died suspicioudly it would enrage the man and provoke an investigation of the
strange women's cult out on Death Island.

She had to know how much Mara had told the colonel of the cult, of the
Eternal One. The situation called for damage control, not suicide.

It was past Noon when Alix and Paulette sailed the skiff into the harbor of
Toulon.

It was high tide, but still the old stone docks were far away, isolated in dried,
cracked mud flats. Theremaining people of the city had learned as the sea level
dropped decade after decade to build easily extended wooden pierswhich now
projected nearly half a mile outward from the old shoréline.

The new docks, rickety and unstable for lack of proper pile-driving
machinery, swayed and creaked from the burdens of hor se-drawn and human-
drawn carts and wagons, from mounds of freight and produce, from flimsy
war ehouses and offices.

The era of sailing ships had long since returned, and multitudes of tall masts
spear ed into the cool sunlight.

Bar ges powered by sweating oarsmen crept out to deeper water where a few
deep-draft fully-rigged ocean-going three-masted shipsrode at anchor.

Alix was dressed asa man. Her long blonde hair had been gathered and
netted under a canvas sea cap, her unblemished skin smudged, her eyebrows
thickened and darkened, her handsdirtied and gloved, her sensual woman's body
hidden under a long, heavy sea coat. She wore pants and crude workman's boots.
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Paulette expertly lowered the sail and lashed the boom in place. Alix
cranked up the kesl.

They drifted close to a narrow wooden small boat dock whose weathered
blue sign proclaimed it Bassin de Aubagne.

The cult had used thisdock for hundreds of years asit was extended section
by section. Soon another one hundred fifty feet would have to be added.

Alix leaped onto the dock and tied the bow line. At five feet six she now was
astall asmost men. That height made her disguise as a man more effective. It also
allowed the " escorted” Paulette to accompany her into the depths of the crumbling,
looted city.

L one women wer e often waylaid and abused, even in broad daylight, along
the busiest streetsby thelowest castes of men.

Alix carried an imported ironwood dagger, a beautiful stabbing weapon of
inlaid woods whose black blade was almost as strong asiron but which could not
take an edge.

Paulette also carried a weapon, a more common oak spike with a leather
arip.

Paulette was well-known on the dock and matter-of-factly paid a small
berthing fee. She mentioned to the swarthy dock manager that her passenger was a
laborer hired to help carry some produce from a neighborhood farm back to the
boat.

Alix was bar€ly noticed.

Paulette learned that the cult's ketch had been seen the night before, in deep
twilight, driving into the harbor before the wind.

Asthey walked the long, badly-maintained pier to the old shore, Alix asked,
"WhereisMara likely to be?" Shehad to look over her shoulder to speak to
Paulette, who walked half a step behind and to the sside. No woman now walked as
an equal to any man.

"1 can only guess, Eternal One. | looked for the---"

" Call me Lax whilewe are ashore. Talk the common tongue. Don't be
formal or deferential.” Lax was an often-used first name for lower class men.

"Yes--Lax. | looked for the ketch aswe traveled the harbor. | thought
she'd usethe Aubagne pier from habit. Since she made it to the harbor last night
sheis probably now with her colonel in his quarters.”

"How would she get there alone at night?" Alix thought even an eight-
month pregnant woman would be taken and raped, if not kidnapped and forced into
davery. The child would be an added value.

"The colonél isin charge of the dock areas. Hissoldiersknow Mara. She
has only to ask and they escort her anywhere.”

" Do you know where he lives?"

"1 think so. When | discovered she waslying to me about her absences herel
had her followed several times. Always she and her soldier escort went to a large
house on Auxerre Boulevard. The colonel and his aides occupy every room."

" Do you know the city well enough to get us there?"

"Yes. It'samajor street...not too far."

"Tell mewhich turnstotake." Alix surveyed the disheveled skyline. Toulon
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was much changed from her last visit several hundred yearsago. And society
obvioudly had also devolved.

She har shly admonished Paulette, " Keep your eyes downcast most of the
time. They know you and like you on the pier. But in the city...you're a second class
human being, and don't forget it."

"1 know the customs." Paulette had been dealing with the men on the docks
for alongtime. Shefelt insulted but forgave her goddess. She was astonished and
gratified and terrified at the arrogance of The Eternal Onein her male disguise.

Alix strode forward boldly, head high, often challenging the casual stars of
wor kmen and businessmen. She was grateful for her husky, low-pitched voice when
adraymaster cursed her for momentarily blocking his passage at the entranceto the
pier, and she spiritedly cursed him back: " Mutant dropping! Get out of my way!"
Shelaughed at Paulette's muffled gasp.

But a few minuteslater Alix felt depressed as she walked into the ancient,
ruined city. She hated the necessity of posing asa man, and hated the sight of other
women, often dressed in rags, sumped under heavy burdens, or with heads bowed
down under a hopeless future.

Alix and Paulette cameto a corner. Paulette murmured softly, " To theright.
| believe thislane can save us a few blocks."

The winding, narrow passage had seemed innocent from the outside, but
once they had walked past the first snake-like turnsits character became clear.

It was mor e than sad the way the whores came alert at the sight of an
apparently big, strong man striding into sight.

Paulette whispered, " Prostitutes! Turn back."

"1 see" Alix continued on.

"You will be propositioned quite boldly. It isbest not---"

"1'm not afraid of them, or offended. | know thelifethey lead." Sheknew
too well. She shut down a crowd of memories.

The whores emerged from crumbling hovels, from gaping, ruined buildings,
from small, patched tents sited in rubble. They clotted about Alix like piranhas
attacking an animal fallen into their river.

" Anything you want for an eighth gold lira." ... "May | serveyou, sir?" A
too-young girl bared soiled, just-developing breasts. ... "1'll takeit anywhereyou
want to put it, big man." A desperate woman whose brown hair showed gray
pressed close and fumbled expertly in Alix's clothes.

Alix tried to twist away and dislodge a seeking hand, but the woman lifted
startled eyes and shrieked with sudden laughter. "He'sa woman!”

Alix shoved her away and continued on, still the center of ajostling knot of
frantic whores.

Their entreaties changed. The promiseschanged. "Don't go! Don't leave! |
love dits! My tongue will drive you mad with delight!" ... "I can take anything you
want to strap on, darling!"

Poor Paulette followed Alix closely, largely ignored, but miserable and
shocked at what The Eternal One had to endure.

Alix was sickened by theterrible desperation in these women's voices and
faces. Even sex waslosing itsvaluein thishungry, cold world.
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She broke through the pleading, promising, straggling women and looked
back to see Paulette breaking free, too, white-faced with disgust.

Alix turned right at the end of the lane and recognized the shell of a building
across theway. She knew wher e she was now, and remembered having walked this
avenue hundreds of years before, in far better times.

That building across the street had been a hotel, but was now a hollow-eyed
facade, ravaged, empty, looted of all metal pipes, wires, fixtures, empty of all wood,
plastic, all carpeting.

On its massive, concr ete, barren floors were crude walls of home-made brick
and mortar which created warrens of tiny rooms. Trenchesfilled with sewage ran
in front of the once majestic structure. Greasy little cooking fires sent rivulets of
dark smoke wending from the gaping window holes.

Many of the shattered buildings sheltered carefully tended gar dens and
precious, guarded greenhouses.

That wasthe pattern in thiscentral area of Toulon. Heretherewas quiet; an
occasional slow-moving man or couple, rarely a child, rarely the sound of a baby
crying.

Asthey walked on, passed sometimes by hor se-drawn carts and wagons,
mor e often passed by pull carts moved by grunting human power, Alix became
awar e of three ragged, gaunt men following.

She said to Paulette, " Have your stabber ready.” She stopped and turned to
stare disdainfully at thethree. She pulled out her dagger and said to the glinting-
eyed men, " Go back, or I'll leave one or two of you here, on the ground.”

It had been a very long time since she had fought, but she knew her training
was still in her mind and muscles, and she would sense when each of the men would
attack and how, from their minds.

Therewould be atiny flash of intent and she would act as soon as he, if not
before.

The leader, a bald scarecrow with awild fringe of hair and feral eyes,
displayed an oak club from behind hisback. It was studded with shards of old glass
and sharp spikes. He said, " Naw, naw, you don't own that dit. You'reonly
escorting. Give her tous. I'll pay you three silversfor her. Why bother to
fight?"

The other two men sidled apart, circling. They showed simple oak
stabbers.

Alix smiled and penetrated hismind. " You don't have threesilvers"” She
forced herself to share hislustsand fears. Asever, the naked, untamed male mind
roiled her stomach and narrowed her eyes.

They are so different from us, sherealized for the millionth time.

He was uncertain because she had a fine dagger and because she
held it properly and wasin a deadly fighting stance. He knew professionalism when
he saw it.

But one of hiscohortsdid not, or thought a surprise attack could succeed.

Paulete cried out, " Left!" and moved to defend against the one on theright.
The sudden appearance of a stabber in the hand of what had been considered a
defenseless woman caused hesitation.
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But the left attacker was committed. Alix spun and took his mind as he
lunged for her. She knew instantly his oaken stabber would seek her throat after a
feint at her belly. Hewould shift to theright as he made the killing thrust.

She had a long reach, and her sidestep and very quick thrust buried her
dagger in hisopen, astonished mouth. Theironwood blade pierced histhroat and
penetrated his hindbrain, paralyzing his nervous system, stopping his muscles. He
made a weird sound as he collapsed.

Alix pulled her dagger free ashefdl limp.

He was unable to breathe though his heart continued to pump, and he could
think and know he was a dead man.

She turned swiftly to face the leader. Her blade showed blood. Asshe
turned she saw the man on the right backing away.

She asked the leader, " What do you think now?" She knew: he wasfilled
with fear though his face didn't show it. He knew the tall, solid man in the sea coat
and cap was a far better knife-fighter than he, and he knew the woman could fight,
too.

He lowered hisclub, spread hisarmsand tried to smile. " Trak wasafool. |
only wanted to bargain."

"Wedonot. Takethisfool and sell hisbody if you must have money." Alix
moved away from the motionless, suffocating man. She gestured Paulette away,
backward. " Watch for others."

But therewere no others. AsAlix and Paulette continued warily on their
way, the two remaining men dragged the dying man back the way they had come.

Paulette watched them. Shesaid, " Eternal One...you are...wheredid you
learn todothat?" Shewasin total awe.

"In Paris, eight hundred yearsago.” Alix walked on, depressed by the
encounter, theKkilling.

She hated the endless rows of totally looted buildings and houses. Therich
had long ago packed up and sailed across the M editerranean to northern Africa and
then farther south. The middle class had followed. And now only the dregswere
left in southern France, and the scum who lived off them.

Yet, when Alix and Paulette turned into Auxerre Boulevard, there were
many whole, ancient houses in good repair, a few with lawns, with sidewalks still
walkable as broken cement and concr ete had been added and pounded smooth to
fill holes.

Paulette was still struggling with The Eternal One's off-handed answer of a
moment ago. Eight hundred yearsago! Thereality of The Eternal One's
immortality came hometo her as never before.

Paulette shivered and kept staring wonderingly at Alix asthey walked.

"Isthiswherethe colonel lives?"

Paulette pointed to a three-story house of faded red brick and white stone.
"Helivesin that one."

Alix remembered the three wing Neo Gothic design of the house as from the
1990's, knew it to be among the most " modern™ on this street, and knew it to be
over 1400 yearsold.

It had survived primarily because of that fashion'sreturn to stone. Even so,

26 Taboo Science Fiction #3



it had a wealth of steel reinforcing rodsin itsguts. And the plumbing! The big
house must have been owned and defended by very wealthy families through the
centuries.

She asked, " Do you know the colonel's name?"

"HeisGuy Gironde. Shall | ask if Maraisin hisrooms?"

"No. | will ask. You will remember | am a man.”

"Yes, Etern--- Yes, Lax."

"] am Lax Berney, a boat dealer you have employed as agent. Besilent."

Alix led the way up the patterned stone walk to the magnificent old house.
As she approached the ar ced entranceway, she noticed mismatched replacement
stones and brick, discolored mortar of different qualities, replacement window
frames which used smaller segments of glass, and cloudy new glass which replaced
older replacement panes.

A guard in a course red cotton uniform, wearing an ironwood swor d---little
mor e than a pointed club---in a canvas scabbard, opened a solid wood door and
confronted them asthey neared. "Who are you and what do you want?"

Alix smiled. "1 am Lax Berney. | buy and sell boats on the Petit Bateau
Basin dock. | am hereto see Colonel Gironde on a business matter."

When the guard's eyes shifted enquiringly to Paulettte, Alix said, shrugging,
"1 act in thiswoman's behalf."

"The colond ison duty."

" Our businessis actually with hisnew woman, Mara. If it ispossible, may I
speak with her?"

"Impossible.”

"It'sa small matter between women. But it isimportant to thisone." Alix
nodded dlightingly at Paulette, took a gold half franc from her pocket and casually
handed it to the soldier. "1 will require only a few moments.”

The guard quickly pocketed the coin. It wasthe equivalent of a week's pay,
and it had been three weeks since he had been paid.

But hewas cautious. "1'll tell her you're here. What isthe nature of your
business with her ?"

"It isabout a boat she left at thedock. | want to buy it, if possible. |
would be grateful to you."

“1'll bring her out."

Alix nodded. The soldier's mind was filled with greed; he wanted another
bribe, perhapsareward from Mara, a smilefrom the colonel. Any boat was
expensive.

The guard closed and locked the heavy door.

When the door opened fiveminutes later, Mara emerged hesitantly. A
colorful cotton dress strained at her big belly. She did not immediately penetrate
Alix'sdisguise.

She scowled when she saw Paulette. She shrank back into the doorway.
"1'm not going back! How did you find me?”

Paulette said asinstructed, " We don't want you back. 1'm here about the
boat you took. We must have it back."

Reassured, Maraemerged again. "I'm sorry. But | had to get away."
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The guard appeared behind her, curious.

Paulette took Mara by the arm.

"Let'stalk privately." Sheindicated the soldier and Alix. Shedrew the
pregnant girl down the stone steps and around a near corner of the house.

Alix stayed on the porch for a moment, pretending indifference, not wanting
Marato know her just yet. She could hear Paulette and Maratalking. She said to
the soldier, " Wewould not like to be overheard.”

The man hesitated, then decided he might get another bribe. "1 haveto be
surethe colonel's woman is not harmed."

Another gold half franc convinced him to shut the door.

Alix moved to the steps and listened. Paulette wastrying not to be angry
with Mara, but some of her emotion permeated her tone as she spoke. " The Eternal
Oneissorrowful at your betrayal. She---"

"1 couldn't just stay on that isand and let my baby bekilled! Guy will take
careof me. HEll protect me. He wants his child to live."

"The Eternal Oneunderstands. Sheforgivesyou and releases you
from your vows. But the boat..."

"l--- | can't. | let Guy haveit. HE'sgoingto sl it."

"It'snot yoursto giveor histo sall. You must tell mewhereitis! The
Temple must have it back!"

Alix stepped down off the porch and when closeto the girl said softly,
"Mara."

Mara spun at the familiar sound of Alix'slow, husky voice. Her eyes
widened in shock, amazement and fear as she finally recognized The Eternal One
dressed asa man.

All of her life she had wor shipped this ageless woman, and believed the
witnessing by the older followersthat The Eternal One never changed. And she still
believed that. Prickles of awe and terror ran her spine and bedeviled her skin. She
tried to swallow and could not.

Alix asked, " Mara, have you broken your vow of silence about me?”

" N-no, Eternal One." Her voicetrembled. "I couldn't---"

"Haveyou told the colonel the stories of radiation sterility and even death for
men on theisland are false?"

Mara shook her head. Her eyeswere helplessly locked to Alix'sintense blue
gaze. Shetrembled more violently.

Alix didn't believe the girl. She pressed into the young mind and was
nauseated by the swirl of multileveled fears, by the shame and guilt, by images of
rich foods, new clothes after the baby...

Yes, Mara had told her man about The Eternal One...about the emasculated
men and boys...about the lies behind the Death Island reputation.

Alix whispered, " The boat..."

Mara shuddered. Theimagesin her mind became distorted seas, a
dangerousfoundering of the craft on the salt flats, a knowing that Guy Gironde was
now selling the boat for his own profit.

Alix withdrew, and Mara collapsed to her hands and kneesin therocky dirt
beside the house. She sobbed brokenly, "1 had to tell. | had to let him have the
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boat. He wouldn't have let me stay with him."

"1 know. And he still may not keep you after hisson isborn. Never trust a
man, Mara. |'velearned that lesson thousands of times."

The girl pressed her forehead into the dirt.

Alix said to Paulette, " We have to get back to theidand, quickly."

Paulette appear ed unexpectedly in the temple gardens as Alix acted as
master gardener and advisor in the cold, windy sunshine.

Alix spotted her wending through the tomato plants, side-stepping kneeling
follower s as they mulched and watered and fertilized.

Alix moved to the new greenhouse under construction. Glasswas easy to
make, and its present-day impurities and cloudiness was a benefit for this use.

She inspected wooden jointsin the framework. " Pierre, these tenonsaretoo
small. Makethem deeper, and widen the mortice. | also want a cross dowe pinin
every major joint. Here...and here. Without nails we have to make these doubly
strong, with extra surfacesfor glue."

Thetall, fat eunuch nodded. Hischeekswere pink and beardless. He said in
agirlish voice, " Yes, Eternal One. But we'll need more lumber soon. And the two
millimeter bit istoo short to sharpen again. We need a new one." He showed her
the stub of what had been a wood drilling bit. There was no spiral left.

Alix shook her head. Sted drill bitswererare, almost impossible to find.
When offered, they were priced in the thousands of gold francs.

Any steel knife or blade or saw or drill was more preciousthan lifeitself.
Men had killed for these rare, ancient tools.

Shesaid, " I'll tell Paulette to seek one, but we'll probably haveto settle for a
bronzebit. I've heard they're being cast in Daka again, and exported to Algiers.
But it will take monthsto get one. Could you possibly use the shar pening stones
to groove enough of a spiral in thisto allow some use?"

Hesmiled. "It'll takealot of labor, but it might work. 1'll set Dominique to
the task."

Alix noted Paulette standing near by, waiting for an opportunity, or asign to
approach. Alix motioned her over. "You'readay early."

Paulette had been living for the past week on the small boat dock in Toulon.
She said quietly, " Eternal One, our spies have learned a great deal.”

Alix nodded and led her away from the greenhouse construction. They
walked along a rocky path toward a lookout point.

Alix had, a week before, sent Paulette back to Toulon with a bag of gold and
instructionsto hire an agent she knew could betrusted.

The agent, in turn, was to hire spies whose jobs wer e to follow Colonel
Gionde, and Mara, and to listen in the cabarets, in work places, on the docks, for
any stories about Death Island and itswomen's Temple of Eternal Life.

Alix asked, " Isit good news or bad?’

"1'm afraid... Eternal One, the coloné hastold some of hisfriends---a group
of ship owners---that the radiation death of maleson our idand isa lie designed to
discourageraiders. Heissaying we have a vast treasure of gold and ancient metal
in thetemple."
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Alix felt sick. " And what about me?”

"The stories say that the whispers of an immortal priestess, beautiful and
young-looking, are liesfed to the women here. Men ashore don't believe their male
gods would allow a woman to live forever, whilethey must die. They think it isa
female copying the immortal man myths from North America.”

Alix reached te end of the path and stood on the lookout rock. She stared out
acrossthe channel at thetip of Hyeres peninsula five kilometer s away across the
bluesea. Twenty kilometersto the east and north lay Toulon. She saw tothenorth
amass of clouds piling up. Another storm! She asked, "Why areyou here
today?"

"They arehiring soldiers of fortune, pirates, male scum from the gutters.
They think there may be alot of gold here, and they are willing to financearaid. If
it succeeds, Colonel Gironde will be well rewarded.”

"When?"

"Tomorrow, or the day after, depending on the weather." Paulette was
clearly frightened.

Alix turned away from the sea. Shetook Paulette into her armsand lightly
kissed the smaller woman's still-sensual lips, rekindling memories of their years
when Paulette was young and gamin-beautiful.

Alix said, " We have defenses. And we have enough gold to use for another
tactic. Isour man greedy enough to hire an arsonist?"

"1 think so. But what would he burn?"

" The ship being outfitted for theraid."

"Oh. But---"

"1t would haveto appear to be an accident...the result of stupid car elessness
by someone on the ship. After that lossthe ownersand the colonel may lose inter est
in us. Many things can happen to distract them."”

Paulette said, " It would have to be alot of gold.”

Alix smiled. " No, not too much. Otherwise our man would think it likely
thereisindeed a hoard in the temple, and afterward mount his own little expedition,
financed with our payments. You must tell him you are giving him everything we
have. I'll send with you gold rings, necklaces, and gold candlestick holders, with
some coins.”

Paulette nodded with understanding. She marveled at The Eternal On€e's
cleverness and under standing of male thinking.

They turned back toward the temple.

Alix had never revealed to any woman on theisand that there was a hidden
cache of gold coins. She had brought it ashore her self when she established this cult,
and it was substantial; the secret accumulation of a thousand years.

A woman in thisterrible, male-dominated world needed wealth to partially
even the balance.

She had long-ter m investments, too, in various cities, always owned behind
agents, firms, aliases.... Therewere always men eager to serve a woman---for gold.

Dusk closed in with cold, darkening fog.
Alix was nervous as she clambered out of the skiff and up the ladder to the
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rough planks of thedock. Shewalked a few paceslandward and listened through
the sounds made by Paulette and Henri asthey moored the craft and came up to
her.

A few grease lampslit small deserted sections of the Basin de Aubagne. A
few distant shouts marred the quiet. Wavelets slushed against the dock pilings.

Alix didn't like being dressed as a priestessin thisman-ruled area. She had
no choice tonight. But under her robe she carried her dagger. In hidden pockets
wer e other nasty surprises.

She asked Paulette, " Are we late?"

"No, Eternal One. It isonly afew minutes past sunset. Thefog---"

"All right. Lead theway." Then she said to thetall, strong eunuch she had
chosen to accompany them, " Henri, follow us from twenty meters. Keep hidden.
I'll call, or Paulette will call, if we need you.”

He nodded and freed his massive oaken club. He adored her with his eyes,
with the wor shipping tone in his soft voice. " Yes, Eternal One." Hewasdressed in
white, on Paulette's advice, in anticipation of thisnightly fog.

Thefaint breeze shifted and carried to them the smell of charred wood. It
was from the bar que Celeste which Paulette had successfully arranged to be set
afire ten days ago.

Unfortunately, the ar sonist had been caught and tortured by Colonel
Girondeto tell who had paid him.

The man betrayed his master, and that man in turn had quickly told of
Paulette'sdeal with him. He had shown the golden lamps, bracelets, rings, which
had purchased his services.

The provisioned and outfitted barque had been destroyed, burned to the
waterline, but that had only proven to the ownersthe desperation of the women on
Death Idand. It had only enraged Gironde and his greedy backers.

Now they planned an even larger, moreruthless expedition. They were
determined to recoup their loss of the Celeste, and capture and sell into Slavery
anyone---woman, eunuch, or child---who survived their assault.

That was the message relayed by Paulette's spies. That had forced Alix to
arrangeasurrender. That wasthe purpose of thisvisit.

Alix hoped some arrangement could be negotiated short of abject surrender
and thelooting of theisland. But she feared the wor st would happen. She knew
better than to trust Gironde---or any man.

Yet shehad totry.

She had to appear as The Eternal One, the priestess of the cult.

Her only negotiating power lay in the expense of the expedition and the
possible loss of men by the attackers. They didn't know what weapons may exist on
theidand, nor how ferociously the women and eunuchs would resist.

Even a child could send an arrow into a man. Even women could tumble
boulders down a cliff and pour boiling il from a cauldron.

Paulette led the way in the thickening, drifting, rapidly darkening fog.

Their destination was the offices of Pierre Taine, importer, owner of the
Basin de Aubagne. They had to travel about one hundred meterslandward, to the
end of the ancient concrete pier.
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Alix dreaded the imminent confrontation.

Finally the Taine war ehouse loomed in the white darkness, with only three
widely-spaced lampsthrowing a yellow glow about themselves. A fant light painted
the inside of an opaque office window.

Paulette hesitated. " Eternal One...how must | act? What am | to expect?"

Alix said, " Be silent, be alert, be prepared to kill if | draw my dagger. Stay
near the door so you can call Henri if necessary. | don't know what may happen.”

Paulette nodded bravely and advanced to the wooden door. She knocked.

After along moment the latch rasped and the door swunginward to reveal a
cluttered office, tables, a counter, a brick stove and chimney, and four men sitting in
chairsnear the stove. They held mugs of something hot. A soldier had
opened the door.

The men stared at Paulette and Alix in the doorway.

Alix saw three fat, jowly businessmen, and one tall, fierce-eyed officer of the
army---Gironde.

His nose was sharp and long, his beard and mustache full and perfectly
trimmed.

Shetook hismeasureinstantly. A swift meeting with hisdark eyes allowed
her to strikeinto his mind.

He was a swamp, a monster, a red thing of greeds and power lust. She
caught a startled thought as he examined her, and a lewd speculation about her
hidden body, an admiration of her long blonde hair.

She withdrew from his mind and kept her face mask-like. But now she knew
him.

Her left hand fingers sought a hidden pocket on the inside of her long purple
robe, and her middle finger dipped into a heavy gold ring several thousand years
old, intricately constructed, cunningly designed.

Paulette entered the office first and said, " The Eternal One has cometo you.
Sheisa goddess and must be treated with reverence and with your utmost respect
and courtesy."

Oneof the fat businessmen struggled to his feet, saw that the others had not
risen, flushed, and resumed his cushioned chair.

But then Colonel Guy Gironderoseto hisbooted feet. He nodded, with the
hint of a bow. However, his eyes glinted mockingly. " Ah, The Eternal One of Death
Island. We've waited for this. You are more beautiful than the stories say."

Alix stepped fully into the office, awar e that the soldier closed the
door behind her, aware that Paulette stayed just inside.

She scanned the businessmen, dipping into their small, narrow, dirty minds,
one by one. Her beauty and height awed them dlightly, and caused their ambitions
to grow. Shewasan extraordinary woman. Might not Death Island and its temple
be extraordinarily rich, as well?

Alix knew they were bound to Gironde: they had money, true, but he held
the law and the power. Girondewasin effect the dictator of the harbor of Toulon.

She said, "We only wish to live in peace.”

Oneof the businessmen, Taine, said angrily, " Isthat why you paid to have
my ship burned?"
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She said, " You were planning to raid us."

"Wedtill arel"

"1 know that, too. | have cometo pay you for your ship, and more, if you
will agree not to cometo Death Island.”

Eyesflickered with interest.

Gironde did not like the stage taken from him. He cameforward. " How
much will you pay?"

" Only about threethousand gold francs. | have ordered thetemple gold
melted and cast into bars. That isall we have left."

"You expect usto believethat?" Gironde strode forward and walked slowly
around Alix, examining her in the light from two oil lamps.

She kept her eyesforward, ignoring him, relying on Paulette if he moved
suddenly to grab her...or worse. But she wassure this was an intimidating tactic.

Sherepeated smply, " It isall we have."

He stopped at her right side and snarled, " You have millions!"

Alix recoiled in spite of herself. Sheturned to him, white-faced, and said, " If
we had millions we would have all the food we need, and all the wood we need! We
areaspoor as Toulon! Where would we get millionsin gold?"

Gironde sneered. "Where does any cult get itsriches? From itsmembers.
Your women come to you and give you all their worldly possessions, don't they?
They cometo you with the jewels and gold of their husbands and lovers and
families, don't they?"

He continued savagely, " And how long has this gone on---hundr eds of year s?
Yes, thereare millionson Death Island!" Hisface bunched and ridged with anger
and threat.

He moved closer to further intimidate her...so close his garlic-and-rum laden
breath made her nearly gag...so close his powerful male presence sickened her.

Y et she would not step back.

She met his hard stare with theblueice of her own. Shesaid, " There
may be another thousand in jewels. Nothing more."

"Oh? Doesn't The Eternal One have a large per sonal cache of gold and
jewels accumulated over her long, long life?" Hisvoice and manner mocked her.
"You agevery slowly."

Alix sighed. "I am twenty-eight yearsold. | am theforty-first High Priestess
of the Templ;eof Eternal Life. Whilel livel am called The Eternal One."

Girondelaughed. "Your eternal life may end very soon." He moved to
wher e he had been sitting when Alix and Paulette had entered the office. He picked
up an ancient steel sword and scabbard. It was polished, worked with gold,
immaculate.

The businessman Taineroseto hisfeet. "Don't do anything to her in here,
Guy. | havetowork in heretomorrow."

Gironde smiled. "I'll take her tothe guardhouse.” Hisdark eyes met Alix's
blue. She stabbed into hismind. He had never for a moment believed her
immortal. She saw hisintent: rape and torture. If shelived his mencould have her
and Paulette.

Fear and utter self-loathing congealed in her soul. She had let herself come
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here. Shewasin thisdanger because she had cared for mortals--- again! She was
trying to save some of them---again!

She despised herself for thisnew risk. She had struggled with her loneliness
and need for companionship and love and had always failed to resist that need. She
was the same as anyone---except for the curse of an eternal life and a limited ability
to read minds.

Yet shecould die! She could be killed! She had been near death a dozen
times.

The conflict rosein her in a split second and wasresolved asit always had
been: she could never totally disengage from the world of mortal men and women,
and so she had to sharetheir livesand enduretheir livesand on occasion defend
their livesasshedid her own. It came down to a bedrock of love and empathy.

So beit.

Alix watched Gironde grin as he did the ancient sword in its scabbard---a
few inchesout, afew in, out, in... Shefelt total contempt for him. Hewasruled by
passions, preconceptions, illusions, self-lies.

He could not conceive of her asin any way dangerousto him.

Shesaid to him, " If you do not accept my offer, if you attack theidand, we
will fight to the death. We will kill many of your men. Perhaps even you."

Gironde chuckled and shook hishead. " When wetake theisland you will
not bethere. Your cult will not fight without its high priestessto lead them and
inspirethem."

He unsheathed the steel blade and car efully used thetip to cut the gold braid
which held Alix's woolen robe closed at her throat.

Alix disdainfully pushed the blade aside. " If you want to see me---look!" She
held therobe open to hisgaze. Only Gironde could see her nearly nude body in its
sheath of sheer linen.

Hiseyeswidened. " Ahhh..." Hisgrin widened.

Alix let her robe hang open and moved sinuously to Gironde, her lips curved
in the eternal smile of seduction. She knew every subtle nuance of it, every delicate
degree of promise. The knowledge was never forgotten.

And as she smiled and moved, her left thumb pivoted the ring on her middle
finger and pressed a part of the setting. A jewel did aside. A tiny, sharp, hollow
tube was exposed. Thefoldsof her robe and the sight of her sumptuous flesh made
invisible the unobtrusive movement.

Hesaid, " Maybe, if you cooper ate---"

She murmured, " | know when to surrender.” Sheraised her slender white
arms. Her left hand touched his cheek...and pressed!

A spring drovethetubeinto hisskin. A tiny sponge yielded a drop of poison.

Gironde squinted with sudden pain and jrked his head violently. Hethrust
Alix away. He clapped his hand to his cheek and scowled with anger and confusion
as his hand came away bloody.

Hetried to speak, but a numbing paralysis had seized hisjaws and was
spreading... He staggered and fell heavily as the poison reached his heart and
stopped it. He did off a desk to the dirty concrete floor. Hisbladder and bowels
convulsively voided wastes into hisfitted uniform trousers. A strong stink quickly
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pervaded the already reeking office.

Gironde's sudden fall and convulsive death had caused a shocked silence and
incomprehension among the businessmen and the soldier near the door.

Alix said sharply, " Paulette!"

But the command was not required. Paulette's stabber was buried in the
upper belly of the soldier, driven with surprising power, to the limit imposed by her
fiercely gripping fist.

The young man coughed blood, eyes wide, amazed that he could feel the
pointed wood in hislung, amazed as he fell that his body refused to obey hisorders.
The businessmen were dumbfounded. Women attacking men? Attacking

soldiers? Killingthem! They lurched to their feet, shouting.

Alix quickly took up Gironde's steel sword. It felt good in her hand. She
menaced the fat, older men back to their seats. "Listen! | will be back on Death
Isand! And | know how to kill! Stay away! You will lose far more than you could
ever gain!"

She gestured Paulette out of the office. " Call Henri."

Pierre Tainerisked hislife by bolting to a window and smashing the cloudy
glass. "Murder!" hebellowed. " They have murdered Colonel Gironde!"

Alix wanted to kill him, but he was beyond the long counter, able to dodge
behind desks...perhaps able to fling himself out of that window. The secondswere
too precious. Already men outside wer e responding.

Sheran from the office into foggy darkness.

Paulette called, " Here, Eternal Onel" She had moved toward dockend, and
heavy stepstold of Henri's approach from his hiding place.

Soldiers clattered and thumped asthey ran to the warehouse. They had been
waiting near by, fortunately landward.

When Henri became visible, a looming white bulk, his massive club swinging,
Alix told him, " You must defend us as we go back to the boat. Delay them."
Shetook Paulette'shand. "Lead me. You know thisdock. Now! At speed!”

Pierre Taine and the other businessmen had emerged from the warehouse
office. There was shouting, rage, orders given.

Paulette and Alix moved swiftly seaward, onto the first wooden pier
extension.

Alix hoped Gironde had not had soldiers hidden out at the far end to seize
their boat. But she had not caught a hint of it in hismind. Hismale arrogance had
been overwhelming.

After a breathless few seconds of sprinting, Paulette insisted on slowing. It
wasn't safe.

From behind they heard a thud, a startled cry, a howl! of pain. More sodden
smacks of wood on flesh and bone. A splash. More enraged shouting.

Paulette's small hand was cold and damp asit gripped Alix'sfingers. They
trotted through the dense, dark fog.

They reached the extreme dock end a few minutes later, panting, throats
raw. Several timesthey had almost plunged into the black sea from misleading
passageways between piles of cargo and small, rickety sheds.

Thislast section of the Bassin de Aubagne was quiet. They could hear
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nothing from landward. Had the soldierskilled or wounded Henri?

Paulette climbed down into their skiff and helped Alix, who was encumber ed
by her long, woolen robe and the need to keep the sword.

Alix hushed Paulette. " Listen! Ishe coming?”

They could hear only faint shouting. They waited. The water lapped against
the small boat.

Paulette silently placed the sculling oar.

Therewas no wind, now. After afew hoursa strong, icy breeze would come
from the north. Theair would then more than ever smell pure and sweet, direct
from the glaciers.

Alix asked quietly, " When we came into the harbor, did you see the ship they
will usein place of the Celeste?"

"Yes, Eternal One. It hasto be the Petit Rouen, in the berth next to the
Celeste. | know it, too, isowned by Pierre Taine. It wastaking on stores. And |
saw a cannon."

Cannon wererare. Artillery technology had degenerated to smoothbor e cast
iron cannon reminiscent of the Middle Ages. They shot solid iron balls again, and
theiron balls were so precioustheir supply and recovery dictated military tactics.

With a cannon, the invaders of Death Island could easily breach the temple
walls, demolish the heavy wooden doors...

Alix heard the approach of a wounded man; the stepswereirregular,
staggering, and there was labored, agonized breathing.

Shecalled, "Henri?"

" Eternal One..."

They now heard muffled oaths as soldiers sscumbled nearer. " Thisway!"
"Watch...istherearail?"

Alix cursed softly and stripped the heavy robe and binding linen sheath from
her body. She said to Paulette, " I'll help him down." She knew Paulette wastoo
small and weak. Henri weighed over ninety-five kilograms.

Alix swarmed up the dockside ladder, the steel sword gripped in her teeth.

The grease lamp nearby was only a dim globe of fuzzy light in the blackness.

Where was he?

She almost stumbled over him.

He was down, crawling, his white tunic showing bloody rips and punctures.
He had lost his club.

She knelt beside him and whispered, " Thisway, Henri. Thisway." She
guided his dow crawl to the ladder.

A soldier'svoice came surprisingly loud and near. " Sergeant, |'vereached
thelast lamp. They must have---" He noticed movement near hisfeet. " Sacred---"
He gaped down at them, eyeswide at seeing Alix's stunning nakedness.

Before he could call out the discovery, Alix thrust awkwardly and dlid six
inches of very cold stedl into his gut.

He screamed and wobbled on suddenly weak legs.

Alix found leverage and thrust further, with savage strength. The steel blade
dliced upward through hisintestinesto hisheart. Hisscream ended. Hetoppled
forward, and she used her other arm to angle away hisbody's heavy fall.
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There wer e answering, questioning shouts from close by.

Alix helped Henri to begin the climb down the ladder to the boat. She half-
lowered him by histunic. Hewaslaboring, keening with pain. He had been stabbed
many times.

Shedidn't think he could live much longer. Why bother? But he had been,
all hislife, soloyal, so loving, so dedicated to her. Now he had given hislifefor her.

Hetumbled heavily into the skiff.

In emotional torment, Alix straightened and took four quick stridesto the
large grease lamp. It wasasimplewick affair with a short glasschimney. Thefive
liter reservoir was of a more thick, darker glass. It was clamped in a wooden cage
on a pole.

Shefurioudy hacked with the sword at the four-fingered wooden cage. One
curving holder splintered and fell away. Shereached up with both hands and lifted
the heavy lamp from its seat.

Soldierswere closing in.

Paulette called from the watery darkness below, " Eternal One! Please!”

Alix threw the lamp with all her strength toward the soldiers voices. The
crash of heavy glassfilled the night for an instant, and then a spreading pool of
sooty flame licked upward to reveal cringing men beyond thefire.

"Therel” A soldier pointed. Another soldier drew back a spear.

Alix darted from theflickering yellow and orange area of light. For a second
she seemed to float magically as she leaped, armsforward, sword cutting the
darkness, revealed body glowing, and then she arched downward into darkness
and cut the shockingly cold water in a clean dive.

She surfaced quietly, gasping, and heard Paulette saying softly in the foggy
blackness, "Here. Here. Here. Here..." Sheused a butterfly stroke to reach the
boat.

As sheclimbed over the side shewhispered, " Away! Get usaway!" She
moved to the cockpit where Henri lay crumpled, groaning softly.

Paulette had to straddle him awkwardly as she sculled the boat farther from
the dock.

The soldierswer e silhouetted on the dock edge by the flames behind them.
One soldier hurtled a spear. It fell short and wide.

Then the fog became too thick, the darknesstoo complete. The soldiersand
the flames faded.

But Alix heard the anguished voice of Pierre Taine who had followed the
chase and thefighting. " No! Put out thefire, you fools! Forget them now! Put out
the fire before it ruins me!"

Alix turned to Henri. She couldn't see him in the greater blacknessin the
belly of the skiff. Her fingerstraced hiswounds and she felt an infinite sadness. She
whispered to him, " Thank you, Henri. Thank you. You fought superbly."

She knelt lower and found his cool forehead and kissed him there. Why did
she cometo love some of these mortals?

His breathing was quick and shallow, rattling in his chest, uncertain. He
abruptly coughed up blood and seemed not to breathe again, but finally the awful
rasping wheeze resumed. He managed, " | will serve...you...in...eternity."
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Another terrible liquid cough wracked him and left him lifeless.

Alix straightened and sighed. Shetook deep breaths. She clamped her
emotionsin avise and asked, " Whereis my robe?"

Thefire on the now distant dock was a soft, dying glow in the black fog.

The only sounds wer e the slosh of the sculling oar in the water, the minor creaking
of the boat. And their breathing.

Alix asked, " Do you know where we are?"

"Yes, Eternal One. We should bein an incoming current in a few moments.
Well bein the central channel. 1I'll scull against it, but we won't make any progress
until near dawn when the current reverses with the tide and a wind comes.”

"That'sawaste of energy.” Alix took a deep breath and smelled burnt wood
in the sea scents. " Can you find the Petit Rouen in thisfog?”

"Intime. Itisberthed beside the Celeste, midway on the north sideof La
Grande Jetee. They have been salvaging supplies and equipment from the Celeste,
what they can."

“| want to damage the Petit Rouen. Destroy it. At least crippleit. How can
that be done with little danger to us?"

Paulette said, " It would be too dangerousto try to burn it like the Celeste.
Wedon't have the necessaries. But if we could damage the rudder...or the rudder
cable..."

Alix nodded. " Find it."

It took two hoursof silent, slow sculling in a maze of ghostly ships at anchor.
They finally angled in toward the berths of the Celeste and the Petit Rouen more by
means of smell as by direction. The Celeste's burned masts and deck spread that
acrid stink in the beginning night breeze.

The Petit Rouen was guarded. Therewere many lanterns on thejetty and on
both ships. Men worked on both.

But the fog was still thick enough to hide the skiff, and the Petit Rouen's
sern rode high enough to expose the rudder.

Alix had to swim from one hundred meters downwind along the jetty, past
six other shps whose sternsloomed black over her head in the darkness.

She swam silently, naked, the steel sword in her teeth, asthe smell of the
Celeste grew moreintense.

She didn't really feel the severe cold, but she knew the icy water was having
an effect on her body.

Shereached the Petit Rouen and clung to the rudder while she sawed and cut
at the cableswith the sword.

Her hands were becoming numb and her legs leaden and senseless.

She grimly hacked away at the heavy, oiled, pitch-covered hemp cablesjust
abovethewater level. Shedidn't intend to cut them all the way through.

It was exhausting, brutal work. But finally, she was done.

Sheleft three strands of the cablesintact on each side of the high rudder---
just enough to allow maneuvering the ship in the harbor. But oncein the open sea,
with a good wind, the demands would part the cables quickly and the ship would be
helpless. 1t might even be blown onto rocks and destroyed.

Alix found herself shuddering in theicy water. The priceless sword almost
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dipped from numb fingersinto the black depths. She was unable to experience the
cold, but her body, somehow divorced from her mind in thisrespect, wasin extreme
danger.

Alix clamped the weapon between chattering teeth and butterfly-stroked
away from the ship.

Where was Paulette? She couldn't remember. Incredibly, her body---her
immortal body---was betraying her.

Alix disconnected from her cold-paralyzed body. She drifted into memory.
All these years, and not once had she experience a cold, or the flu...nor any of the
deadly plagues which had swept the remnant populations of the civilized nations.

That first morning of her immortality---the awakening to a fegling of
incredible well-being: of perfect health, great energy, irrepressible optimism---that
April 10th of 1991.

There had been a strange dream during the night---

Alix choked on icy seawater! She was sinking, drifting deeper and deeper ...
She became conscious of her situation. Her body was so numb!

Could shedrown? Could shedieassimply asthis? It wasabsurd. Would
thealiensallow her to dielikethis? Werethey aware of every move she made? Did
they have observers?

She sank, convulsing, deep in theicy, black water.

She thrashed and kicked---somewhere in her mind her movements wer e coor dinated
asshe strangled--and she surged upward into air and continued life.

Alix emerged slowly from the deep shadows high in the temple grotto. The
leaping flame-light from he central pit and from therings of torches glittered her
gold bracelets and their jewels, glittered her golden sandals, glittered the diamond
and gold clipsin her intricately arranged long, blonde hair.

Her black leather ceremonial roberippled heavily as she walked
slowly to thethrone rock.

It was almost warm in the cavern. She had ordered a big fire. It was stupid
to skimp anymore. It was best that her assembled wor shippers be comfortable as
she spokethislast time.

Her people were on their knees, barely a hundred, now. Henri was gone,
Mara gone, a child had died of kidney failurein the week since Alix and Paulette
had returned from the disastr ous meeting with Colonel Gironde and those greedy
businessmen. And two older acolytes had succumbed to natural deaths.

"My children." Sheput atingeof great sorrow in her low, husky voice. She
let the moment continue for five beats.

She gazed down at them and felt aterrible ache in the pit of her stomach.
This moment hurt more than any other in her long life.

"My children, the men of Toulon will come soon. There will be ruthless
soldiers, savage scum from the waterfront, and there will be their employers, men
intent onfinding gold and jewels and, failing that, in taking all of your food and
seed and wood and iron."

Whispered protests like the muted sluicing of thesearoseto her. The
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wor shippers stirred with alarm.

Shesaid, " We delayed them aslong aswe could. We bribed, we sabotaged,
we fought---and we killed. But it was not enough. Now our spiestell usthe men are
coming and nothing can stop them. They will come in two ships, and they will come
in great force and with revengein their hearts."

Alix saw Delphine close below, her small white handsfisted, her eyeswide
and brimming with tears.

Paulette stood beside thefire pit, her clothes steaming slightly from the heat.
She had just come from the mainland in a just-acquired old yawl and had been
soaked by rain.

Paulette frowned and shook her head.

Alix sighed. "My children, our timetogether isended. We must---"

The protests were louder and more bold. "No! You can stop them! You are
The Eternal One!"

The eunuchswer e puzzled and confused, especially the older ones.

The older women were now terrified; they had spent their entirelivesin this
small world, living according to the rules, accepting The Eternal One's guidance
and
authority. Now-- It wasn't fair! Was The Eternal One power|less?

Alix felt powerless. She had wanted to simply sneak away last night and not
face thisugly scene. But it had to be played out; they had to come to accept the
finality, the inevitability of the situation.

Shefelt aterrible obligation. They trusted her. They
trusted their immortal goddess.

She put moreforceinto her voice and spread her armsfor silence. "Hear
me! Hear me! The men who come here will rape you and kill you and torture you.
Thereisno escaping that fateif you stay. Your only path isto escape east to Cannes
and Nice. We have a new, large boat which will take you to the mainland. Paulette
will sail it safely to the mainland. You must---"

A woman in her forties shouted furioudy, "Why can't you stop them?”

"I tried. |---"

"You have Old Knowledge. There are Old weapons!"

Alix shook her head in sadness and exasperation. Her gaze was captured
momentarily by Delphine's shocked look of betrayal. In spite of herself, Alix dlid
intothe girl's chaotic mind and felt the awful fear and rage. Therage was focused
on her.

A tall, fat eunuch shouted, "We'll fight! Tell ushow to fight! Lead us!”

And another, a young, willowy, fier ce-eyed young woman cried, " Show us how to
kill them! Eternal One, tell uswhat to do!"

Alix wastempted. Her mind flitted through the possibilities: rocks, boiling
oil, crude medieval catapults, a few spears, bows and arrows, stabbers. A last stand
with clubs.

With her mind powers she could Kill perhaps dozens of men before... No!

Alix shouted down at them, " The mor e we fought, the more they would be
convinced we wer e defending a great fortune! And even if we drove them away
once, they would return with even more men. Storieswould spread of our island's
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vast treasure! Pirateswould come from everywhere! They would swarm uslike
hungry locusts! They---"

Her voice was overwhelmed by screams and shouts, and an endless surf
of anguish and denial, rage and terror.

Alix recoiled. Mortals! shethought contemptuously. What elsedid | expect?
They will become bitter and outraged. They'll blame me. They'll fight among
themselves. The most intelligent and independent will leave. The others...

She hated to abandon them, especially the children. They had always been
an endless delight for her.

Almost sick to her stomach, Alix turned away from the shouting and
screaming and started for the tunnel which would take her to the secret stairwell.

"Eternal One!l" Delphine'svoice came urgently and from close by.

Alix spun and saw the girl had rushed up the thronerock stepsin the
company of three other young acolytes.

Delphine stopped a few feet away, suddenly uncertain. From the other side
Paulette mounted to the throne level.

Alix seized Delphine's mind and found no plan, no conspiracy. Only
desperate fear and aterrible sense of loss.

Delphine wailed, " Are you abandoning us?"

Alix said, " | cannot help you. | am now a lodestone for those men."

"Won't you take some of uswith you?"

Alix shook her head.

" Not even me?"

Alix forced graniteinto herself. Sheturned away from Delphine and found
her self facing Paulette, who began, " Eternal One, cast a spell over their minds!"

And from behind, the wounded, angry decision by Delphine: " You can't
leaveusl Wewon't let you!"

Two big eunuchs lumbered up the steps toward Alix.

Alix met Paulette's nervous, uncertain eyes and knew the woman's hesitancy,
the shattered love and loyalty not yet settled into despairing rebellion, Alix said,
" Delay them!"

Sherushed past Paulette to the narrow, upslope rock passageway. There
was shouting behind her.

In darkness, at the left turn, she found the hidden hand-holdsin the
rough rock wall and strained to pull open the massive, pivoted secret entrance.

Sherealized Paulette had not delayed Delphine and the others more than a
few seconds; the approaching slap of hurrying feet wastoo close!

She squeezed through the gap and grunted as she pivoted the door back into
position. Not a sound penetrated from the outer passage.

She stood in total blackness, in total silence, breathing harshly,
trembling. She braced to prevent the door being pulled open, if Delphine or any of
the othershad seen it close. Shedidn't believe they had paused long enough to take
atorch for seeing. They were probably now at the end of the passage, on thelip
overlooking the pounding sea, wondering wher e she had disappear ed to.

She waited. Her heart slowed.

She knew Delphine and Paulette wer e certain a secret passageexisted. They
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might bring torches and make a thorough search. Or they might be rushing up the
central stairsto her private chambersat the topmost level of the temple.

Alix knelt in the total darkness and sear ched on the rough, gritty floor to the
left of therock door.

Shefound along, dry timber. It had lain there for hundreds of years. She
had placed it there hersdlf, just in case she ever had a need to block this entrance.
She wedged thetimber expertly against the wall and door.

Shestarted up the gently curving stairway. At the hundredth step she
stopped and felt in the darkness for the handholds which would open another secret
stone door .

She found the holds and pulled...and was rewar ded with a soft grating
movement. Shesmelled stale, dead air.

Alix entered her hidey-hole room and---still in total darkness---closed the
heavy stone door.

There were crude matchesin an airtight corked bottle on the floor beside
door. Shefound the bottle, and a candle.

With light shefelt better.

She bolted the door and carried the candle to a small wooden table
beside a narrow bed. She sat on the smelly feather mattress and took stock.

The room was low and small, crudely chopped from the volcanic rock by
eunuchs long, long dead.

She felt a body need for more warmth. Shetook cotton under-things, heavy
woolen pants, a thick woolen shirt, woolen and cotton stockings, and leather boots
from sealed canvas bags. Therewas a greatcoat, too, but she wouldn't need that
immediately.

Shedressed, and as she dressed wonder ed what Delphine and Paulette were
up to? They had moreimportant thingsto worry about than her.

She had stocked plenty of candles. Therewereafew old books. Shetook
documents and credits on Lisbon banks from sealed packets.

And therewasfood. She had replaced most of it only a few days
ago. Small kegs of biscuits, dried meat, cheeses, apples, nuts. Bottles
of wine. And a small chest of gold coins.

In a makeshift scabbard, leaning against a wall, was a steel sword better than
the one she had taken from Gironde and then lost in the harbor.

Alix smiled bitterly. She could survive for a month, drunk asa
circusdog. Drunk asthelast dog. Almost all of the pet breeds had been eaten into
extinction long ago. Wolves still existed.

But there was no reason to stay a month. The men would be here before then.

Her time here wasfinished. The vacation had ended. A new erain her life
was about to begin.

Alix filled a canvas backpack with food, wine and gold. Then she
ate dowly, and drank too much wine. She flopped onto the bed for
a short nap.

She awakened in darkness.

She cursed and lighted a new candle. It wastimeto leave.

Alix donned the greatcoat and the pack, and picked up the sword. What
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else? Yes, thedagger sheremembered, hidden under the mattress. It had lain there
for over four hundred years.

She spent a few minutes examining and cleaning the fine, engraved steel
blade. The script was difficult to decipher now, for pitsand rust marred the blade's
former beauty. The dagger and gold-trimmed metal sheath had been a ceremonial
weapon used for full dress occasions by a French field marshal from the First World
War.

She fastened the dagger to her pants belt, under her coat.

She carried the candle to the door and extinguished it. She quietly unbolted
the door and pivoted it open acrack. Nolight in the secret stairwell. No sound.

Alix dipped out and listened again. She finally moved down the steps.

She suspected Paulette and Delphine wer e not too concerned to find her
hiding place. They knew she would need the skiff to get off theisland. The newly
acquired yawl required at least a two -person crew.

The skiff would be well guarded.

It was.

Alix emerged from the dark, deserted grotto into bitter cold, facing icy spray
from a high midnight sea, and saw a cluster of guttering, wind-whipped torches at
the small dock.

Therewas only this place for a dock on the shores of therocky island. The
rock shelved out to form a miniature harbor, and the floating moorage beside it rose
and fell restlessly at the mercy of the high seaswhich rolled in between the monster
boulders which flanked the tiny bay.

There was the skiff, bobbing like a heavy cork at the end of the moor age.

Thetwo-masted yawl dominated the dock asit rose and fell, pitched and
yawed... Itstielinescreaked and groaned in counterpoint with the boat'stimbers.

Therewere acolytes huddled in a dockside shed, and a few others stood
active guard on therippling, heaving moorage. The guardsclung to torch posts,
and two rode the deck of the yawl. None were eunuchs.

Alix didn't hesitate. She worked her way down the rocky path toward the
dock. Therewas no escaping a confrontation. She would do what had to be done.

Shedrew the steel sword.

A young woman guard called, " The Eternal One! She comes! She'shere!”

Paulette, Delphine, and two other, older women acolytes bolted from the
shed. In thewind-fluttered light, in the frigid wind, they watched Alix approach.

Alix sought to shortcut a long argument, a debate, a game of escalating pleas
and denials and recriminations. She shouted, "1 will take the skiff! Whoever tries
tostop me, | will hurt or kill!"

She paused, waiting for her wordsto sink in, knowing they would not quite
be believed.

Delphinecried, "We need you!" She came forward, anguished, weaponless.

But Alix raised the sword point and the girl stopped.

" Eternal One..."

Alix watched Paulette, her old friend, past lover, assistant. Paulette also
came forwar d---with a spear.

Paulette raised her voice against a sudden, icy gust of wind. " Eternal One,
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please stay a few more days. Show us more about ancient fighting. Show us how to
make ancient weapons.”

Alix shook her head. "Listen! Fifty stepsinto my passage from the throne
rock thereisa pivoting stone door opening to a secret stairway in therock. At the
one hundredth step up that secret stairway thereis another door, thisto a secret
room. Thereisgold coin therein a chest, and thereis somefood and wine. Divideit
all among my followers and ferry them to St. Tropez. As many asyou can before
the men come. Don't goto Cannesor Nice. They are too far. | don't think you will
have enough time."

" Eternal One, we cannot exist without you. You are our reason for living.
You areour core. You cannot---"

Alix put all the coldness and distance possibleinto her voice. "1 am leaving
now. Saveyourselvesasbest you can. | have helped you all | can. | will not again
endanger my life for...for mortals. | will not be sucked into risking capture or death
by your pathetic needs."

Delphine wailed, " But you made usaswe are! Our needs are of your
making. You can't abandon us!" She made a move again to come forward to
embrace Alix, but again the deadly steel sword point
stopped her. Shecried, " How can you leave me?"

"1 don't want to leave. | havetoleave! Theoutsideworld isclosingits male
fist on thisidand. Blamethe greeds and lusts of men, not me.”

Paulete said, " Eternal One, we can all leave together, and find another place,
in Africa, in Sicily, in Sardinia. We could follow you any- where. You must know of
places---another island---where we would be safe.”

Alix shook hr head. "Wewould be followed. We would leave a long trail of
rumors and whispers. Where could a cult of a hundred women and eunuchsgo? In
any case thereisnot enough gold. We would be hounded by storiesof our
gold and jewels. We would be robbed on the way by pirates, gangs, armies...and
sold as slaves. We could not even go as beggars;, we would be taken and enslaved.”

Paulette tried to argue, but Alix was enraged and guilt-ridden. " No!

Enough! Leave herewith what you can. Onceyou reach St. Tropez keep apart,
escape as small groups, asindividuals. Thislifewehad--- It'sover! Thisisthe end!
Let me pass!”

Alix started forward.

Delphine whimpered and went to her knees, begging. " Eternal One! | love
you! Takemewith you, only me! I'll do anything!"

Alix walked pagt her.

Paulete stood aside hopelessly and sinalled te othersto not opposetheir
goddess.

Delphine sprang up and seized Paulette's spear. She moaned, "1 love you...l
loveyou..."

Alix spun and her sword swept around in time to chop the spearhead away.
For an instant she sank into Delphine's crazed mind and tasted utter despair and
love twisted to rage, all embedded in awild desireto die.

Theyoung, Alix thought, are so surethey cannot live with a broken heart, a
broken god...
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Delphine dropped the spear and lunged forward again, now with a stabber
clutched in her small hand. She wanted to die and she wanted The Eternal Oneto
kill her! Let TheEternal Onelive forever with the guilt of her death!

Alix had closed her emotions away, and her arm acted, her skills acted, her
immortal imperativesacted. The sword point cut easily through Delphine's padded
coat, vest, shirt, and pierced thegirl'sarm, a disabling wound.

Alix withdrew the bloody steel and strode forward as Delphine
shrieked and collapsed, sure shewould die. The pain! The pain!

Moments later, Alix wasin the skiff's cockpit, sculling away from the
moor age, angling into the darkness.

Now to raise a patch of sail and begin a delicate series of tacksto the
harbor entrance...

As she emerged into the heavy seas and howling wind of the open sea, Alix
tied herself to therudder bar. She saw overhead now appear a broken sky and a
diver of moon.

Her jaws ached from clenching. Her blue eyes stung from sea spray and
from tears.

What was next for her?

She stared again at theripped sky. Werethey up there, watching?

She screamed, " Damn you! Damn you!”

END THE FOREVER WOMAN

END TABOO SCIENCE FICTION #3

45 Taboo Science Fiction #3



