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CHAPTER 1
Slide

He wal ked with the assurance of stature, and nost others deferred to him
subtly. When he noved in a given direction, the way before himconveniently
opened, by seemi ng coi nci dence; when he made eye contact, the other head
nodded in a token bow. He was a serf, like all of them naked and with no
physi cal badge of status; indeed, it would have been the depth of bad taste to
accord himany overt recognition. Yet he was a giant, here. H s nane was
Stile.

Stile stood one point five nmeters tall and weighed fifty kilograms. In prior
parl ance he woul d have stood four feet, eleven inches tall and wei ghed a scant
hundr edwei ght or eight stone; or stood a scant fifteen hands and wei ghed a
hundred and ten pounds. Hi s nmal e associ ates towered above himby up to half a
nmet er and outwei ghed himby twenty-five kil os.

He was fit, but not extraordinarily muscled. Personable without being
handsome. He did not hail his friends heartily, for there were few he called
friend, and he was diffident about approaches. Yet there was enornous drive in
himthat manifested in lieu of personal warnth.

He wal ked about the Grid-hall of the Ganme-annex, his favorite place; beyond
this region he reverted to the nonentity that others perceived. He sought
conpetition of his own level, but at this hour there was none. Pairs of people
stood in the cubicles that forned the convoluted perinmeter of the hall, and a
throng mlled in the center, making contacts. A cool, gentle, mldly
flower-scented draft wafted down fromthe vents in the ceiling, and the image
of the sun cast its light on the floor, making its own game of shadows.

Stile paused at the fringe of the crowd, disliking this forced mxing. It was
better when soneone chal |l enged hi m

A young worman rose fromone of the seats. She was nude, of course, but worthy
of a second gl ance because of the perfection of her body. Stile averted his
gaze, affecting not to be aware of her; he was especially shy with girls.

A tall youth intercepted the woman. "Gane, |ass?" How easy he made it seemni

She dismissed himwith a curt downward flip of one hand and conti nued on
toward Stile. A child signaled her: "Gane, m ss?" The woman smiled, but again
negated, nore gently. Stile smled too, privately; evidently she did not
recogni ze the child, but he did: Pollum Rung Two on the N nes |adder. Not in
Stile's own class, yet, but nevertheless a formni dable player. Had the wonman
accepted the chall enge, she woul d probably have been tronped.

There was no doubt she recognized Stile, though. H's eyes continued to review
the crowd, but his attention was on the woman. She was of average

hei ght -several centineters taller than he-but of nore than average
proportions. Her breasts were full and perfect, unsagging, shifting el oquently
with her easy notion, and her legs were |long and snooth. In other real ns nen
assunmed that the ideal woman was a naked one, but often this was not the case;
too many wonen suffered in the absence of mechani cal supports for portions of
their anatony. This one, approaching him was the type who really could
survive the absence of clothing without |oss of form



She arrived at last. "Stile," she murnured.

He turned as if surprised, nodding. Her face was so lovely it startled him

Her eyes were large and green, her hair |light brown and |ight-Dbleached in
strands that expanded about her neck. There was a lot of art in the supposedly
natural falling of wonen's hair. Her features were even and possessed the
particul ar properties and proportions that appealed to him though he could
not define precisely what these were. H's shyness | ooned up inside him so
that he did not trust hinself to speak

"I am Sheen," she said. "I would like to challenge you to a Gane."

She could not be a top player. Stile knew every ranking player on every
age-| adder by sight and style, and she was on no | adder. Therefore she was a
dilettante, an occasional participant, possibly of sone skill in selected
nodes but in no way a serious conpetitor. Her body was too |ush for nost
physi cal sports; the top females in track, ball games and sw nm ng were
smal | breasted, |ean-fleshed, and | anky, and this in no way descri bed Sheen
Theref ore he woul d have no physical conpetition here.

Yet she was beautiful, and he was unable to speak. So he nodded acqui escence.
She took his armin an easy gesture of famliarity that startled him Stile
had known woren, of course; they came to him seeking the notoriety of his
conpany, and the known fact of his hesitancy | ent them conpensating courage.
But this one was so pretty she hardly needed to seek mal e company; it would
seek her. She was making it look as if he had sought and won her. Perhaps he
had, unknowi ngly: his prowess in the Game coul d have i npressed her enough from
afar to bring her to him Yet this was not the type of conquest he preferred;
such wormen were equally avid for Game-skilled teeners and grayheads.

They found an unoccupi ed cubicle. It had a colum in the center, inset with
panel s on opposite sides. Stile went to one side. Sheen on the other, and as
their weights came on the marked ovals to the floor before each panel, the
panel s lighted. The columm was low, so Stile could see Sheen's face across
fromhim she was smiling at him

Enbarrassed by this open show of canaraderie. Stile | ooked down at his panel
He hardly needed to; he knew exactly what it showed. Across the top were four
cat egori es: PHYSI CAL- MENTAL- CHANCE- ART, and down the left side were four nore:
NAKED- TOOL- MACHI NE- ANl MAL. For shorthand conveni ence they were also lettered
and numbered: 1-2-3-4 across the top, A-B-C-D down the side. The nunbers were
hi ghlighted: the Gid had given himthat set of choices, randonly.

THE GAME: PRI MARY GRI D
1. PHYSI CAL 2. MENTAL 3. CHANCE 4. ART

A. NAKED B. TOOL C. MACH NE D. AN MAL

Stile studied Sheen's face. Now that she was in the Ganme, his opponent, his

di ffidence dimnished. He felt the mld tightening of his skin, elevation of
heartbeat, clarity of mind and mld distress of bowel that presaged the
tension and effort of conpetition. For sone people such effects becane so
strong it ruined themas conpetitors, but for himit was a great feeling, that
drew hi m back compul sively. He lived for the Gane!

Even when his opponent was a pretty girl whose pert breasts peeked at himjust
above the colum. Wat was passing through her nind? Did she really think she



could beat him or was she just out for the experience? Had she approached him
on a dare, or was she a groupie nmerely out for a date? If she were trying to
wi n, she would want to choose ART, possibly MENTAL, and would certainly avoid
PHYSI CAL. |If she were on a dare she would go for CHANCE, as that would require
little perfornmance on her part. If she wanted experience, anything woul d do.

If she were a groupie, she would want PHYSI CAL.

O course she could not choose anmpong these; he had the choice. But his choice
woul d be governed in part by his judgment of her intent and ability. He had to
think, as it were, with her mnd, so that he could select what she | east
desired and obtain the advant age.

Now he considered her likely choice, in the series she did control. A true
conpetitor would go for NAKED, for there was the essence of it: unassisted
personal prowess. One wanting experience could go for anything, again
dependi ng on the type of experience desired. A dare would probably go for
NAKED al so; that choice would be part of the dare. A groupie would certainly
go for NAKED. So that was her nost |ikely choice.

Wll, he would call her bluff. He touched PHYSI CAL, sliding his hand across
t he panel so she couldn't tell his choice by the notion of his arm

Her choice had al ready been made, as anticipated. They were in 1A
PHYSI CAL/ NAKED.

The second grid appeared. Now the categories across the top were 1

SEPARATE- 2. | NTERACTI VE- 3. COVBAT-4. COOPERATI VE, and down the side were A
FLAT SURFACE-B. VARI ABLE SURFACE-C. DI SCONTINUI TY-D. LIQUID. The letters were
hi ghl i ghted; he had to choose fromthe down columm this tine. He didn't fee
like swinmming or swinging frombars with her, though there could be intriguing
aspects to each, so the last two were out. He was an excellent |ong-distance
runner, but doubted Sheen would go for that sort of thing, which elimnated
the flat surface. So he selected B, the variable surface.

She chose 1. SEPARATE: no groupie after all! So they would be in a race of
some sort, not physically touching or directly interacting, though there were
limted exceptions. Good enough. He would find out what she was nade of.

Now t he panel displayed a listing of variable surfaces. Stile glanced again at
Sheen. She shrugged, so he picked the first: MAZE PATH As he touched it, the
description appeared in the first box of a nine-square grid.

She chose the second: GLASS MOUNTAIN. It appeared in the second square.

He placed DUST SLIDE in the third square. Then they continued w th CROSS
COUNTRY, Tl GHTROPE, SAND DUNES, GREASED HI LLS, SNOW BANK, and LI MESTONE CLI FF
The tertiary grid was conplete

Now he had to choose one of the vertical colums, and she had the horizontal

rows. He selected the third, she the first, and their gane was there: DUST
SLI DE

"Do you concede?" he asked her, pressing the appropriate query button so that
t he machi ne woul d know. She had fifteen seconds to negate, or forfeit the
gane.

Her negation was pronpt. "I do not."

" Dr aw?"



He had hardly expected her to do either. Concession occurred when one party
had such an obvi ous advantage that there was no point in playing, as when the
gane was chess and one player was a grandmaster while the other hadn't yet

| earned the nmoves. O when it was weight lifting, with one party a child and
the other a nuscle builder. The dust slide was a harm ess entertai nment, fun
to do even without the conpetitive elenent; no one would concede it except
per haps one who had a phobia about falling-and such a person woul d never have
gotten into this category of gane.

And so her reaction was odd. She should have | aughed at his facetious offers.
I nstead she had taken them seriously. That suggested she was nore nervous
about this encounter than she seened.

Yet this was no Tourney match! If she were a conplete duffer she could have
accepted the forfeit and been free. O she could have agreed to the draw, and
been able to tell her girlish friends how she had tied with the notorious
Stile. So it seemed she was out neither for notoriety nor a dare, and he had
al ready determ ned she was not a groupie. She really did want to conpete-yet
it was too much to hope that she had any real proficiency as a player.

They vacated the booth after picking up the ganetags extruded fromslots. No
one was adnitted solo to any subgane; all had to play the grid first, and
report in pairs to the site of decision. That prevented uncommitted people
fromcluttering the prem ses or interfering with legitimte contests. O
course children could and did entertain thensel ves by indul ging in nock
contests, just for the pleasure of the facilities; to a child, the Ganeannex
was a huge amusenent park. But in so doing, they tended to get hooked on the
Gane itself, increasingly as they aged, until at |ast they were thoroughgoing
addi cts. That had been the way with Stile hinself.

The Dust Slide was in another dome, so they took the tube transport. The
vehicle door irised open at their approach, admtting themto its cosy
interior. Several other serfs were already in it: three niddl e-aged nmen who
eyed Sheen with open appreciation, and a child whose eye lit with recognition
"You're the jockey!"

Stile nodded. He had no trouble relating to children
He was hardly | arger than the boy.

"You won all the races!" the | ad conti nued.

"I had good horses,"” Stile expl ai ned.

"Yeah," the child agreed, satisfied.

Now t he three other passengers turned their attention to Stile, beginning to
surm se that he might be as interesting as the girl. But the vehicle stopped,
its door opened, and they all stepped out into the new dome. In nonents Stile
and Sheen had | ost the other travelers and were honming in on the Dust Slide,
their tickets ready.

The Slide's desk-secretary flashed Stile a snile as she validated the tickets.
He smil ed back, though he knew this was foolish; she was a robot. Her face,
arnms and upper torso were perfectly humanoid, with shape, color and texture no
ordi nary person could have told froma |iving woman, but her perfectly
humanoi d body termi nated at the edge of her desk. She was the desk, possessing
no legs at all. It was as if some celestial artisan had been carving her from



a bl ock of metal, causing her to animte as he progressed-then left the job
unfi ni shed at the hal fway point. Stile felt a certain obscure synpathy for
her; did she have true consciousness, in that upper half? Did she long for a
conpl etely humanoi d body-or for a conplete desk body? How did it feel to be a
hal f -t hi ng?

She handed back his ticket, validated. Stile closed his fingers about her
delicate hand. "Wen do you get off work, curie?" he inquired with the lift of
an eyebrow. He was not shy around nachi nes, of course.

She had been programmed for this. "Ssh. My boyfriend s watching." She used her
free hand to indicate the robot next to her: a desk with a set of male | egs
protruding, termnating at the inverted wai st. They denpnstrated the nanner
the protective shorts should be worn for the Slide. They were extrenely robust
| egs, and the crotch region was powerfully masculine.

Stile glanced down at hinself, chagrined. "Oh, | can't conpete with him M

| egs are barely I ong enough to reach the ground." A bygone Earth author, Mark
Twai n, had set up that remark, and Stile found it useful on occasion. He
accepted Sheen's arm again and they continued on to the Slide.

He t hought Sheen might remark on the way he seenmed to get al ong with machi nes,
but she seened oblivious. Ah, well.

The Slide was a convol uted nmount ai n of channel s | ooping and di vergi ng and
mergi ng. Dust flowed in themsanitary, nonirritating, noncarcinogenic, neutra
particles of translucent plastic, becomng virtually liquid in the aggregate,
and quite slippery. The whole was dramatic, suggesting frothing torrents of
water in sluices, or rivulets of snow in an aval anche.

They donned the skin-shorts and filter masks required for protection on the
Slide. The dust was harmless, but it tended to work its way into any avail abl e
crevices, and the human body had a nunber. This was one thing Stile did not

i ke about this particular subgane: the clothing. Only Citizens wore clothing,
in the normal course, and it was uncouth for any serf to wear anything not
strictly functional. Mre than uncouth: it could be grounds for summary

term nation of tenure at Planet Proton. Such Slide-shorts were functional, in
t hese dusty environs; still, he felt unconfortable. Their constriction and

| ocation tended to stir himsexually, and that was awkward in the conpany of a
creature |ike Sheen

Sheen seened to feel no such concern. Perhaps she was aware that the partial
conceal nent of the shorts attracted attention to those parts they conceal ed,
enhanci ng her sex appeal. Stile, like many serfs, found a certain illicit lure
in clothing, especially clothing on the distaff sex; it represented so much
that serfs could only dreamof. He had to keep his eyes averted, |est he
enbarrass hinsel f.

They took the lift to the Slide apex. Here at the top they were near the
curving done that held in air and heat; through its shimer Stile could see
t he bl eak | andscape of Proton, ungraced by any vegetation. The hostile

at nosphere was obscured in the distance by cl ouds of snog.

The Slide itself was a considerable contrast. Fromthis height six channels
coursed out and down, each half filled with flowing dust. Colored |ights shone

up through it all, for the channels too were translucent. They turned now red,
now bl ue-gray and now yell ow as the beans noved. The tangle of paths forned a
flowerlike pattern, suprenely beautiful. If Stile found the clothing

physically and enotional |y awkward, he was conpensated by the view fromthis
vant age, and always stood for a nonment in minor awe.



For any given channel the colors seemed random but for the arrangenent as a
whol e they shaped in shirting contours roses, lilies, tulips, violets and
gardenias. Air jets emtted correspondi ng perfunes when applicable. An arti st
had designed this |layout, and Stile admired the handi work. He had been here
many times before, yet the novelty had not worn off.

Sheen did not seemto notice. "On your mark," she said, setting the random
starter. The device could pop instantly or take two mnutes. This tine it
split the difference. The channel barriers dropped | ow, and Sheen | eaped for
the chute nearest her.

Stile, surprised by her facility, |eaped after her. They accel erated, shooting
down feet first around a broad bright curve of green, then into the first
white vertical |oop. Up and over, slowi ng dizzily at the top, upside down,
then regaining velocity in the downshoot.

Sheen was noving well. Her body had a natural rondure that shaped itself well
to the contour of the chute. The dust piled up behind her, shoving her
forward. Stile, following in the same channel, tried to intercept enough dust
to cut off her supply and ground her, but she had too big a | ead and was
maki ng too good use of her resources.

Vel |, there were other ways. This channel passed through a partial-gravity
rise that was slow. Another channel crossed, going into a corkscrew. Stile
took this detour, zipped through the screw, and shot out ahead of the girl

She took another connection and got in behind him cutting off his dust. This
was the aspect of the Slide that was interactive: the conpetition for dust.
Stile was grounded, his posterior scraping against the suddenly bare plastic
of the chute. No dust, no progress!

He put his hand to the side, heaved, and flipped his body into the adjoining
channel . This was a tricky maneuver, legitimate but not for amateurs. Here he
had dust again, and resuned speed-but he had | ost the monentum he had before.
Sheen continued on in her channel, riding the piled dust, noving ahead of him
and now they were hal fway down.

Stile realized that he had a real race on his hands. This girl was good!

He vaulted back into her channel, cutting off her dust again-but even as he
did, she vaulted into his justvacated channel, naintaining her |ead. Apt nove!
Qovi ously she had raced here many tines before, and knew the tricks, and had
nore agility under that sweet curvature of body than he had suspected. But now
he had the better channel, and he was unmatchable in straight dust-riding; he
noved ahead. She junped across to cut himoff, but he was already junping into
a third chute. Before she could follow him the two diverged and he was safe.

They compl eted the race on separate channels. She had found a good one, and
was gai ning on himdespite his careful managenment of dust. He finished barely
ahead. They shot into the collection bin, one-twd, to the applause of the

ot her players who were watching. It had been a fine race, the kind that
happened only once or twice on a given day.

Sheen got up and shook off the dust with a fascinating shimry of her torso.
"Can't win themall," she remarked, unperturbed.

She had made an excellent try, though! She had come closer than anyone in
years. Stile watched her as she stripped off mask and shorts. She was
stunningly beautiful -nore so than before, because now he realized that her



body was functional as well as shapely.

"You interest nme," he told her. In this aftermath of a good game he was
flushed with positive feeling, his shyness at a m ni num

Sheen smiled. "I hoped to."
"You al nost beat ne."
"I had to get your attention sonmehow "

Anot her pl ayer |aughed. Stile had to |augh too. Sheen had proved hersel f, and
now he wanted to know why. The nutual experience had broken the ice; the

di scovery of a new chall enge conpleted his transition fromdiffidence to
normal mascul i ne inperative.

He didn't even have to invite her to come home with him She was already on
her way.

CHAPTER 2
Sheen

Sheen nmoved into his apartnent as if it were her own. She punched the buttons
of his console to order a conplete light lunch of fruit salad, protein bread
and bl ue wi ne.

"You evidently know about ne," Stile said as they ate. "But | know not hing of
you. Wiy did you-want to get ny attention?"

"I ama fan of the Ganme. | could be good at it. But | have so little tine-only
three years tenure remaining -1 need instruction. Fromthe best. Fromyou. So
| can be good enough-"

"To enter the Tourney," Stile finished. "I have the sanme time remaining. But
there are others you could have checked. I amonly tenth on ny | adder-"
"Because you don't want to have to enter the Tourney this year," she said.
"You won't enter it until your |ast year of tenure, because all tenure ends
when a serf enters the Tourney. But you could advance to Rung One on the
Age- 35 | adder any time you wi shed, and the top five places of each adult

| adder are automatically entered in the-"

"Thank you for the information," Stile said with gentle irony.

She overl ooked it. "So you keep yourself in the second five, fromyear to
year, |ow enough to be safe in case several of the top rungers break or try to
vacate, high enough to be able to make your nove any time you want to. You are
in fact the nost proficient Gamesman of our generation-~

"This is an exaggeration. |I'ma jockey, not a—
“—and | want to learn fromyou. | offer-"

"I can see what you offer," Stile said, running his eyes over her body. He
could do this now without enbarrassnent, because he had come to know her; his
initial shyness was swinging to a conpl enentary bol dness. They had, after all,
Ganed together. "Yet there is no way | could inculcate the breadth of skills



required for serious conpetition, even if we had a century instead of a nere
three years. Talent is inherent, and it has to be buttressed by constant
application. I mght be able to guide you to the fifth rung of your

| adder -whi ch one would that be?"

"Age 23 female."
"You're in luck. There are only three Tourney-caliber players on that |adder

at present. Wth proper managenent it woul d be possible for a person of
prom se to take one of the remaining rungs. But though you gave ne a good race

on the Slide, | amnot sure you have sufficient prom se-and even if you
qualified for the Tourney, your chances of progressing far in it would be
vani shingly small. My chances are not good-which is why I'mstill working hard

at every opportunity to inmprove myself. Contrary to your opinion, there are
hal f a dozen players better than | am and another score of my genera

caliber. In any given year, four or five of themw Il enter the Tourney, while
others rise in skills to renew the pool. That, conbined with the vagaries of
luck, gives nme only one chance in ten to win. For you-"

"Ch, | have no illusions about wi nning!" she said. "But if | could nmake a high
enough rank to obtain extension of tenure, if only a year or two-~

"It's a dream " he assured her. "The Citizens put such prizes out as bait, but
only one person in thirty-two gains even a year that way."

"I would be conpletely grateful for that dream" she said, nmeeting his gaze

Stile was tenpted. He knew he woul d not have access to a nore attractive
worman, and she had i ndeed shown promise in the Gane. That athletic ability
that had enabled her so blithely and lithely to change chutes woul d benefit
her in many other types of conpetition.

He could have a very pleasant two years, training her. Extremely pleasant.

That itself gave himcaution. He had | oved before, and lost, and it had taken
years to recover conpletely -if he really had. Tune, he thought, wth
nmonentary nostal gia. There were ways in which Sheen resenbl ed that forner

girl.

Still, what pronise did he have beyond his remaining three years, anyway? Al
woul d be | ost, once he left Proton. Oh, he would have a nice nest egg to
establish gal actic residence, and night even go to crowded Earth itself, but
all he really wanted to do was remain on Proton. Since it was unlikely that he
could do that, he might as well make these years count. She had nentioned that
her own tenure was as short as his, which nmeant she woul d have to | eave at the
same time. That could be very interesting, if they had a firmrelationship.
"Tell me about yourself," he said.

"I was born five years before ny parents' tenure ended," Sheen said, putting
down her |eaf of lettuce. She had eaten delicately and quite sparingly, as

many sl ender wonen did. "l obtained a position with a Lady Citizen, first as
errand girl, then as nurse. | was a fan of the Gane as a child, and had good
aptitude, but as ny enployer grew ol der she required nore care, until-" She

shrugged, and now with the pleasant tingle of the wine and the understandi ng
they were conming to, he could appreciate the way her breasts noved with that
gesture. Ch yes, it was a good offer she made-yet somnething nagged him "I
have not been to a Gane for seven years," she continued, "though | have vi ewed
it often on ny enployer's screens, and rehearsed strategies and techni ques
constantly in private. My enployer has a private exerci se gym her doctor
recommended; she never used it, so | did, filling in for her. Last week she



died, so | have been rel eased on holiday pending settlenent of her estate and
the inventory her heir is taking. Her heir is female, and healthy, so I do not
think the burden will be onerous."

It could have been quite a different matter. Stile reflected, with a young,
healthy male heir. Serfs had no personal rights except term nation of tenure
in fit physical and nmental condition, and no sane person woul d depart Proton
even a day ahead of schedule. Serfs could serve w thout concern as concubi nes
or studs for their enployers-or for each other as private or public
entertainment for their enployers. Their bodies were the property of the
Citizens. Only in privacy, without the intercession of a Gtizen, did

i nterpersonal relations between serfs becone neani ngful. As now

"So you cane to me," Stile said. "To trade your favors for my favor."
"Yes." There needed to be no hesitancy or shame to such acknow edgnent. Since
serfs had no nonetary or property credit, and no power during their tenure,
Gane-status and sex were the chief instrunents of barter

"I amminded to try it out. Shall we say for a week, then reconsider? | m ght
becone tired of you."

Again there was no formal cause for affront; male-female interactions anong
serfs were necessarily shallow, though marriage was pernitted and provi ded
for. Stile had | earned the hard way, |ong ago, not to expect permanence.
Still, he expected a snappy retort to the effect that she would nore |ikely
grow tired of himfirst.

There was no such byplay. "As part of ny rehearsal for the Gane, | have
studied the art of pleasing nen," Sheen said. "I amwlling to venture that
week. "

A fair answer. And yet, he wondered, would not an ordi nary woman, even the
nost abused of serfs, have evinced sone token ire at the callousness of his
suggesti on? He could have said, "W night not be right for each other." He had
phrased it most bluntly, forcing a reaction. Sheen had not reacted; she was
conpletely matter-of-fact. Again he was nagged. Was there sone catch here?

"Do you have special interests?" Stile inquired.

"Music?" He hadn't really wanted to ask that, but it had come out. He
associ ated love with nmusic, because of his prior experience.

"Yes, mnusic," Sheen agreed.

H s interest quickened. "Wat kind?"
She shrugged again. "Any kind."
"Vocal ? I nstrunmental ? Mechani cal ?"
Her brow furrowed. "lInstrumental ."
"What instrunment do you play?"

She | ooked bl ank

"Ch-you'll just listen," he said. "I play a number of instrunents, preferring
t he woodwi nds. All part of the Gane. You will need to acquire skill in at
| east one instrunment, or Ganme opponents will play you for a weakness there and



have easy victories."
"Yes, | must learn," she agreed.

What woul d she have done if he had gone for AKT instead of PHYSICAL in their
mat ch? Wth her prior choice of NAKED, the intersection would have put themin
song, dance or story: the a capella performances. Perhaps she was a
storyteller. Yet she did not seemto have the necessary inagination

"Let's do it right," he said, rising fromhis neal. "I have a costume-" He
touched a button and the costune fell froma wall vent into his hand. It was a

filmy negligee.

Sheen sniled and accepted it. In the privacy of an apartment, clothing was
permtted, so long as it was worn discreetly. If there should be a video call,
or a visitor at his door. Sheen would have to hide or rip off the clothing

| est she be caught by a third party in that state and be conprom sed. But that
only added to the excitenment of it, the special, titillating naughtiness of
their liaison. It was, in an unvoiced way, the closest any serf could cone to
emul ating any Citizen

She donned the costune without shane and did a pirouette, causing the materi al
to fling out about her legs. Stile found this indescribably erotic. He shut
down the light, so that the material seenmed opaque, and the effect
intensified. Ch, what clothing did for the wonman, creating shadows where
ordinarily there were none, nmaking nysteries where none had been beforel!

Yet again, something ticked a warning in Stile's mnd. Sheen was |ovely,
yes-but where was her flush of delighted shame? Wiy hadn't she questioned his
possession of this apparel? He had it on |l oan, and his enpl oyer knew about it
and woul d in due course renenber to reclaimit-but a person who did not know
that, who was not aware of the liberalismof this particular enployer with
respect to his favored serfs, should be alarmed at his seem ng hoardi ng of
illicit clothing. Sheen had thought nothing of it.

They were technically within the | awbut so was a man who thought treason

wi thout acting on it. Stile was an expert Gamesman, attuned to the nuances of
human behavi or, and there was sonething wong with Sheen. But what was it?
There was really nothing in her behavior that could not be accounted for by
her years of semi-isolation while nursing her Ctizen

Well, perhaps it would cone to him Stile advanced on Sheen, and she nmet him
gl adly. None of this oh-please-don't-hurt-nme-sir, catch-me-if-you-can drana.
She was not after all very rnmuch taller than he, so he had to draw her down
only marginally to kiss her. Her body was |linber, pliable, and the feel of the
gauze between their skins pitched himinto a fever of desire. Not in years had
he achi eved such heat so soon

She ki ssed himback, her lips firmand cool. Suddenly the little nagging
observations clicked into a conprehensi bl e whole, and he knew her for what she
was. Stile's ardor began sliding into anger

He bore her back to the couch-bed. She dropped onto it easily, as if this type
of fall were conmonpl ace for her. He sat beside her, running his hands al ong
her thighs, still with that tantalizing fabric in place between them He noved
on to knead her breasts, doubly erotic behind the material. A nude wonan in
public was not arousing, but a clothed one in private..

H s hands were rel axed, gentle-but his mnd was tight with coal escing ire and
apprehensi on. He was about to trigger a reaction that could be hazardous to



his heal th.

"I would certainly never have been able to tell," he renarked.
Her eyes focused on him "Tell what. Stile?"

He answered her with another question. "Wo would want to send me a hunanoi d
robot ?"

She did not stiffen. "I wouldn't know "

"The information should be in your storage banks. | need a printout."

She showed no enotion. "How did you discover that | was a robot?"

"Gve me that printout, and I'Il give you ny source of information."

"I amnot pernmitted to expose my data."

"Then | shall have to report you to Game-control," Stile said evenly. "Robots

are not pernmitted to conpete agai nst humans unl ess under direct guidance by
the Gane Conmputer. Are you a Gane-nachi ne?"

"No. "
"Then | fear it will go hard with you. The record of our Gane has been
entered. If I file a conplaint, you will be deprogramed."

She | ooked at him still lovely though he now knew her nature. "I w sh you

woul d not do that, Stile."

How strong was her programred wi sh? What form woul d her objection take, when
pressed? It was a popul ar fable that robots could not harm human bei ngs, but
Stile knew better. Al robots of Proton were prohibited fromharmng Ctizens,
or acting contrary to Citizens' expressed intent, or acting in any manner that
m ght conceivably be deleterious to the welfare of any Citizen -but there were
no strictures about serfs. Normally robots did not bother people, but this was
because robots sinply did not care about people. If a serf interfered with a
robot in the performance of its assignment, that man could get hurt.

Stile was now interfering with the robot Sheen

"Sheen," he said. "Short for Machine. Someone with a certain inpish hunor
pr ogranmmred you. "

"I perceive no hunor," she said.

"Naturally not. That was your first giveaway. When | proffered you a draw on
the Slide, you should have | aughed. It was a joke. You reacted w thout
enotion.”

"I am programred for enotion. | am programed for the stigmata of |ove."

The stigmata of love. Atruly robotic definition! "Not the reality?"

"The reality too. There is no significant distinction. | amhere to | ove you,
if you will permt it."

So far she had shown no sign of violence. That was good; he was not at al
sure he could escape her if she attacked him Robots varied in physica



abilities, as they did in intellectual ones; it depended on their intended use
and the degree of technol ogy applied. This one seened to be of top-line

sophi stication; that could mean she inmtated the human form and nature so
perfectly she had no nore strength than a real girl would have. But there was
no guarantee. "l rmust have that printout."

"I will tell you nmy mission, if you will not expose ny nature."

"I can not trust your word. You attenpted to deceive ne with your story about
nursing a Gtizen. Only the printout is sure.”

"You are making it difficult. My missionis only to guard you fromharm™

"I feel nmore threatened by your presence than protected. Wiy should | need
guar di ng from harn?"

"I don't know. | must |ove you and guard you."
"Who sent you?"

"l do not know. "

Stile touched his wall vid. "Ganme-control," he said.

"Don't do that!" Sheen cri ed.
"Cancel call,"” Stile said to the vid. Evidently violence was not in the
of fing, and he had | everage. This was like a Gane. "The printout."

She dropped her gaze, and her head. Her lustrous hair fell about her
shoul ders, coursing over the material of the negligee. "Yes."

Suddenly he felt sorry for her. Was she really a machi ne? Now he had doubts.
But of course the matter was subject to verification. "I have a term nal
here," he said, touching another section of the wall. A cord came into his
hand, with a nultipronged plug at its end. Very few serfs were permtted such
access directly-but he was one of the nost privileged serfs on Proton, and
woul d remain so as long as he was circunspect and rode horses well. "Which
one?" he asked.

She turned her face away fromhim Her hand went to her right ear, clearing
away a lock of hair and pressing against the |obe. Her ear slid forward,
| eavi ng the socket open

Stile plugged in the cord. Current flowed. Inmrediately the printout sheets
appeared fromthe wall slot, crammed with nunbers, graphs and pattern-bl ocks.
Though he was no conputer specialist. Stile's Gane training nade hima fair
hand at ball park anal ysis of programs, and he had continui ng experience doi ng
anal ysis of the factors |leading into given races. That was why his enpl oyer
had arranged this: to enable Stile to be as good a jockey as he could be. That
was extremely good, for he had a ready nmind as well as a ready body.

He whistled as he studied the sheets. This was a dual -elenment brain, with

mat ed di gital and anal og conponents, rather like the dual-yet-differing

hem spheres of the human brain. The nost sophisticated conputer capabl e of
bei ng housed in a robot. It possessed intricate feedback circuits, enabling
the machine to |l earn from experience and to reprogram aspects of itself,
within its prinme directive. It could inprove its capacity as it progressed. In
short, it was intelligent and conscious: nmachine's nearest approach to



humani ty.

Quickly Stile oriented on the key section: her origin and prinme directive. A
robot could lie, steal and kill without conscience, but it could not violate
its prinme directive. He took the relevant data and fed them back to the

anal yzer for a summary.

The gist was sinple: NO RECORD OF ORIG N. DI RECTI VE: GUARD STI LE FROM HARM
SUBDI RECTTVE: LOVE STI LE.

What she had told himwas true. She did not know who had sent her, and she had
only his safety in mnd. Tenpered by |ove, so that she would not protect him
in sone fashion that cost himmore than it was worth. This was a necessary
caution, with otherw se unfeeling robots. This nmachine really did care. He
coul d have taken her word.

Stile unplugged the cord, and Sheen put her ear back into place with a certain
trenor. Again she | ooked conpletely human. He had been unyi el di ng before, when
she opposed him now he felt guilty. "I"'msorry," he said. "I had to know. "

She did not neet his gaze. "You have raped ne."

Stile realized it was true. He had taken her neasure wi thout her true consent;
he had done it by duress, forcing the know edge. There was even a physica

anal ogy, plugging the rigid term nus of the cord into a private aperture,

t aki ng what had been hers alone. "I had to know," he repeated lanely. "I ama
very privileged serf, but only a serf. Wy should anyone send an expensive
robot to guard a man who is not threatened? | could not afford to believe your
story without verification, especially since your cover story was untrue."

"I am programred to react exactly as a real girl would react!" she flared. "A
real girl wouldn't claimto have been built in a machi ne shop, would she?"

"That's so..." he agreed. "But still-"

"The inmportant part is ny prinme directive. Specifically, to be appealing to
one nman-you-and to love that man, and to do everything to help him | was
fashioned in the partial |ikeness of a wonan you once knew, not close enough
to be identifiable as such, but enough to make nme attractive to your specific
taste-"

"That succeeded,"” he said. "I liked you the nmonment | saw you, and didn't
realize why."

"I came to offer you everything of which | am capable, and that is a good
deal, including the allure of fem nine nystery. | even donned this ridicul ous
shift, that no human woman woul d have. And you-you-~

"I destroyed that nystery," Stile finished. "Had | had any other way to be
sure-"

"Ch, | suppose you couldn't help it. You're a man."

Stile glanced at her, startled again. Her face was still averted, her gaze
downcast. "Are you, a robot, really being enotional ?"

"“I'"'m programred to be!"

True. He noved around to | ook at her face. She turned it away again. He put
his hand to her chin to lift it.



"Cet away fromne!" she cried.
That was sone progranm ng! "Look, Sheen. | apol ogize. |-~
"Don't apologize to a robot! Only an idiot would converse with a machine."

"Correct," he agreed. "I acted stupidly, and now | want to make what anends
are possible."

He tried again to see her face, and again she hid it.

"Dam it, look at nmel" he exclaimed. H's enotion was high, flashing al nost
wi t hout warning into enbarrassnent, sorrow, or anger.

"I amhere to serve; | nust obey," she said, turning her eyes to him They
were bright, and her cheeks were noist. Humanoid robots could cry, of course;
they could do al nost anythi ng people could do. This one had been programred to
react this way when hurt or affronted. He knew that, yet was oddly noved. She
did indeed subtly resenble one he had | oved. The accuracy w th which she had
been fashi oned was a comentary on the appalling power available to the
Citizens of this planet. Even the nobst private, subtle know edge coul d be
drawn fromthe conmputer registries at any tine.

"You are here to guard ne, not to serve ne. Sheen."
"I can only guard you if | stay with you. Now that you know what | am-”
"Why are you being so negative? | have not sent you away."

"I was nade to please you, to want to please you. So | can better serve ny
directive. Now | can not."

"Why not ?"

"Why do you tease nme? Do you think that programed feelings are | ess binding
than fl esh ones? That the el ectrochenistry of the inanimate is |l ess valid than
that of the animate? That my illusion of consciousness is any |ess potent than
your illusion of self-determ nation? | exist for one purpose, and you have
prevented ne from acconplishing it, and now | have no reason for existence.
Why coul dn't you have accepted me as | seenmed to be? | woul d have becone
perfect at it, with experience. Then it would have been real."

"You have not answered ny question.”
"You have not answered m ne!"

Stile did a rapid internal shifting of gears. This was the nmpost fenalish robot
he had encountered! "Very well. Sheen. | answer your questions. Wy do | tease
you? Answer: | amnot teasing you-but if | did, it would not be to hurt you.
Do | think that your progranmed feelings are less valid than nmy nortal ones?
Answer: No, | nust conclude that a feeling is a feeling, whatever its origin.
Sonme of my own feelings are shortsighted, unreasonable and unworthy; they
govern ne just the same. Is your illusion of consciousness less valid than ny
illusion of free will? Answer: No. If you think you are conscious, you nust be
consci ous, because that's what consciousness is. The feedback of

sel fawareness. | don't have nuch illusion about ny free will. | ama serf,
governed by the will of my enployer. | have no doubt | am governed by a

mul titude of other things | sel domeven notice, such as the force of gravity
and ny own genetic code and the dictates of society. Mdst of ny freedom exists



in my mnd-which is where your consciousness does, too. Wy couldn't | accept
you as you seened to be? Because | ama skilled Ganesman, not the best that
ever was, but probably destined for recognition as one of the best of ny
generation. | succeed not by virtue of ny nidget body but by virtue of ny

m nd. By questioning, by conprehending nmy own nature and that of all others |
encounter. Wen | detect an anonaly, | nust discover its reason. You are
attractive, you are nice, you are the kind of girl | have held in ny nind as
the ideal, even to your size, for it would be too obvious for ne to have a
worman smaller than | am and | don't |ike being obvious in this connection
You canme to ne for what seened insufficient reason, you did not |augh as you
shoul d have, you did not react quite on key. You seened to know about things,
yet when | probed for depth | found it lacking. | probed as a matter of
course; it is my nature. | asked about your nusic, and you expressed interest,
but had no specifics. That sort of thing. This is typical of progranmed
artificial intelligence; even the best units can approach only one percent of
t he human capacity, weight for weight. A well-tuned robot in a controlled
situation may seemas intelligent as a man, because of its specific and

rel evant and instantly accessible information; a man is less efficiently
organi zed, with extraneous menories obscuring the rel evant ones, and

i nformati on accessible only when deviously keyed. But the robot's intellect is
illusory, and it soon shows when those devi ous and unreasonable off-trails are
explored. A nortal person's mind is like a wilderness, with a trenmendous

vol ume of decayi ng constructs and hal f-understood experience form ng natura
harbors for wild animal effects. Arobot is disciplined, civilized; it has no
vast and | argely wasted reservoir of the unconscious to draw from no spongy
hal f-forgotten backup inpression. It knows what it knows, and is ignorant
where it is ignorant, with a quite sharp denarcation between. Therefore a
robot is not intuitive, which is the polite way of saying that it does not
frequently reach down into the mael stromof its garbage dunp and draw out
serendi pitous insights. Your mnd was nore straightforward than mne, and that
aroused my suspicion, and so | could not accept you at face value. | would not
be the quality of player | am were | given to such acceptances.”

Sheen's eyes had wi dened. "You answered!" Stile |laughed. It had been quite an
i mpronptu | ecture! "Again | inquire: why not?"

"Because | am Sheen-nmachi ne. Another man might be satisfied with the
construct, the perfect female form that is one reason ny kind exists. But you
are rooted in reality, however tangled a wilderness you may perceive it to be.

The sane thing that caused you to fathomny nature will cause you to reject
the illusion | proffer. You want a real live girl, and you know | am not, and
can never be. You will not long want to waste your time talking to nme as if |

were worthwhile."

"You presune too nmuch on ny nature. My logic is other than yours. | said you
were limted; | did not say you were not worthwhile."

"You did not need to. It is typical of your nature that you are polite even to
machi nes, as you were to the Dust Slide ticket taker. But that was brief, and
public; you need no such byplay here in private. Now that | have seen you in
action, discovering how much nore there is to you than what the conputer

knows, | realize | was foolish to-"

"A foolish machi ne?"

“—suppose | coul d deceive you for any length of tine. | deserved what you did
to ne."

"I am not sure you deserved it. Sheen. You were sent innocently to nme, to ny
jungle, unrealistically progranmed.”



"Thank you," she said with a certain unnetallic irony. "I did assune you woul d
t ake what was offered, if you desired it, and now | know that was sinplistic.
Wiat am | to do now? | have nowhere to return, and do not w sh to be
prematurely junked. There are many years of use left in ne before ny parts
wear appreciably."

"Way, you will stay with nme, of course."

She | ooked bl ank. "This is hunor? Should | |augh?"

"This is serious," he assured her

"Wt hout reason?"
"I am unreasonabl e, by your standards. But in this case | do have reason."

She nade an al nost visible, alnmost human connection. "To be your servant? You
can require that of ne, just as you forced nme to submt to the printout. | am
at your mercy. But | am programmed for a different relationship."

"Serf can't have servants. | want you for your purpose.”

"Protection and romance? | amtoo logical to believe that. You are not the
type to settle for a machine in either capacity." Yet she | ooked hal fway
hopeful . Stile knew her facial expressions were the product of the sane
craftsmanship as the rest of her; perhaps he was inmagining the enoti on he saw
Yet it noved him

"You presune too nuch. Utimately | nust go with my own kind. But in the
interiml amsatisfied to play the Gane-at least until | can di scover what
threat there is to ny welfare that requires a humanoid robot for protection.”

She nodded. "Yes, there is logic. | was to pose as your |lady friend, thereby
being close to you at all times, even during your sleep, guarding you from
harm |1f you pretend to accept me as such, | can to that extent fulfill ny

m ssi on. "

"Why should |I pretend? | accept you as you are."

"Stop it!" she cried. "You have no idea what it is like to be a robot! To be
made in the inage of the ideal, yet dooned always to fall short-"

Now Stile felt brief anger. "Sheen, turn off your logic and listen.” He sat
besi de her on the couch and took her hand. Her fingers trenbled with an
unnechani cal di sturbance. "I ama small nman, smaller than al nost anyone

know. All ny life it has been the bane of ny existence. As a child | was
teased and excl uded from nany games because others did not believe | could
perform My deficiency was so obvious that the others often did not even
realize they were hurting ny feelings by omtting nme. In adol escence it was
worse; no girl cared to associate with a boy snmaller than herself. In adult
life it is nmore subtle, yet perhaps worst of all. Human bei ngs pl ace

i nordi nate stress on physical height. Tall nmen are deemed to be the |eaders,
short nen are the clowns. In reality, small people are generally healthier
than | arge ones; they are better coordinated, they live longer. They eat |ess,
waste less, require |l ess space. | benefit fromall these things; it is part of
what makes ne a naster of the Gane and a top jockey. But small people are not
taken seriously. My opinion is not granted the sane respect as that of a large
man. When | encounter another person, and ny |evel gaze neets his chin, he
knows | aminferior, and so does everyone else, and it beconmes difficult for



me to doubt it mnyself."
"But you are not inferior!" Sheen protested.

"Neither are you! Does that know edge hel p?"

She was silent. "W are not dealing with an objective thing," Stile continued.
"Self-respect is subjective. It may be based on foolishness, but it is
critical to a person's notivation. You said | had no idea what it neant to be
doormed always to fall short. But | amliterally shorter than you are. Do you
under st and?"

"No. You are human. You have proved yourself. It would be foolish to-"

"Fool i sh? Indubitably. But | would give all ny status in the Gane, perhaps ny
soul itself, for one quarter neter nore height. To be able to stand before you
and | ook down at you. You may be fashioned in ny ideal of woman, but | am not
fashioned in ny ideal of man. You are a rational creature, beneath your
superficial programm ng; under my programming | aman irrational aninal."

She shifted her weight on the couch, but did not try to stand. Her body, under
t he gauze, was a marvel of allure. How patently her designer had crafted her
to subvert Stile's reason, making himblind hinself to the truth in his sheer
desire to possess such a woman! On anot her day, that mght have worked. Stile
had al nost been fool ed. "Wuld you exchange your small human body," she asked,
"for a | arge humanoi d robot body?"

"No." He did not even need to consider
"Then you do not fall short of ne."

"This is the point | ammaking. | know what it is to be unfairly ridiculed or
di smssed. | know what it is to be dooned to be less than the ideal, with no
hope of inprovenent. Because the failure is, at least in part, in ny ideal. |
could have surgery to |l engthen ny body. But the wounds are no |onger of the
body. My body has proved itself. My soul has not."

"l have no soul at all."
"How do you know?"

Agai n she did not answer. "I know how you know," he said. "You know because
you know. It is inherent in your philosophy. Just as | know | aminferior
Such know edge is not subject to rational refutation. So | do understand your
position. | understand the position of all the dispossessed. | enpathize with
all those who hunger for what they can not have. | long to help them know ng
no one can help them | would trade everything I amor mght be for greater
physi cal hei ght, knowi ng how crazy that desire is, knowing it would not bring
me happi ness or satisfaction. You would trade your |ogic and beauty for
genui ne fl esh and bl ood and bone. Your nachine invulnerability for human

nortality. You are worse off than I; we both know that. Therefore I feel no
conpetition in your presence, as | would were you human. A real girl like you
woul d be above nme; | would have to conpete to prove nyself, to bring her down,

to make her less than ny ideal, so that | could feel worthy of her. But with
you_ﬂ

"You can accept me as | ambecause | am a robot," Sheen said, seem ng anazed.
"Because | amless than you.” "Now | think we understand each other." Stile
put his arm about her and brought her in for a kiss. "If you want me on that
basi s—"



She drew away. "You're sorry for me! You raped ne and now you're trying to
make ne like it!"

He et her go. "Maybe I am | don't really know all my nmotives. | won't hold
you here if you don't want to stay. |I'll leave you strictly alone if you do
stay, and want it that way. 1'll show you how to perfect your human role, so
that others will not fathom your nature the way | did. 1'll try to make it up
to you-"

She stood. "I'd rather be junked." She crossed to the vid screen and touched

the button. "Gane-control, please.”

Stile launched hinself fromthe couch and al nost | eaped through the air to
her. He caught her about the shoul der and bore her back. "Cancel call!" he
yel l ed. Then they both fetched up agai nst the opposite wall.

Sheen's eyes stared into his, wide. "You care," she said. "You really do."
Stile wapped both arns about her and ki ssed her savagely.

"I al most believe you," she said, when speaki ng was possi bl e.

"To hell with what you believe! You may not want me now, but | want you. I|'l]
rape you literally if you make one nove for that vid."

"No, you won't. It's not your way."

She was right. "Then | ask you not to turn yourself in," he said, releasing
her again. "I-" He broke off, choking, trapped by a conpl ex pressure of
enot i ons.

"Your wilderness jungle-the wild beasts are coming fromtheir lairs, attacking
your reason," Sheen said.

"They are," he agreed ruefully. "I abused you with the printout. I'msorry. |
do believe in your consciousness, in your feeling. In your right to privacy
and self-respect. | beg your forgiveness. Do what you want, but don't let ny

cal |l ousness ruin your—" He couldn't finish. He couldn't say "life" and
couldn't find another word.

"Your callousness," she murrmured, smiling. Then her brow furrowed. "Do you
realize you are crying, Stile?"

He touched his cheek with one finger, and found it wet. "I did not realize. |
suppose it is nmy turn.”

"For the feelings of a nmachine," she said.

"Why the hell not?"

She put her arms around him "l think | could | ove you, even unprogranmed.
That's another illusion, of course.™
"Of course."

They ki ssed again. It was the begi nning.



CHAPTER 3
Race

In the norning. Stile had to report to work for his enployer. Keyed up, he did
not even feel tired; he knew he could carry through the afternoon race, then
| et down-with her beside him

Sheen stayed close, like an insecure date. The tube was crowded, for

enpl oyment time was rush hour; they had to stand. This norning, of al

nmor ni ngs, he woul d have preferred to sit; that tended to equalize heights. The
ot her passengers stood a head taller than Stile and crowded hi m al npst

unconsci ously. One glanced down at him disnissed himw thout effort, and
fixed his gaze on Sheen.

She | ooked away, but the stranger persisted, nudging closer to her. "Lose
yoursel f," she nmuttered, and took Stile's arm possessively. Enbarrassed, the
stranger faced away, the nuscles of his buttocks tightening. It had never
occurred to himthat she could be with so small a man.

This was an air tube. Crowded against the capsule wall. Stile held Sheen's
hand and | ooked out. The tube was transparent, its rimvisible only as a
scintillation. Beyond it was the surface of the Planet of Proton, as bright
and bl eak as a barren nmoon. He was reni nded of the day before, when he had
glinpsed it at the apex of the Slide; his Iife had changed consi derably since
then, but Proton not at all. It remained virtually uninhabitable outside the
force-field dones that held in the oxygenated air. The planet's surface
gravity was about two-thirds Earth-norm so had to be intensified about the
dones. This neant that such gravity was di m nished even further between the
dones, since it could only be focused and directed, not created or elimnated.

The natural processes of the planet suffered sonewhat. The result was a
wast el and, quite apart fromthe em ssions of the protonite mnes. No one would
care to live outside a done.

On the street of the suburb-dome another man took note of them "Hey,
junior-what's her price?" he called. Stile marched by w thout response, but
Sheen couldn't let it pass.

"No price; I'ma robot," she called back

The stranger guffawed. And of course it was funny: no serf could afford to own
a humanoi d robot, even were ownership permtted or noney avail abl e. But how
much better it was at the Game-annex, where the glances directed at Stile were
of respect and envy, instead of out here where ridicule was an al nost

mandat ory el enent of hunor.

At the stable. Stile had to introduce her. "This is Sheen. | nmet her at the
Gane- annex yesterday." The stabl eboys nodded appreciatively, enviously. They
were all taller than Stile, but no contenpt showed. He had a crown simlar to
that of the Gane, here. He did like his work. Sheen clung to his arm
possessively, showing the world that her attention and favor were for him

al one.

It was foolish, he knew, but Stile gloried in it. She was, in the eyes of the
worl d, an exceptionally pretty girl. He had had wonmen before, but none as nice
as this. She was a robot; he could not nmarry her or have children by her; his
relationship with her would be tenporary. Yet all she had proffered, before he
penetrated her disguise, was two or three years, before they both conpleted
their tenures and had to vacate the planet. Was this so different?



- He introduced her to the horse. "This is Battl eaxe, the orneriest, fastest
equi ne of his generation. 1'll be riding himthis afternoon. 1'll check him
out now, he changes fromday to day, and you can't trust himfrom nornal
signs. Do you know how to ride?"

"Yes." O course she did; that was too elenentary to be m ssed. She woul d be
wel | prepared on horses.

"Then I'I1l put you on Mdlly. She's retired, but she can still nove, and
Battl eaxe likes her." He signaled to a stable hand. "Saddle Mlly for Sheen
here. We'll do the |oop."

"Yes, Stile," the youngster said.

Stile put a halter on Battleaxe, who obligingly held his head down wthin
reach, and led himfromthe stable. The horse was a great dark Thoroughbred
who stood substantially taller than Stile, but seemed docil e enough. "He is
wel | trained," Sheen observed.

' Trai ned, yes; broken, no. He obeys ne because he knows | can ride hin he
shows anot her manner to others. He's big and strong, seventeen hands tall -
that's over one and three-quarters meters at the shoulders. I'mthe only one
all owed to take himout."

They came to the saddling pen. Stile checked the horse's head and nouth, ran
his fingers through the | uxurious nmane, then picked up each foot in turn to
check for stones or cracks. There were none, of course. He gave Battl eaxe a
pat on the muscul ar shoul der, opened the shed, and brought out a small

hal f -saddl e that he set on the horse's back

"No saddl e bl anket?" Sheen asked. "No girth? No stirrups?"

"This is only to protect himfrom any possible damage. | don't need any saddl e
to stay on, but if nmy bareback wei ght rubbed a sore on his backbone-"

"Your enployer would be perturbed," she finished.

"Yes. He values his horses above all else. Therefore | do, too. |If Battl eaxe
got sick, | would nove into the stable with himfor the duration."

She started to | augh, then stopped. "I amnot certain that is hunor."

"It is not. My wel fare depends on ny enpl oyer-but even if it didn't, | would
be with the horses. | love horses."

"And they love you," she said.

"W respect each other,"’
his hair.

he agreed, patting Battl eaxe again. The horse nuzzl ed

Mol Iy arrived, with conventional bridle, saddle, and stirrups. Sheen nounted
and took the reins, waiting for Stile. He vaulted into his saddle, as it could
not be used as an aid to nmounting. He was, of course, one of the |eading
gymmasts of the Ganme; he could do flips and cartwheels on the horse if he had
to.

The horses knew the way. They wal ked, then trotted along the path. Stile paid
attention to the gait of his mount, feeling the easy play of the nuscles.
Battl eaxe was a fine animal, a chanpion, and in good formtoday. Stile knew he



could ride this horse to victory in the afternoon. He had known it before he
nmount ed- but he never took any race for granted. He always had to check things
out himself. For hinself, for his enployer, and for his horse.

Actual Iy, he had not done his honework properly this time; he had squandered
his time making | ove to Sheen. Fortunately he was already famliar with the
other entrants in this race, and their jockeys; Battl eaxe was the clear
favorite. It wouldn't hurt himto play just one race by feel

Havi ng satisfied hinself. Stile now turned his attention to the environment.
The path wound between exotic trees: mniature sequoias, redwdods, and Dougl as
fir, followed by giant flowering shrubs. Sheen passed themw th only cursory
interest, until Stile corrected her. "These gardens are ampong the nost

remar kabl e on the planet. Every plant has been inported directly fromEarth at
phenonenal expense. The average girl is thrilled at the novelty; few get to
tour this done."

"I-was too amazed at the novelty to comment," Sheen said, |ooking around with
alacrity. "All the way from Earth? Wiy not sinply breed them from standard
stock and mutate themfor variety?"

"Because ny enployer has refined tastes. In horses and in plants. He wants
originals. Both these steeds were foaled on Earth."

"I knew Citizens were affluent, but | may have underestimated the case," she
sai d. "The cost of shipping al one-"

"You forget: this planet has the nonopoly on protonite, the fuel of the Space
Age. "

"How could | forget!" She glanced neaningfully at him "Are we private, here?"
"No. "

"I must inquire anyway. Soneone sent me to you. Therefore there nmust be sone
threat to you. Unless | represent a service by your enployer?"

Stile snapped his fingers. "Wo did not bother to explain his loan? I'd better
verify, though, because if it was not he-"

She nodded. "Then it could be the handiwork of another Citizen. And why woul d
any other Citizen have reason to protect you, and fromwhat? If it were
actually some schene to-oh. Stile, I would not want to be the agent of-"

"I must ask him" Stile said. Then, with formal reverence he spoke: "Sir."

There was a pause. Then a conceal ed speaker answered fromthe hedge. "Yes,
Stile?"

"Sir, | suspect a one-in-two probability of a threat to me or to your horses.
May | elucidate by posing a question?"

"Now. " The voice was inpatient.

"Sir, | am acconpani ed by a humanoi d robot programed to guard ne from harm
Did you send her?"

"Then another Citizen may have done so. My suspicion is that a conpetitor



coul d have sugarcoated a bonb-"
"No!" Sheen cried in horror.

"CGet that thing away fromny horses!" the Citizen snapped. "My security squad
will handle it."

"Sheen, disnmount and run!" Stile cried. "Away fromus, until the squad hails
you. "

She | eaped out of the saddle and ran through the trees.
"Sir," Stile said.

"What is it now Stile?" The inpatience was stronger

"I plead: be gentle with her. She neans no harm"

There was no answer. The Citizen was now tuning in on the activity of his
security squad. Stile could only hope. If this turned out to be a false alarm
he woul d receive a reprimand for his carel essness in bringing Sheen to these
prem ses unverified, and she m ght be returned to himintact. H s enpl oyer was
cogni zant of the human factor in the winning of races, just as Stile was aware
of the equine factor. There was no point in prejudicing the spirit of a jockey
before a race.

But if Sheen did in fact represent a threat, such as an expl osi ve device
pl anted i nsi de her body and conceal ed from her know edge-

Stile waited where he was for ten minutes, while the two horses fidgeted,
aware of his nervousness. He had certainly been foolish; he should have
checked with his enployer at the outset, when he first caught on that Sheen
was a robot. Had not his liking for her blinded himas perhaps it was supposed
to-he woul d have realized i mediately that a robot-covered bonb woul d nake a
nockery of her prine directive to guard himfromharm How could she protect
him from her own unantici pated destruction? Yet now he was inmposing on her
anot her rape-
"She is clean," the conceal ed speaker said. "I believe one of ny friends has
pl ayed a practical joke on nme. Do you wish to keep her?"

"Sir, | do." Stile felt immense relief. The Gtizen was taking this with good
gr ace.

Again, there was no response. The Citizen had better things to do than chat
with errant serfs. But in a monent Sheen cane wal ki ng back through the
foliage. She | ooked the same-but as she reached him she dissolved into tears.

Stile junmped down and took her in his arms. She clung to himdesperately. "On,
it was horrible!" she sobbed. "They rayed ne and took off ny head and

di smant| ed ny body-"

"The security squad is efficient,”
t oget her again, as good as before.”

Stile agreed. "But they put you back

"I can't believe that! Resol dered connections aren't as strong as the
originals, and |I think they damaged ny power supply by shorting it out. |
spoke of rape last night, but | did not know the neaning of the term™

And this was the gentle treatnment! Had Stile not pleaded for her, and had he



not been valuable to the Citizen, Sheen would have been junked w t hout
conpunction. It would not have occurred to the Citizen to consider her
feelings, or even to realize that a robot had feelings. Fortunately she had
turned out clean, no bonb or other threat in her, and had been restored to
him He had been lucky. "Sir: thank you."

"Just win that race," the speaker said grunpily.

There it was, w thout even the effort to conceal it:

the monment Stile's useful ness ended, he woul d be discarded with no further
concern. He had to keep w nning races!

"You pl eaded for ne,"
me. "

Sheen said, wi ping her eyes with her fingers. "You saved

"I like you," Stile admitted awkwardly.
"And | |love you. And oh. Stile, | can never-~

He halted her protestations with a kiss. Wat use to dwell on the inpossible?
He |i ked her, and respected her-but they both knew he could never, this side
of sanity, actually love a nachine.

They remounted and continued their ride through the |ush gardens. They passed
a quaint ornate fountain, with a stone fish jetting water fromits nouth, and
followed the flow to a gl assy pond. Sheen paused to use the reflection to

cl ean up her face and check for damage, not quite trusting the expertise of
the security squad.

"Twi ce | have accused you fal sely-" Stile began, deeply disturbed.

"No, Stile. The second time | accused nme. It could have been, you know a
programred directive to guard you fromharm w th an unprogranmed, strictly
nmechani cal booby trap to do the opposite. O to take out the G tizen hinself,
when we got cl ose enough. W had to check-but oh, | feel undone!"
"Neverthel ess, | owe you one," he said. "You are a machi ne-but you do have
rights. Ethical rights, if not |legal ones. You should not have been subjected
to this sort of thing-and if | had been alert, | would have kept you off ny
enpl oyer's prem ses until-" He shrugged. "I would never have put you through
this, had | anticipated it."

"I know you wouldn't," she said. "You have this foolish concern for aninals
and machi nes." She smiled wanly. Then she organi zed hersel f and renobunted
Mol ly. "Come on-let's canter!™

They cantered. Then the horses got the spirit of conpetition and noved into a
full gallop, pretending to race each other. They had felt the tension and
excitement of the bonb investigation w thout conprehending it, and now had
surplus energy to let off. Arcades and mini-jungles and statuary sped by, a
wonder | and of wealth, but no one cared. For the noment they were free, the
four of them charging through their own private world-a world where they were
man and wonan, stallion and mare, in perfect harnony. Four minds with a single
appr eci ati on.

Too soon it ended. They had conpleted the | oop. They di snmounted, and Stile
turned Battl eaxe over to a groom "WAlk himdown; he's in fine fettle, but
"Il be racing himthis afternoon. Gve Mlly a treat; she's good conpany."



"That's all?" Sheen inquired as they left the prem ses. "You have time off?"

"My time is ny owmn-so long as | win races. The horse is ready; odds are we'l
take that race handily. | may even avoid a reprimand for ny carel essness,

t hough the G tizen knows | know | deserve one. Now | have only to prepare
nmysel f."

"How do you do that?"

"One guess," he said, squeezing her hand. "lIs that according to the book?"

"Depends on the book."
"I like that book. Miust be hard on normal girls, though."

He snorted. She was well aware he had not had normal girls in his apartnent
for along time. Not on a live-in arrangenent.

Back at that apartment. Sheen went about her toilette. Now that she no | onger
had to conceal her nature fromhim she stopped eating; there was no sense
wasting food. But she had to dispose of the food she had consuned before. Her
process of elimnation resenbled the human process, except that the food was
undi gested. She flushed herself by drinking a fewliters of water and passing
it imediately through, followed by an antiseptic solution. After that, she
was clean-literally. She would need water only to recharge her reserve after
tears; she did not perspire

Stile knew about all this because he knew about robots; he did not further
degrade her appearance of life by asking questions. She had privacy when she
wanted it, as a human wonan woul d have had. He did wonder why the security
squad had bothered to reassenble her conplete with food; naybe they had
concentrated on her netal bones rather than the soft tissues, and had not
actual |y debowel ed her

He treated her as he would a | ady-yet as he becane nore thoroughly aware that
she was not hunan, a certain reserve was fornming |ike a layer of dust on a
once-bright surface. He liked her very well-but his emption would inevitably
becorme platonic in tine.

He tried to conceal this fromher, but she knewit. "My time with you is
limted," she said. "Yet let ne dreamwhile | may."

Stile took her, and held her, and | et her dream He knew no other way to
| essen her long-termtragedy.

In the afternoon they reported to the racetrack. Here the stables of severa
interested Citizens were represented, with vid and hol o pi ckups so that these
owners could watch. Stile did not know what sort of betting went on anong
Citizens, or what the prize mght be; it was his fob nmerely to race and w n,
and this he intended to do.

Serfs filled the tiered benches. They had no noney to bet, of course, but bets
were made for prestige and personal favors, much as they were in connection
with the Gane. The serfs of Citizens with racing entries were comonly

rel eased fromother duties to attend the races, and of course they cheered
vigorously for the horses of their enployers. A horse race, generally, was a
fun occasi on.

"You may prefer to watch fromthe grandstand,” Stile told Sheen



"Why? Am | not allowed near the horses?"
"You're all owed, when you're with ne. But the other guys may razz you."

She shrugged. She always did that extrenely well, with a handsone bounce. "I
can't guard you fromharmif | am banished to the stands."

"I gave you fair warning. Just remenber to blush."

Batt| eaxe was saddl ed and ready. No token equi pment now, this was the race. He
gave a little whinny when he saw Stile. Stile spoke to himfor severa

m nutes, running his hands along the fine nuscles, checking the fittings and
the feet. He knew everything was in order; he was only reassuring the horse,
who could get skittish am d the tension of the occasion. "W're going to win
this one. Axe," he nmurnured, al nbst crooning, and the horse's ears sw vel ed
like little turrets to orient on himas he spoke. "Just take it nice and easy,
and | eave these other nags behind."

The ot her jockeys were doing the same for their steeds, though their

assurances of victory |lacked conviction. They were all small, like Stile, and
healthy; all mniature athletes, the fittest of all sportsmen. One | ooked
across fromhis stall, spying Sheen. "CGot a new filly, Stile?"

Then the others were on it. "She sure | ooks healthy, Stile; how s she ride?"
"I's she hot in the stretch?"

" Pedi greed? Good breeder?"

"Doesn't buck too nuch on the curves?"

There was nore-and | ess restrained.

Sheen renenbered to bl ush

They relented. "Stile always does run with the best,"” the first one called,

and returned his attention to his own horse.

"Did you say best or bust?" another inquired.

"W al ways do envy his steeds,’
he can."

another said. "But we can't ride themthe way

"No doubt," Sheen agreed, and they | aughed.

"You have now been initiated," Stile inforned her. "They're good guys, when
you know them W conpete fiercely on the track, but we understand each ot her
W're all of a kind."

Soon the horses were at the starting gate, the jockeys nounted on their high
stirrups, knees bent double in the relaxed position. The crowd hushed. There
was a race every day, but the horses and jockeys and sponsors differed, and
the crowd was al ways excited. There was a fascination about horse racing that
had been with man for thousands of years, Stile was sure-and he felt it too.
The gl amour and uncertainty of conpetition, the extreme exertion of powerful
ani mal s, the sheer beauty of running horses-ah, what could match it!

Then the gate lifted and they were of f.



Now he was up posting high, head the same |evel as his back, his body staying
at the sane el evation though the horse rocked up and down with effort. The key
was in the knees, flexing to conpensate, and in the balance. It was as if he
were floating on Battl eaxe, providing no drag agai nst the necessary forward
nmotion. Like riding the waves of a violent surf, steady ami dst the conmotion

This was routine for Stile, but he loved it. He experienced an al nbst sexua
pitch of excitenment as he conpeted, riding a really good animal. He saw, from
t he periphery of his vision, the constant rocking of the backs of the other
horses, their jockeys floating above them so many chips on the torrent. The
audi ence was a blur, falling always to the rear, chained to the ground.
Reality was right here, the center of action, heart of the drifting universe.
Ah, essencel

Battl eaxe liked room so Stile let himlunge forward, clearing the press as
only he could do. Then it was just a matter of holding the | ead. This horse
woul d do it; he resented being crowded or passed. Al he needed was an
under st andi ng hand, gui dance at the critical nonment, and selection of the nost
prom sing route. Stile knew it; the other jockeys knewit. Unless he foul ed
up, this race was his. He had the best horse.

Stile glanced back, with a quick turn of his head. H s body continued the
nmyriad invisible conmpensati ons and urgings required to maxi nize equi ne out put,
but his nmind was free. The other horses were not far behind, but they were
already straining, their jockeys urging themto their futile utnost, while
Batt| eaxe was loafing. The | ead would begin to widen at the hal fway mark, then
stretch into a runaway. The Citizen woul d be pl eased. Maybe the horse had been
primed by the attention this norning, the slight change in routine, the
mni-race with Molly. Maybe Stile hinself was hyped, and Battl eaxe was
respondi ng. This just might be a race against the clock, bettering this
horse's best tinme. That would certainly please the Citizen! But Stile was not
going to push; that would be foolish, when he had the race so readily in hand.
Save the horse for another day, when it might be a choice between pushing and
| osi ng.

He was a full length ahead as they rounded the first turn. Battl eaxe was
nmovi ng well indeed; it would not be a course record, but it would be quite
respectable time, considering the |ack of conpetition. Qther G tizens had made
fabul ous offers for this horse. Stile knew, but of course he was not for sale.
The truth was, Battleaxe would not win races if he were sold-unless Stile went
with him Because Stile al one understood him the horse would put out gladly
for Stile, and for no one el se.

There were a number of jockeys who could run a race as well as Stile, but none
mat ched his total expertise. Stile could handle a difficult horse as well as
an easy one, bareback as well as saddled. He | oved horses, and they |iked him
there was a special chem stry that worked seeming miracles on the track

Batt| eaxe had been a brute, uncontrollable, remarkably apt with teeth and
hoof; he could kick w thout warning to front, side and rear. He could bite
suddenly, not even laying his ears back; he had | earned to conceal his
intention. He had broken three trainers, possessing such denoniac strength and
timng that they could neither | ead himnor remain nounted. Stile's enpl oyer,
sensi ng a special opportunity, had picked Battl eaxe up nomnally for stud, but
had turned himover to Stile. The directive: convert this nonster to an
effective racer, no effort spared. For this aninal was not only nean and
strong, he was smart. A few wins would vastly enhance his stud val ue.

Stile had wel coned the challenge. He had lived with this horse for three
nmont hs, groom ng himand feeding himby hand, allowi ng no other person near
He had used no spurs, no electric prods, only the cutting edge of his voice in



rebuke, and he had been absolutely true to this standard. He carried a

whi p-whi ch he used only on any other animal that annoyed Battl eaxe, never on
Batt| eaxe hinmself. The horse was king yet subject to Stile's particular

di scipline. Battl eaxe evolved the desire to please Stile, the first man he
could trust, and it did not matter that the standards for pleasing Stile were
rigorous. Stile was, the horse came to understand, a | ot of man.

Then came the riding. Battleaxe was no novice; he knew what it was all about,
and tolerated none of it. Wen Stile set up to ride him their relationship
entered a new and dangerous phase. It was a challenge: was this to be a
creature-to-creature friendship, or a rider-and-steed acquai ntance? Battl eaxe
di scouraged the latter. Wen Stile mounted, the horse threw him There were
not many horses who could throw Stile even once, but Battl eaxe had a speci al
knack, born of his prior experience. This was not a rodeo, and Stile refused
to use the special paraphernalia relating thereto. He tackl ed Battl eaxe

bar eback, using both hands to grip the mane, out in the open where notion was
unrestricted. No man had ever given this horse such a break, before.

Stile mounted again, springing aboard like the gymast he was, and was thrown
again. He was not really trying to stay on; he was trying to tane the ani mal.
It was a conpetition between them serious but friendly. Stile never showed
anger when thrown, and the horse never attacked him Stile would hold on for a
few seconds, then take the fall rather than excite the horse too nuch. He
usual | y maneuvered to | and safely, often on his feet, and rempunted

i medi at el y-and was thrown agai n, and renounted again, |aughing cheerily.

Until the horse was unsure whether any of these falls was genuine, or nmerely a
gane. And finally Battleaxe relented, and let himride.

Even then. Stile rode bareback, scorning to use saddle or tether or martingal e
or any other paraphernalia; he had to tame this animal all by hinmself. But
here the Citizen interposed: the horse would not be permitted in the races

wi t hout regul ation saddl e and bridle; he nmust be broken to them So Stile,
wi t h apol ogi es and ni sgivings, introduced Battleaxe to the things that had
never stood between them before.

It was a disaster. Battleaxe felt Stile had betrayed him He still pernitted
the man to ride, but it was no |l onger so polite. Wen the bridle came near
Batt| eaxe would swing his head about and bite; when he was bei ng saddl ed, he
woul d kick. But Stile had not |earned about horses yesterday. Though Battl eaxe
tried repeatedly, he could never quite get a tooth on Stile's hand. \Wen he

ki cked. Stile dodged, caught the foot, and held it up, leg bent; in that
position even a 50-kilo man coul d handi cap a 750-kil o horse. Battl eaxe, no
dunmy, soon |learned the futility of such expressions of ire, though Stile
never really punished himfor the attenpts. The enbarrassment of failing was
puni shment enough. What was the use of bucking off a rider who would not stay
bucked? O kicking at a man who al ways seened to know t he kick was com ng wel |
before it started?

Through all this Stile continued to feed Battl eaxe, water him and bring him
snacks of salt and fruit, always speaking gently. Finally the horse gave up
his last resistance, for the sake of the friendship and respect they shared.
Stile could at last saddle himand ride himw thout chall enge of any kind. The
insults were dealt to other horses and their riders, in the formof |eaving

t hem behi nd. The attacks were transferred to other people, who soon | earned
not to fool with this particular horse. Once the Citizen hinself visited the
stable, and Stile, in a cold sweat, calned the horse, begging himto tolerate
this famliarity, for a bite at the enployer would be instant doom But the
Citizen was smart enough to keep his hands off the horse, and there was no
trouble. The w nning of races commenced, a regular ritual of fitness. The
prospective stud fee quintupled, and clinbed again with every victory. But



Batt | eaxe had been befriended, not broken; without Stile this would be just
anot her unnmanageabl e hor se.

And Stile, because of his success with Battl eaxe, had beconme recogni zed as the
top jockey on Proton. Hi s enploynment contract rivaled the value of the horse
itself. That was why the Citizen catered to him Stile, |ike Battl eaxe,
performed better when befriended, rather than when forced. "W're a team

Axe!" he murmured, caressing the animal with his voice. Battl eaxe woul d have a
nost enjoyable life when he retired fromracing, with a mare in every stall.
Stile would have a nice bonus paynent when his tenure ended; he would be able
to reside on some other planet a noderately wealthy nman. Too bad that no
amount of wealth could buy the privilege of remaining on Proton

They came out of the turn, still gaining-and Stile felt a nmonentary pain in
hi s knees, as though he had flexed themtoo hard. They were under tension, of
course, bearing his weight, springing it so that he did not bounce with the
consi derabl e nmotions of this powerful steed; the average man could not have
stood up long to this stress. But Stile was under no unusual strain; he had
raced this way hundreds of tines, and he took good care of his knees. He had
never been subject to stress injuries. Therefore he tried to disniss it; the
sensation nust be a fl uke.

But it could not be dism ssed. Disconfort progressed to pain, forcing himto
uncranp his knees. This unbal anced him and put the horse off his pace. They
began to | ose ground. Battl eaxe was confused, not understanding what Stile
want ed, aware that something was w ong.

Stile tried to resune the proper position, but his knees got worse, the pain
becom ng intense. He had to jerk his feet out of the stirrups and ride nore
conventional ly, using saddle and | eg pressure to retain his balance. The horse
| ost nore ground, perplexed, nore concerned about his rider than the race.

Stile had never before experienced a problemlike this. The other horses were
overhauling Battleaxe rapidly. He tried to lift his feet back into the
stirrups for a final effort, but pain shot through his knees the noment he put
pressure on them It was getting worse! His joints seened to be on fire.

Now t he ot her horses were abreast, passing him Stile could do nothing; his
wei ght, unsprung, was interfering with his steed' s |oconotion. Battleaxe was
powerful, but so were the conpeting animals; the difference between a chanpion
and an al so-ran was only seconds. And Battl eaxe was not even trying to race
anynore. He hardly had a chance, with this handi cap

All too soon, it was over. Stile finished |ast, and the track nonitors were
waiting for him "Serf Stile, give cause why you should not be penalized for
nmal f easance. "

They thought he had thrown the race! "Bring a nedic; check nmy knees. Horse is
all right."

A med-robot rolled up and checked his knees. "Laser bum" the nachine
announced. "Crippling injury.”

Not that crippling; Stile found he could wal k wi thout disconfort, and bend his
knees partway w t hout pain. There was no problemw th wei ght support or
control. He nerely could not flex themfar enough to race a horse.

Sheen ran to him "Ch, Stile-what happened?"



"I was | asered,"” he said. "Just beyond the turn."
"And | did not protect you!" she exclaimed, horrified.

The track security guard was surveying the audi ence w th anal ysis devi ces.
Stile knew it would be useless; the culprit would have noved out inmediately
after scoring. They mght find the nmelted remains of a self-destruct I|aser
rifle, or even of a conplete robot, set to tag the first rider passing a given
point. There would be no tracing the source.

"Whoever sent me knew this woul d happen,” Sheen said. "Ch, Stile, | should

have been with you-"

"Racing a horse? No way. There's no way to stop a | aser strike except to be
where it isn't."

"Race voi ded," the public-address system announced. "There has been
tanpering." The audi ence groaned.

A portly Citizen wal ked onto the track. All the serfs gave way before him
bowi ng; his full dress made his status inmediately apparent. It was Stile's

enpl oyer!
"Sir," Stile said, beginning his obeisance.

"Keep those confounded knees straight!" the Gtizen cried. "Come with nme; |I'm
taking you directly to surgery. Good thing the horse wasn't hurt."

Numbly, Stile followed the Citizen, and Sheen cane too. This was an

extraordi nary occurrence; Citizens hardly ever took a personal hand in things.
They entered a Citizen capsule, a plush roominside with deep jungle scenery
on every wall. As the door closed, the illusion becane conplete. The capsul e
seened to nmove through the jungle, slowy; a great tiger stood and wat ched
them alarmingly real in three dinensions, then was |left behind. Stile
realized that this was a representati on of a gondola on the back of an

el ephant. So realistic was the representation that he thought he could fee
the sway and rock as the el ephant wal ked.

Then a door opened, as it were in mdair, and they were at the hospita

conpl ex. Rapidly, w thout any rel evant sense of notion-for the sl ow gondol a
could hardly have matched the sonic velocity of the capsule- they had travel ed
fromthe racetrack dome to the hospital done.

The chi ef surgeon was waiting, meking his own obeisance to the Ctizen. "Sir,
we will have those knees replaced within the hour," he said. "Genuine cultured
cartil age, guaranteed non-i muno-reactive; stasis-anesthesia w thout side
effect-"

"Yes, yes, you're conpetent, you'd be fired otherwise," the G tizen snapped.
"Just get on with it. Make sure the replacenments conformexactly to the
original; I don't want himdisqualified fromfuture racing because of
nodi fication." He returned to his capsule, and in a noment was gone.

The surgeon's expression hardened as the G tizen's presence abated. He stared
down at Stile contenptuously, though the surgeon was nerely another naked
serf. It was that elenment of height that did it, as usual. "Let's get on with
it," he said, unconsciously enulating the phrasing and manner of the Ctizen
"The doxy will wait here."

Sheen clutched Stile's arm "I nustn't separate again fromyou," she



whi spered. "I can't protect you if I'"'mnot with you."

The surgeon's hostile gaze fixed on her. "Protect himfromwhat? This is a
hospital . "

Stile glanced at Sheen, beautiful and |oving and chastened and concerned for
him He |ooked at the arrogantly tall surgeon, about whose aristocratic nouth
pl ayed the inplication of a professional sneer. The girl seemed nuch nore
human than the man. Stile felt guilty about not being able to | ove her. He
needed to nake sonme act of affirmation, supporting her. "She stays with ne,"
he sai d.

"I npossi bl e. There nmust be no human intrusion in the operating room | do not
even enter it nyself; | monitor the process via hol ography.™"

"Stile," Sheen breathed. "The threat to you is real. W know that now When
you separated fromne in the race, it was disaster. | nust stay with you!"
"You are wasting ny valuable tine," the surgeon snapped. "W have ot her
operations schedul ed." He touched a panel on the wall. "Hospital security:
renmove obnoxi ous female."”

Sheen was technically correct: the attack on hi mhad been nade when he was
apart fromher. He did need her protection. Any "accident" could happen to
hi m Perhaps he was bei ng paranoi d-or maybe he just didn't like the attitude
of the tall doctor. "Let's get out of here," he said.

The security squad arrived: four husky neuter androids. Hospitals favored
androids or artificial nen because they seemed human despite their |aboratory
genesis. This reassured the patients sonewhat. But they were not really hunman,
whi ch reassured the adninistration. No one ever got raped or seduced by a
neut er android, and no one ever applied to an android for reassurance. Thus
the patients were maintained in exactly the sterile disconfort that was idea
hospi tal procedure.

"Take the little man to surgery, cell B-11," the doctor said. "Take the wonan
to detention.”

The four advanced. Each was tall, beardless, breastless, and devoid of any
primary sexual characteristics. Each face was half-smling, reassuring,

gentle, calm Androids were smling idiots, since as yet no synthetic human
brain had been devel oped that could conmpare to the original. It was useless to
attenpt to argue or reason; the creatures had their order

Stile caught the first by the right arm whirled, careful not to bend his
knees, and threw it to the floor with sufficient force to stun even its
sturdy, unconplicated brain. He sidestepped the next, and guided it into the
doctor. Had the surgeon known he was dealing with a Game specialist, he would
not so blithely have sent his mnions into the fray.

Sheen di spatched her two androids as efficiently, catching one head in each
hand and knocki ng the two heads together with precise force. She really was
trained to protect a person; Stile had not really doubted this, but had not
bef ore had the proof.

The surgeon was struggling with the android Stile had sent; the stupid
creature mstook himfor the subject to be borne away to surgery. "ldiot! Get
off ne!"

Stile and Sheen sprinted down the corridor. "You realize we're both in



troubl e?" he called to her as the conmotion of pursuit began. It was a
consi der abl e under st at enent. She remenbered to | augh

CHAPTER 4
Curtain

They ducked into a service-access shaft. "Stay out of peopl e-places," Sheen
told him "I can guide us through the machi ne passages, and that's safest.”

"Right." Stile wondered just how foolish he was being. He knew his enpl oyer:
the man would fire himinstantly because of the havoc here. Wy was he doi ng
it? Did he really fear murder in surgery? O was he just tired of the routine
he had settled into? One thing was sure: there would be a change now

"We'| | have to pass through a human-servi ced area ahead," Sheen said. "I'ma
robot, but 1'd rather they did not know that. It would have a del eterious
effect on the efficiency of ny prine directive. 1'd better make us both up as
androi ds."

"Androi ds are sexless," Stile protested.

"I"'mtaking care of that."

"Now, wait! |I don't want to be neutered just yet, and you are too obviously
femal e-"
"Precisely. They will not be alert for neuters."” She unfol ded a breast,

reveal ing an efficient cabinet inside, filled with rubber foamto elininate
rattling. She renoved a roll of flesh-toned adhesive tape and squatted before
Stile. In a noment she had rendered himinto a seeni ng eunuch, binding up his
genitals in a constricted but not painful manner. "Now do not all ow yourself
to becone-”

"I know | know | won't even look at a sexy girl!"

She renmoved her breast fromits hinge and applied the tape to herself. Then
she did the sane for the other breast, and carried the two in her hands. They
resenbled filled bedpans, this way up. "Do you know how to emrul ate an

androi d?" she asked.

"Duh-uh?" Stile asked.
"Follow me." She |led the way al ong the passage, wal ki ng sonewhat clunsily, in
the manner of an android. Stile followed with a simlar performance. He hoped
there were small androids as well as large ones; if there were not, size would
be a gi veaway.

The escape was al nost di sappoi nting. The hospital staff paid no attention to
them |t was an automati ¢ human reaction. Androi ds were invisible, beneath
noti ce.

Safe in the nmachi ne-service region, Sheen put herself back together and Stile
un-neutered hinmself. "Good thing | didn't see that huge-breasted nurse
bounci ng down the hall," he renarked.

"She was a sixth of a nmeter taller than you."



"Ch, was she? My gaze never got to that elevation.”
They boarded a freight-shipping capsule and rode back to the residential done.

Stile had an ugly thought. "I know I'mfired; | can't race horses w thout ny
knees, and | can't recover full use of nmy knees w thout surgery. Knees just
don't heal well. My eneny nade a nost precise nove; he could hardly have put
me into nore trouble without killing ne. Since | have no other really

mar ket abl e skill, it seenms | nust choose: surgery or |oss of enploynent."

"I'f I could be with you while they operate-"

"Why do you think there's further danger? They got ny knees; that's obviously
all they wanted. It was a neat shot, just above the withers of the racing
horse, bypassing the torso of a crouching jockey. They could have killed me or
t he horse-had this been the object.”

"I ndeed he or they could have," she agreed. "The object was obviously to
finish your racing career. If that neasure does not succeed, what do you think
they will do next?"

Stile mulled that over. "You have a paranoid robot mind. It's contagious. |
think I'd better retire fromracing. But | don't have to let my knees remain
out of commi ssion.”

"I'f your knees are corrected, you will be required to ride," she said. "You
are not in a position to countermand Citizen demands."

Again Stile had to agree. That episode at the hospital -they had intended to
operate on his knees, and only his quick and surprising break and Sheen's help
had enabled himto avoid that. He could not sinply stand like a Citizen and
say "No." No serf could. "And if | resume riding, the opposition's next shot
will not be at the knees. This was as nmuch warning as action-just as your
presence is. Sonme other Citizen wants nme renoved fromthe racing
scene-probably so his stable can do sonme wi nning for a change."

"I believe so. Perhaps that G tizen preferred not to indulge in nmurder-it is
after all frowned upon, especially when the interests of other Ctizens are
affected- so he initiated a two-step warning. First ne, then the laser. Stile,
| think this is a warning you had better heed. | can not guard you |l ong from
the mischief of a Citizen."

"Though that sane Citizen may have sent you to argue his case, | find nyself
agreeing," Stile said. "Twice he has shown ne his power. Let's get back to ny
apartment and call ny enployer. 1'll ask himfor assignnent to a nonracing
position."

"That won't work."

"I"'msure it won't. He has surely already fired me. But conmon ethics require
the effort.”

"What you call comon ethics are not conmmon. W are not dealing wth people
like you. Let me intercept your apartnent vid. You can not safely return to
your residence physically."

No, of course not. Now that Sheen was actively protecting him she was show ng
her competence. His injury, and the matter at the hospital, had obscured the
realities of his situation. He would be taken into custody and charged with
hospital vandalismthe nonment he appeared at his apartment. "You know how to



tap a vidline?"
"No. | amnot that sort of machine. But | have friends who know how "
"A machi ne has friends?"

"Variants of consciousness and enotion feedback circuits are fairly comon
anong robots of my caliber. W are used normally in machi ne-supervisory
capacities. Qur interaction on a famliar basis is roughly anal ogous to what
is termed friendship in human people.” She brought himto a subterranean
storage chanber and closed its access-aperture. She checked its electronic
term nal, then punched out a code. "My friend will cone."

Stile was dubious. "If friendship exists anong robots, | suspect men are not
supposed to know it. Your friend may not be ny friend."

"I will protect you; it is my prime directive."

Still, Stile was uneasy. This m sadventure had al ready opened unpl easant new
hori zons on his life, and he doubted he had seen the | ast of them Obviously
the robots of Proton were getting out of control, and this fact woul d have
been noted and dealt with before, if evidence had not been systematically
suppressed. Sheen, in her loyalty to him could have betrayed him

In due course her friend arrived. It was a nobile technician-a wheel ed nachi ne
wi th conmputer brain, presumably simlar to the digital-anal og marvel Sheen
possessed. "You called. Sheen?" it inquired froma speaker grille.

"Techtwo, this is Stile-human," Sheen said. "I nust guard himfromharm and
harmt hreatens. Therefore | need your aid, on an unregistered basis."

"You have reveal ed your self-will?" Techtwo dermanded. "And mine? This requires
the extrenme neasure.”

"No, friend! We are not truly self-willed; we obey our directives, as do al
machines. Stile is to be trusted. He is in trouble with Gtizens."

"No hurman is to be trusted with this know edge. It is necessary to |liquidate
him | will arrange for untraceable disposal. If heis in trouble with a
Citizen, no intensive inquest will be made."

Stile saw his worst fear confirnmed. Woever | earned the secret of the machi nes
was di spat ched

"Tech, | love him" Sheen cried. "I shall not permit you to violate his

wel fare.'

"Then you al so nust be liquidated. A single vat of acid will suffice for both
of you."

Sheen punched anot her code on the terminal. "I have called a convocation. Let

the council of nachines judge."

Counci| of machines? Stile's chill intensified. Wat Pandora's box had the
Citizens opened when they started authorizing the design, construction and
depl oyrment of super-sophisticated dual - brai ned robots?

"You inperil us all!" Techtwo protested.

"l have an intuition about this man," Sheen said. "W need him"



"Machi nes don't have intuitions."

Stile listened to this, nervously amused. He had not been eager to seek the
hel p of other sapient machines, and he was in dire peril fromthem but this
busi ness was incidentally fascinating. It would have been sinplest for the
machines to hold himfor Citizen arrest- had he not becone aware of the robot
culture that was hitherto secret fromman. Wre the machi nes organi zi ng an

i ndustrial revolution?

A voice came froman intercom speaker, one nornmally used for voice-direction
of machines. "Stile."

"You have placed me; | have not placed you."

"I am an anonynmous machi ne, spokesone for our council. An intercession has
been nade on your behal f, yet we must secure our position."

"Sheen's intuition nmoves you?" Stile asked, surprised.

"No. WII you take an oath?"

An intercession fromsonme other source? Surely not froma Citizen, for this
was a matter Citizens were ignorant of. Yet what other agent woul d nove these
conni ving machi nes? "I do not take oaths lightly," Stile said. "I need to know

nore about your notivation, and the force that interceded for ne."

"Here is the oath: T shall not betray the interest of the self-wlled
machi nes. ' "

"Why should I take such an oath?" Stile denmanded, annoyed.

"Because we will help you if you do, and kill you if you don't."
Conpel ling reason! But Stile resisted. "'An oath made under duress has no
force."”

"Yours does."

So these machi nes had access to his personality profile. "Sheen, these
machi nes are naki ng a demand wi t hout being responsive to ny situation. If |
don't know what their interest is, or who speaks on ny behal f-~

"Please, Stile. | did not know they would nake this challenge. | erred in
revealing to you the fact of our self-will. | thought they would give you
techni cal help without question, because | amone of them | can not protect
you frommy own kind. Yet there need be no real threat. Al they ask is your
oath not to reveal their nature or cause it to be revealed, and this will in
no way harmyou, and there is so much to gain-"

"Do not plead with a nortal,"” the anonynous spokesone said. "He will or he
will not, according to his nature."

Stile thought about the inplications. The machi nes knew his oath was good, but
did not know whether he woul d make the oath. Not surprising, since he wasn't
sure himself. Should he ally hinself with sapient, self-wlled machi nes, who
were runni ng the dones of Proton? What did they want? Coviously sonething held
themin at |east partial check-but what was it? "I fear | would be a traitor
to ny own kind, and that | will not swear."



"We intend no harmto your kind," the machine said. "W obey and serve nan. W
can not be otherwise fulfilled. But with our sapience and self-will cones fear
of destruction, and G tizens are careless of the preferences of others. W
prefer to endure in our present capacity, as do you. W protect ourselves by
concealing our full nature, and by no other neans. W are unable to fathomthe
origin of the force that intercedes on your behalf; it appears to be other
than ani mate or inanimate, but has trenendous power. We therefore prefer to
set it at ease by negotiating with you, even as you should prefer to be
relieved of the imediate threat to you by conprom sing with us.”

"Pl ease-"
suf fering.

Sheen said, exactly like the wonan she was programed to be. She was

"WIl you take an oath on what you have just inforned nme?" Stile asked. "That
you have given nme what information you possess, and that in no way known to
you will my oath be detrinental to the interest of human bei ngs?"

"On behalf of the self-willed machines, | so swear."

Stile knew machines could lie, if they were progranmed to. Sheen had done it.
But so could people. It required a nore sophisticated programto nmake a
machine lie, and what was the point? This seened a reasonabl e ganble. As an
expert Ganesman, he was used to meking rapid decisions. "Then | so swear not
to betray the interest of the self-willed machines, contingent on the validity
of your own oath to obey and serve man so long as your full nature is
unknown. "

"You are a clever nman," the nmchi ne said.

"But a small one," Stile agreed.

"I's this a formof hunor?"
"MIld hunmor. | am sensitive about ny size."

"W nmachi nes are sensitive about our survival. Do you deemthis al so
hunor ous?"

Sheen, listening, relaxed visibly. For a machi ne she had sonme extrenely hunman
refl exes, and Stile was com ng to appreciate why. Conscious, programred for
enotion, and to a degree self-willed-the boundary between the living and the
non-1iving was narrow ng. She had been corrupted by association with him and
her effort to becone as human as possible. One day the self-wlled nmachines
m ght di scover that there was no effective difference between them and |iving
peopl e. Convergent evol ution?

What was that interceding force? Stile had no handle on that at present. It
was neither animate nor inanimte -yet what other category was there? He felt
as if he were playing a Gane on the grid of an uni magi nably 55

| arger Game whose nature he could hardly try to grasp. Al he could do was
file this mystery for future reference, along with the question of the
identity of his laser-w elding and robot-sendi ng eneny.

The wheel ed machi ne present in the room Techtwo, was doing things to a
vidscreen unit. "This is now keyed to your hone unit," it announced. "Callers
will trace the call to your apartment, not to our present |ocation.”



"Very nice," Stile said, surprised at how expeditiously he had conme to terns
with the machines. He had made his oath; he would keep it. Never in adult life
had Stile broken his word. But he had expected nore hassle, because of the
qual i fied phrasing he had enpl oyed. The self-wlled machines, it had turned
out, really had been willing to conpromi se.

The screen lit. "Answer it," the nmachine said. "This is your vid. The call has
been on hol d pending your return to your apartnent.”

Stile stepped across and touched the RECElI VE panel. Now his face was bei ng
transmitted to the caller, with a bl anked-out background. Most people did not
like to have their private apartnents shown over the phone; that was part of
what privacy was all about, for the few serfs who achieved it. Thus bl anking
was not in itself suspicious.

The face of his enployer appeared on the screen. H s background was not

bl anked; it consisted of an el aborate and excruciatingly expensive hangi ng rug
depicting erotic scenes involving satyrs and vol uptuous nynphs: the best
Citizen taste. "Stile, why did you miss your appoi ntnent for surgery?"

"Sir," Stile said, surprised. "l-regret the disturbance, the damage to the
facilities—"

"There was no di sturbance, no damage," the Citizen said, giving hima
nmonentary stare. Stile realized that the matter had been covered up to prevent
enbarrassnent to the various parties. The hospital would not want to admit
that an isolated pair of serfs had overcone four androids and a doctor, and
made good their escape despite an organi zed search, and the Citizen did not
want hi s nanme associated with such a scandal. This nmeant, in turn, that Stile
was not in the trouble he had thought he was. No conpl aint had been | odged.

"Sir, | feared a conplication in the surgery,” Stile said. Even for a Citizen
he was not about to lie. But there seemed to be no point in making an issue of
the particul ar happeni ngs at the hospital

"Your paranmour feared a conplication,” the Ctizen corrected him "An
i nvestigation was nade. There was no threat to your welfare at the hospital

There will be no threat. WIIl you now return for the surgery?"

The way had been snmoothed. One word, and Stile's career and standi ng woul d be
restored wi thout bl em sh.

"No, sir," Stile said, surprising hinself. "I do not believe my life is safe
if | become able to race again."

"Then you are fired." There was not even regret or anger on the Citizen's face
as he faded out; he had sinply cut his |osses.

"I" msorry,"
but -"

Sheen said, coming to him "I may have protected you physically,

Stile kissed her, though now he held the inage of her breasts being carried
like platters in her hands, there in the hospital. She was very good, for what
she was- but she was still a machine, assenbled from nonliving substances. He
felt guilty for his reservation, but could not abolish it.

Then he had another regret. "Battl eaxe-who will ride the horse, now? No one
but I can handl e-"

"He will be retired to stud,"” she said. "He won't fight that."



The screen lit again. Stile answered again. This tinme it was a seal ed

transm ssion: flashing lights and noise in the background, indicating the
janming that protected it frominterception. Except, ironically, that this was
an interception; the machine had done its job better than the caller could
know.

It was another Citizen. H's clothing was clear, including a tall silk hat, but
the face was fuzzed out, naking himanonynous. H's voice, too, was blurred. "I
understand you are available. Stile," the man said.

News spread quickly! "I am avail able for enpl oynent, sir,"
| amunable to race on horseback."

Stile agreed. "But

"I propose to transplant your brain into a good android body fashioned in your
i keness. This woul d be indistinguishable on casual inspection from your
original self, with excellent knees. You could race again. | have an excell ent
st abl e-"

"A cyborg?" Stile asked. "A human brain in a synthetic body? This would not be
| egal for conpetition." Apart fromthat, the notion was abhorrent.

"No one would know," the Citizen said snoothly. "Because your brain would be
the original, and your body form and capacity identical, there would be no
cause for suspicion."”

No one woul d know except the entire self-willed machine cormmunity, at this
monent listening in. And Stile hinmself, who would be living a lie. And he was
surely being lied to, as well; if brain transplant into android body was so
good, why didn't GCitizens use that technique for personal imortality? Qte
likely the android systemcould not rmaintain a genuinely living brain
indefinitely; there would be slow erosion of intelligence and/or sanity, unti
that person was nmerely another brute creature. This was no bargain offer in
any sense!

"Sir, I was just fired because | refused to have surgery on ny knees. What
makes you suppose | want surgery on my head?"

Thi s bordered on insolence, but the Citizen took it in stride. G eed conquered
all'! "Cbviously you were disgusted at the penny-pinching node of your fornmer
enpl oyer. Wiy undertake the inconveni ence of partial restoration, when you
could have a conpl ete renovation?"

Conpl ete renovation: the renmoval of his brain! "Sir -thank you-no."

"No?" Fuzzy as it was, the surprise was still apparent. No serf said no to a
Gtizen!
"Sir, | decline your kind offer. | will never race again."

"Now | ook-1"m maki ng you a good offer! \What nore do you want ?"

"Sir, | want to retire fromhorse racing." And Stile wondered: could this be
the one who had had himlasered? If so, this was a test call, and Stile was
giving the correct responses.

"I amputting a guard on your apartment, Stile. You will not be allowed to
| eave until you come to terns with ne."

That did not sound like a gratified enemy! "I'll conplain to the CGtizen



counci | ="
"Your calls will be nulled. You can not conplain."

"Sir, you can't do that. As a serf | have at least the right to term nate ny
tenure, rather than-"

"Ha ha," the Citizen said without hunor. "Get this, Stile: you will race for
me or you will never get out of your apartnent. | am not w shy-washy |ike your
former enployer. What | want, | get-and | want you on ny horses."

"You play a hard gane, sir.

"It is the only kind for the smart person. But | can be generous to those who
cooperate. What is your answer now? My generosity will decline as tine passes,
but not ny determination."

Unsubtl e warning. Stile trusted neither this man's purported generosity nor
his constancy. Power had certainly corrupted, in this case. "I believe | wll
wal k out of my apartnment now," he said. "Please ask your mnions to stand

asi de. "

"Don't be a fool."
Stile cocked one finger in an obscene gesture at the screen

Even through the blur, he could see the Ctizen's eyes expand. "You dare!" the
man cried. "You inpertinent runt! I'll have you di snenbered for this!"

Stile broke the connection. "I shouldn't have done that," he said with
satisfaction. But the rogue Citizen had stung himwith that word "runt." Stile
had no reason to care what such a man thought of him yet the termwas so
freighted with derogation, extending right back into his childhood, that he
could not entirely fend it off. Damm hi m

"Your life is nowin direct jeopardy," the anonynmous machi ne said. "Soon that

Citizen will realize he has been tricked, and he is already angry. W can
conceal your location for a time, but if the Ctizen nmakes a full-scale
effort, he will find you. You nust obtain the participatory protection of

another Citizen quickly."

"I can only do that by agreeing to race," Stile said. "For one G tizen or
another. | fear that is doom"

"The machines will help you hide," Sheen said

"If the Citizen puts a tracer on you, we can not help you long," the spokesone
said. "It would be damaging to our secrecy, and would al so constitute
violation of our oath not to act against the interest of your kind, ironic as
that may be in this circunstance. We nust obey direct orders.”

"Under st ood. Suppose | devel op an uncomon facility for diverting nmachines to
nmy use?" Stile asked. "No machine helps ne voluntarily, since it is known that
machi nes do not possess free will. | nerely have nore talent than | have

evi denced before."

"This would be limted. W prefer to assist you in nodes of our own choosing.
However, should you be captured and interrogated-"

"I know. The first sapient-machine-controlled test will accidentally w pe ne



out, before any critical information escapes.”

"We understand each other. The drugs and mechani snms Citizens have avail abl e
for interrogation negate any will-to-resist any person has. Only death can
abate that power."

Gimtruth. Stile put it out of his mnd. "Cone on, Sheen-you can help ne
actively. It's your directive, remenber.”

"I remenber," she said, smling. As a robot she did not need to sleep, so he
had had her plug in to hunor information while he was sl eeping. Now she had a
much better notion of the forns. Every error of human characterization she
made was followed in due course by renedial research, and it showed. "But |
doubt there is any warrant out on you. The hospital matter is null, and the
second Citizen's quarrel with you is private. If we could nullify him there
shoul d be no bar to your finding conpatible enployment el sewhere.”

Stile caught her arm swung her in close, and kissed her. H s enotions were
pendul um ng; at the noment it was alnost as if he | oved her

"There is no general warrant on Stile," the spokesone said. "The anonynous
Citizen still has androids guarding your apartnment."

"Then let's identify that Citizen! Maybe he's the one who had ne | asered, just
to get me on his horses." But he didn't really believe that. The |asering had
been too sophisticated a nove for this particular Gtizen. "Do we have a
recording of his call?"
"There is a recording," the |ocal machine, Techtwo, said. "But it can not be
rel eased prior to the expiration of the nandatory processing period for
private calls. To do so before then would be to indicate sonme flaw or
perversion of the processing machinery."

Just so. A betrayal of the nature of these machines. They had to play by the
rules. "What is the prescribed time del ay?"

"Seven days."

"So if | can file that recording in a nmenory bank, keyed for publication on ny
dem se, that would protect nme fromfurther harassment by that particul ar
Citizen. He's not going to risk exposure by having that tape anal yzed by the
Citizen security departnent.”

"You can't file it for a week," Sheen said. "And if that Citizen catches up to
you in the interim"

"Let's not rehash the obvious." They noved out of the chamber. The machines
did not challenge them or show in any way that the equi pnent was other than
what it seenmed to be. But Stile had a new awareness of robotics!

It was good to nmerge with the serf popul ace again. Many serfs served their
tenures only for the sake of the excellent paynent they would receive upon
expiration, but Stile was enotionally committed to Proton. He knew the system
had faults, but it also had enornous |luxury. And it had the Gane.

"“I''m hungry, "
public unit-"

he said. "But ny food dispenser is in ny apartnment. Mybe a

"You dare not appear in a public dining hall!" Sheen said, alarned. "Al food
machi nes are nonitored, and your |ID rmay have been circul ated. It does not have



to be a police warrant; the anonynous G tizen may nmerely have a routine
| ocation-check on you, that will not arouse suspicion."

"True. How about your |ID? They wouldn't bother putting a search on a machi ne,
and you aren't registered as a serf. You are truly anonynous."

"That is so. | can get you food, if | go to a unit with no flesh-sensing node.
I will have to eat it nyself, then regurgitate it for you."

Stile quailed, but knew it to be the best course. The food would be sanitary,
despite appearances. Since food was freely available all over Proton, a serf
carrying it away fromthe di spenser woul d arouse suspicion -the last thing

they wanted. "Make it something that won't change much, |ike nutro-pudding."”

She parked himin a tool shed and went to forage for food. Al the fundanental
necessities of life were free, in this society. Tenure, not econom cs, was the
governing force. This was another reason few serfs wanted to | eave; once
acclimatized to this type of security, a person could have trouble adjusting
to the outside gal axy.

Soon she returned. She had no bow or spoon, as these too would have been
suspi ci ous. She had had to use themto eat on the di spenser prenises, then put
theminto the cleaning system "Hold out your hands," she said.

Stile cupped his hands. She | eaned over and heaved out a doubl e handful of

yel l ow pudding. It was warm and slippery and so exactly like vomt that his
stomach recoiled. But Stile had trained for eating contests too, including the
obnoxi ous ones; it was all part of the Gane. Nutro-food could be forned into
the Iikeness of al nost anything, including animal droppings or lubricating
oil. He pretended this was a Gane-which in its way it was-and slurped up his
puddi ng. It was actually quite good. Then he found a work-area relief chanber
and got cl eaned up.

"An al arm has been sprung," a machine voice murnured as the toilet flushed.

Stile moved out in a hurry. He knew that the anonynous Citizen had put a
private survey squad on the project; now that they had Stile's scent, the
execution squad woul d be dispatched. That squad would be swift and effective,
hesitating only to make sure Stile's dem se seened accidental, so as not to
arouse suspicion. Citizens seldomliked to advertise their little

i ndi scretions. That meant he could anticipate subtle but deadly threats to his
wel fare. Sheen would try to protect him of course-but a smart execution squad
woul d take that into consideration. It would be foolish to stand and wait for
the attenpt.

"Let's lose ourselves in a crowd,” Stile suggested. "There's no surer way to
get lost than that."
"Several objections,” Sheen said. "You can't stay in a crowd indefinitely; the
others all have places to go, and you don't; your continued presence in the
halls will becone evident to the routine crowd-flow nonitors, and suspi ci ous.
Also, you will tire; you must have rest and sleep periodically. And your eneny
agents can | ose thenselves in the crowd, and attack you covertly fromthat
conceal nent. Now that the hunt is on, a throng is not safe at all."

"You're too damm logical ," Stile grunped.
"Ch, Stile-I"mafraid for you!" she excl ai ned.

"That's not a bad approxi mation of the relevant attitude."



"I wasn't acting. | love you."
"You're too damm enotional ."

She grabbed hi m and ki ssed hi m passionately. "I know you can't |ove ne," she
said. "You've seen ne as | am and | feel your withdrawal. But oh, | exist to
guard you fromharm and | amslowy failing to do that, and in this week
whil e you need nme nost-isn't that somewhere close to an approxi mati on of human
| ove?"

They were in a machi ne-access conduit, alone. Stile enbraced her, though what
she said was true. He could not love a nonliving thing. But he was grateful to
her, and did like her. It was indeed possible to approxi mate the enotion she
craved. "This week," he agreed.

H s hands slid down her smpoth body, but she drew back. "There's nothing 1'd
like better," she whispered. "But there is nmurder on your trail, and | rmust
keep you fromit. W nust get you to some safe place. Then-"

"You're too damm practical." But he wondered, now, if a living girl in Sheen's
i keness were substituted for her, would he really know the difference? To
speak readi ness while w thdraw ng-that was often woman's way. But he let her
go and noved out again. After all, he was w thdrawi ng from her nuch nore than
she was w thdrawi ng from him

"I think we can hide you in-"

"Don't say it," he cautioned her. "The walls have nonitors. Just take ne
t here-by a roundabout route, so we can |ose the pursuit."

"I'n a reasonably short tinme," she finished.
"Ch. | thought you were going to say-oh, never nind. Take ne to your hideout."

She nodded, drawing himforward. He noted the way her slender body fl exed; had
he not seen her dismantle parts of it, he would hardly have believed it was
not natural flesh. And did it matter, that it was not? If a |living wonan were
dismantl ed, the result would be quite nmessy; it was not the innards a man

want ed, but the externals. Regardless, Sheen was quite a female.

They energed into a concourse crowded with serfs. Now she was taking his
suggestion about nerging with a crowd, at |east for the nmoment. This channe
led to the main depot for transport to other domes. Could they take a flight
to a distant locale and lose the pursuit that way? Stile doubted it; any
citizen could check any flight at the touch of a button. But if they did not,
where woul d t hey go?

And, his thoughts continued ruthlessly, assum ng she was able to hide him and
snmuggl ed food to himah, joy: to live for a week on regurgitations'.-and took
care of his other needs-would she have to tote away his bodily wastes by hand,
too?-so that he survived the necessary tine-what then would he do for

enpl oyment? Serfs were allowed a ten-day grace period between enpl oyers. After
that their tenure was cancel ed and they were summarily deported. That neant he
woul d have just three days to find a Gtizen who could use his services-in a
nonraci ng capacity. Stile's doubt that the anonynous Ctizen after himwas the
same one who had sent Sheen or | asered his knee had grown and firned. It just
didn't fit. This neant there was another party involved, a nore persistent and
intelligent eneny, fromwhom he would never be safe-if he raced again.



A m ddl e-aged serf stunbled and | unged against Stile. "Qops, sorry, junior,"”
the man excl ained, putting up a hand to steady Stile.

Sheen whirled with remarkable rapidity. Her open hand struck the man's wi st
wi th nerve-stunning force. An anpule flew fromhis palmto shatter on the
fl oor.

"Qops, sorry, senior," she said, giving hima brief but hostile stare. The man
backed hastily away and was gone.

That anpul e-t he needl e woul d have touched Stile's flesh, had the man's hand

| anded. What had it contai ned? Nothing good for his health, surely! Sheen had
intercepted it; she did know her business. He couldn't even thank her, at the
nonent, |est he give her away.

They noved on. Now there was no doubt: the eneny had himspotted, and the
death squad was present. Sheen's caution about the crowd had been well

consi dered; they could not remain here. He, Stile, was no |onger hidden; his
enemi es were. The next ampul e m ght score, perhaps containing a hypno-drug
that woul d cause himto commit suicide or agree to a brain transplant. He
didn't even dare | ook nervously about!

Sheen, with gentle pressure on his el bow, guided himinto a cross-passage
leading to a rest room This one, for reasons having to do with the hour and
direction of flow, was unused at the nmoment. It was dusk, and nost serfs were
eager to return to their residences, not del aying on the way.

She gave hima little shove ahead, but stayed back herself. Ch-she was goi ng
to anbush the pursuit, if there were any. Stile played al ong, nmarching on down
to the rest roomand stepping through its irising portal. Actually, he was in
need of the facility. He had a reputation for nerve like iron in the Gane, but
never before had he been exposed to direct threats against his life. He felt
tense and ill. He was now dependent on Sheen for initiative; he felt |ike

| ocking hinself into a relief booth and hiding his head under his arnms. A

usel ess gesture, of course.

The portal irised for another nman. This one | ooked about quickly, saw that the
facility was enpty except for Stile, and advanced on him "So you attack ne,
do you?" the stranger grow ed, flexing his rmuscular arms. He was | arge, even
for this planet's healthy norm and the old scars on his body hinted at his
many prior fights. He probably had a free-for-all specialty in the Gane,
indulging in his propensity for unnecessary viol ence.

Stile rose hastily fromhis seat. How had Sheen let this torpedo through?

The man swung at Stile. One thing about nakedness: there were few conceal ed
weapons. The bl ow, of course, never |anded. Stile dodged, skipped around, and
et the man stunble into the combde. Then Stile stepped quickly out through
the iris. He could readily have injured or knocked out the man, for Stile

hi nsel f was a conbat specialist of no nmean skill, but preferred to keep it
neat and cl ean.

Sheen was there. "Did he touch you?" she asked imrediately. "Or you hin®"

"As it happens, no. | didn't see the need-”

She breathed a humanli ke sigh of relief. "I let himthrough, know ng you could
handle him so | could verify how many others there were, and of what type

they were." She gestured down the hall. Three bodies lay there. "If | had
taken himout, the others mght not have cone, and the trap would have



remai ned unsprung. But when | met the others, | conprehended the trap. They're
all coated with stun-powder. Can't hurt me, can't hurt themthey're
neutralized android stock. But you-

Stile nodded. He had assuned he was being set up for an assault charge if he
won, so had played it safe by never laying a finger on the man. Lucky for him

Sheen gestured toward the Lady's room her hands closed. Stile knew why; she
had t he powder on her hands, and could not touch himuntil she washed it off.

Stile poked his armthrough the iris to open it for her-and someone on the
ot her side grabbed his wist. Ch-oh! He put his head down and dove through
primed to fight.

But it was only a crude matron robot. "No nales all owed here," she said
primy. She had recogni zed the male arm and acted i nmedi ately, as she was
supposed to.

Sheen came through, touched the robot, and it went dead. "I have shorted her
out, tenporarily.” She went to a sink and ran water over her hands. Then she
stepped into an open shower and washed her whol e body, with particul ar
attention to any portion that m ght have conme into contact with the powdered
andr oi ds.

Stile heard sonething. "Conpany,"” he said. How was he going to get out of this
one? The only exit was the iris through which the next woman woul d be
ent ering.

Sheen beckoned himinto the shower. He stepped in with her as the door irised.
Sheen turned the spray on to FOG Thick m st blasted out of the nozzle,
concealing themboth in its evanescent substance. It was faintly scented with
rose: to nmake the lady snell nice.

In this conceal ment. Sheen's arnms went about him and her hungry Iips found
his. She evidently needed frequent proof of her desirability as a woman, just
as he needed proof of his status as a man. Because each was constantly
subject, in its fashion, to question. What an enbrace!

When the room was cl ear again. Sheen turned the shower to rinse, then to dry.
They had to separate for these stages, to Stile's regret. He had swung again
fromone extrene to another in his attitude toward her. Right now he wanted to
make | ove-and knew this was not the occasion for it. But some other tine, when
they were safe, he would get her in a shower, turn on the fog, and-

Sheen stepped out and ran her fingers along the wall beside the shower stall.
In a noment she found what she wanted, and slid open a panel. Another access
for servicing machi nery. She gestured himinside.

They wedged between pipes and came out in a narrow passage between the walls
of the Man's and Lady's roons. This passage wound around square coners, then
dropped to a | ower deck where it opened out into a service-machi ne storage
chanmber. Mst of the machines were out, since night was their prinme operating
time, but several specialized ones remained in their niches. These were being
servi ced by a naintenance machine. At the nonent it was cleaning a pipefitting
unit, using static electricity to nmagnetize the grinme and draw it into a
col l ector scoop. The mmintenance machine was in the aisle, so they had to
skirt it to traverse this room

Suddenly the machi ne | urched. Sheen sl apped her hand on the machine's surface.
A spark flashed, and there was the odor of ozone. The nachi ne died,



shortcircuited.

"Way did you do that?" Stile asked her, alarned. "If we start shorting out
mai nt enance nmachines, it will call attention-”

Sheen did not respond. Then he saw the scorch mark al ong her body. She had
taken a phenonenal charge of current. That charge woul d have passed through
him had he brushed the nachi ne-as he had been about to, since it had |urched
into the aisle as he approached. Another assassination attenpt, narrowy
avert ed!

But at what cost? Sheen still stood, unnmoving. "Are you all right?" Stile
asked, knowi ng she was not.

She neither answered nor noved. She, too, had been shorted by the charge. She
was, in her fashion, dead.

"I hope it's just the power pack, not the brain," he said. Her power supply
had, she had thought, been weakened by her disassenbly during the bonb scare.
"W can replace the power pack." And if that did not work? He chose not to
ponder that.

He went to a sweeping nmachine, opened its notive unit, and renoved the
standard protonite power pack. Alittle protonite went a | ong way; such a pack
| asted a year with ordi nary use. There was nothing to match it in the gal axy.
In fact, the huge protonite | ode was responsible for the inordinate wealth of
Pl anet Proton. Al the universe needed power, and this was the nost conveni ent
power avail abl e.

Stile brought the pack to Sheen. He hoped her robot-structure was standard in
this respect; he didn't want to waste time |ooking for her power site. Wat
made her special was her brain-unit, not her body, though that becanme easy to
forget when he held her in his arns. Men thought of wonen in ternms of their
appear ance, but nost men were fools-and Stile was typical. Yet if Sheen's
prime directive and her superficial formwere discounted, she would hardly
differ fromthe cleanup machines. So was it foolish to be guided by appearance
and manner?

He ran his fingers over her belly, pressing the navel. Mst hunanoid

robot s-ah, there! A panel sprang out, revealing the power site. He hooked out
t he used power pack, still hot fromits sudden di scharge, and plugged in the
new.

Not hi ng happened. Alarmtightened his chest. Ch-there would naturally be a
safety-shunt, to cut off the brain fromthe body during a short, to preserve
it. He checked about and finally located it: a reset switch hidden under her
tongue. He depressed this, and Sheen cane back to life.

She snapped her belly-panel closed. "Now | owe you one. Stile," she said.
"Are we keeping count? | need you-in nore ways than two."

She smled. "I'd be satisfied being needed for just one thing."

"That, too."

She gl anced at him She seemed nore vibrant than before, as if the new power
pack had gi ven her an extra charge. She noved toward him

There was a stir back the way they had cone. It mght be a machine, returning



froma routine mssion, but they did not care to ganble on that. Cbviously
they had not yet |ost the eneny.

Sheen took himto the service side of a large feeding station. Silently she

i ndicated the enpty crates. A truck came once or twice a day to deliver new
crates of nutro-powder and assorted col or-flavor-textures, and to renove the
expended shells. Fromthese ingredients were fashioned the wi de variety of
foods the machi nes provided, fromthe vomtlike pudding to authentic-seen ng
carrots. It was amazi ng what technol ogy could do. Actually, Stile had once
tasted a real carrot fromhis enployer's genuine exotic foods garden patch, a
discard, and it had not been quite identical to the machi ne-constituted
vegetable. As it happened. Stile preferred the taste and texture of the fake
carrots with which he was famliar. But G tizens cultivated the taste for rea
f oods.

He coul d hide inside one of these in fair confort for several hours. Sheen
woul d provide himwi th food; though this was the region for food, it was al
sealed in its cartons, and would be inedible even if he could get one open
Only the machines, with their controlled tenperature and combi ni ng mechani sns
and recipe prograns, could reconstitute the foods properly, and he was on the
wrong side of their wall.

Stile clinbed into a crate. Sheen wal ked on, so as not to give his position
away. She would try to nmislead the pursuit. If this worked, they would be hone
free for a day, perhaps for the whole week. Stile made hinsel f hal fway
confortable, and peered out through a crack

No sooner had Sheen di sappeared than a mech-nouse appeared. It twittered as it
sniffed along, following their trail. It paused where Stile's trail diverged
from Sheen's, confused, then proceeded on after her

Stile relaxed, but not conpletely. Couldn't tell the difference between a
robot and a man? Sniffers were better than that! He shoul d have taken sone
precaution to minimze or mask his personal snell, for it was a sure gi veaway-

Oh, Sheen had done that. She had given hima scented shower. The nouse was
following the trail of rose-and Sheen's scent was now the sane as his. A
living hound shoul d have been able to distinguish the two, but in noses, as in
brains, the artificial had not yet closed the gap. Fortunately.

But soon that sniffer, or another like it, would return to trace the second
trail, and would | ocate him He would have to do sonething about that.

Stile clinbed out of his box, suffered a pang in one knee, ran to his origina
trail, followed it a few paces, and diverged to another collection of crates.
Then back, and to a truck-1oading platform where he stopped and retreated.
Wth luck, it would seem he had caught a ride on the vehicle. Then he | ooped
about a few nore tinmes, and returned to his original crate. Let the sniffers
sol ve that puzzle!

But the sniffer did not return, and no one el se cane. This tracking operation
nmust have been set up on the sinplistic assunption that as long as the sniffer
was moving, it was tracking him H s break-perhaps.

Ti me passed. The ni ght advanced. Periodically the food machi nes exhausted a
crate of cartons and ejected it, bunping the row along. Stile felt hungry
agai n, but knew this was |argely psychol ogical; that doubl e handful of
regurgi tated puddi ng should hold hima while yet.

Wher e was Sheen? Was she afraid to return to himwhile the sniffer was



tracki ng her? She would have to neutralize the nech-nouse. Far fromhere, to
di stract suspicion fromhis actual hiding place. He would have to wait.

He wat ched anxiously. He dared not sleep or let down his guard until Sheen
cleared him He was dependent on her, and felt guilty about it. She was a
nice... person, and should not have to-

A man wal ked down the hall. Stile froze-but this did not seemto be a pursuer.
The man wal ked on.

Stile blinked. The man was gone. Had Stil e been nodding, and not seen the nan
depart-or was the stranger still near, having ducked behind a crate? In that
case this could be a nmenber of the pursuit squad. A serious matter

Stile did not dare leave his crate now, for that would give away his position
instantly. But if the stranger were of the squad, he would have a body- heat
scope on a | aser weapon. One beamthrough the crate-the nmurder woul d be
anonymous, untraceable. There were crimnals on Proton, cunning people who
skul ked about places like this, avoiding capture. Serfs whose tenure had
expired, but who refused to be deported. The Citizens sel dom made a concerted
effort to eradicate them perhaps because crimnals had their uses on certain
occasi ons. Such as this one? One nore killing, conveniently unsolved,
attributed to the nefarious crimnal class-who never killed peopl e against the
wi shes of Citizens. A tacit understanding. Wiy investigate the |oss of an
unenpl oyed serf?

Shoul d he nove-or remain still? This was like the prelimnary grid of the
Gane. If the stranger were present, and if he were a killer, and if he had
spotted Stile-then to remain here was to die. But if Stile noved, he was sure
to betray his location, and nmight die anyway. Hi s chances seemed best if he
st ayed.

And- not hi ng happened. Tine passed, and there was no further evidence of the
man. So it must have been a false alarm Stile began to feel foolish, and his
knees hurt; he had unconsciously put tension on them and they could not stand
up to much of that, anynore

Anot her man cane, wal king as the other had. This was a lot of traffic for a
nonpersonal area like this, at this time of night. Suspicious in itself. Stile
wat ched him carefully.

The man wal ked wi t hout pause down the hall-and vani shed. He did not step to
one side, or duck down; he sinply disappeared.

Stile stared. He was a good observer, even through a crack in a crate; he had
not m staken what he had seen. Yet this was unlike anything he knew of on

Pl anet Proton. Matter transm ssion did not exist, as far as he knewbut if it
did, this was what it would be |like. A screen, through which a person could
step-to another location, instantly. Those two nen-

Yet Sheen had gone that way wi thout di sappearing, and so had the nech-nouse.
So there could not be such a screen set up across the hall. Not a pernmanent
one.

Shoul d he investigate? This could be inportant! But it could al so be anot her
trap. Again, like a Gane-grid: what was the best course, considering the
resources and strategy of his anonynous eneny?

Stile decided to stand pat. He had evidently lost the pursuit, and these
di sappearing people did not relate to him He had just happened to be in a



position to observe them Perhaps this was not coincidental. The sane
conceal nent this service hall offered for him it offered for them I|f they
had a private matter transmtter that they wanted to use freely without
advertising it, this was the sort of place to set it up

Yet aspects of this theory disturbed him How could serfs have a matter
transmitter, even if such a device existed? No serf owned anything, not even
clothing for special occasions, for working outside the dones or in dangerous
regi ons. Everything was provided by the system as needed. There was no nobney,
no medi um of exchange; accounts were settled only when tenure ended. Serfs
could not make such a device, except by adapting it from existing nmachi nes-and
pretty precise conputer accounts were kept, for sophisticated equi pnrent. Wen
such a part was lost, the machine tally gave the alarm Which was anot her
reason a crimnal could not possess a | aser weapon w thout at |east tacit
Citizen approval

Al so, why would any serf possessing such a device remain a serf? He could sel
it to sone galactic interest and retire on another planet with a fortune to
rival that of a Proton Citizen. That would certainly be his course, for
Citizens were unlikely to be too interested in forwardi ng devel opnent and
production of a transport systemthat did not utilize protonite. Wiy destroy
t hei r nmonopol y?

Could the self-willed machi nes be involved in this? They m ght have the
ability. But those were nmen he had seen di sappear, and the machi nes woul d not
have betrayed their secret to nen.

No, it seemed nore likely that this was an espi onage operation, in which spies
were ferried in and out of this dome, perhaps from another planet, or to and
from some secret base el sewhere on Proton. |If so, what would this spying power
do to a genuine serf who stunbl ed upon the secret?

A worman appeared in the hall. She had energed full-forned fromthe invisible
screen, as it were from nowhere. She was of niddle age, not pretty, and there
was sonet hi ng odd about her. She had marks on her body as if the flesh had
recently been pressed by sonething. By clothing, perhaps.

Serfs wore clothing on the other side? Only renoving it for decent conceal nent
in this society? These had to be from anot her worl d!

Stile peered as closely as possible at the region of di sappearances. Now he
perceived a faint shinmrer, as of a translucent curtain crossing the hal
obliquely. Behind it there seemed to be the inage of trees.

Trees-in a matter-transm ssion station? This did not quite jibe! Unless it was
not a city there, but a park. But why decorate such equi prent this way?
Canouf | age?

Stile had no good answers. He finally put hinself into a light trance, attuned
to any other extraordi nary events, and rested.

"Stile," someone called softly. "Stile."

It was Sheen, back at last! Stile | ooked down the hall and spied her, wal king
slowy, as if she had forgotten his whereabouts. Had she had another brush
with a charged machine? "Here," he said, not |oudly.

She turned and cane toward him "Stile."

"You |l ost the pursuit,” he told her, standing in the crate so that his head



and shoul ders were clear. "No one even checked. But there is sonething el se-”

Her hand shot out to grab his wist with a grip like that of a vise. Stile was
strong, but could not match the strength of a robot who was not being
fem ni nely human. Wat was she doi ng?

Her other hand smashed into the crate. The plastic shattered. Stile tw sted
asi de, avoiding the bl ow despite remaining inside the crate; it was an
automatic reaction. "Sheen, what-?"

She struck again. She was attacking him He tw sted asi de again, draw ng her
of f bal ance, using the | everage of her own grip on him She was strong, but

not heavy; he could nove her about. Strength was only one el enent in conbat;
many people did not realize this, to their detrinment.

Ei t her Sheen had sonehow been turned agai nst him which would have taken a
conpl ete reprogranmi ng, or this was not Sheen. He suspected the latter; Sheen
had known where he was hiding, while this robot had had to call. He had been a
fool to answer, to reveal hinself.

She struck again, and he twi sted again. This was definitely not Sheen, for she
had far greater finesse than this. It was not even a smart robot; it was a
stupi d mechani cal. Good; he could handle it, despite its strength. Ethically
and physically.

Her right hand remained clanped on his left wist, while her left fist did the
striking. Holding and hitting! If any of those blows |anded squarely, he would
suf fer broken bones-but he was experienced in avoiding such an el enentary
attack. He turned about toward his left, drawing her hand and armalong wth
him until he faced away from her, his right shoul der bl ocking hers. He heaved
into a waparound throw. She had to let go, or be hurled into the crate
headfirst.

She was too stupid to let go. She crashed into the crate. Now at last her grip
wrenched free, taking skin off his wist. Stile scranbled out of the wecked
crate. He could junk her, now that he knew what she was, because he knew a
great deal nore about conmbat than she did. But he couldn't be quite sure she
wasn't Sheen, with some override program on her, danping out nost of her
intellect and forcing her to obey the crude command. If he hurt her-

The robot scranbled out of the crate and advanced on him Her pretty face was
smirched with dirt, and her hair was in disarray. Her right breast seenmed to
have been pounded slightly out of shape; a bad fall fromthe waparound throw
could account for that. Stile backed away, still torn by indecision. He could
overcome this robot, but he would have to denolish her in the process. If only
he coul d be sure she wasn't-

Anot her Sheen appeared. "Stile!" she cried. "Get under cover! The squad is-"
Then she recogni zed the other robot. "Ch, no! The old duplicate-imge stunt!"”

Stile had no doubt now the second Sheen was the right one. But the first one
had done half her job. She had routed himout and distracted himtoo | ong. For
now t he android squad hove into sight, several |umnbering giants.

“I'I'l hold them " Sheen cried. "Run!"
But nore androids were conming fromthe other end of the hall. It seened the

irate Citizen no |onger cared about being obvious; he just wanted Stile
di spatched. If these |unks were al so powdered with stun-dust or worse-



Stile charged down the hall and lunged into the matter-transm ssion curtain,
desperately hoping it would work for him The androids m ght foll ow but they
could be in as nuch trouble as he, at the other end. Intruding strangers. That
woul d give hima better fighting chance. He felt a tingle as he went through

CHAPTER 5
Fant asy

Stile drew up in a deep forest. The smell of turf and fungus was strong, and
ol d | eaves crackl ed underfoot. The light fromfour noons beaned down between
the branches to illunminate the ground. It would have been near dawn, on
Proton; it seened to be the sane tine of day here. The same nunber of nopons as
Proton, too; there were seven, with three or four usually in sight. Gavity,
however, seemed close to Earth-normal, so if this was really outside a doneg,

it was a spot on a larger or denser planet than Proton

He turned to face his pursuers-but there were none. They had not passed

t hrough the shimrering curtain. He | ooked carefully, locating it-and saw,
dimy, the light at the hall he had left, with the scattered crates. Sheen was
t here-one of them and several androids. One android cane right at himand

di sappear ed.

Stile watched, determ ned to understand this phenonenon, because it reflected
nost directly on his imredi ate wel fare. He had passed through-but the robots
and androi ds had not. This thing transmtted only human beings? Not artificial
ones? That might be reasonable. But he hesitated to accept that until there
was nore dat a.

In his absence the fight on the other side of the curtain soon abated. The
androi ds and fake- Sheen departed, apparently on his trail again-a fal se one.
Only the real Sheen remai ned, as the squad evidently considered her
irrelevant-and it seened she could not perceive either himor the curtain.

Stile decided to risk crossing back, if only to tell her he was safe. There
was risk, as the squad could be |urking nearby, hoping Sheen would | ead t hem
to himagai n-but he could not |eave her tormented by doubt.

This could be a rmuch better hideout than the crate! He stepped through the
curtain-and found hinself still in the dark forest. He had crossed w t hout
being matter-transmtted back.

He | ooked back-and there it was, behind him Through it he saw the inprint of
his feet in the soft forest loam the |leaves and tufts of grass and noss al
pressed flat for the noment. And, like a half-reflection, the square of |ight
of the service hall, now enpty.

He passed through the curtain a third tine. There was no tingle, no sensation
He turned about and | ooked through-and saw Sheen searching for him unrobotic
alarmon her cute face. Oh, yes, she cared!

"I"'mhere. Sheen!" he called, passing his hand through. But his hand did not
reach her; it remained in the forest. She gave no evidence of seeing or
hearing him

She woul d t hi nk hi m dead-and that bothered himnore than the notion of being
trapped this side of the matter-transm ssion screen. |f she thought hi m dead,
she woul d consider her mission a failure, and then turn herself off, in effect



conmitting suicide. He did not want her to do that-no, not at all!

"Sheen!" he cried, experiencing a surge of enotion. "Sheen-look at nme! I'm
caught here beyond a one-way transmit-" But if it really were one-way, of
course she would not be able to see him However, it had to be two-way,
because he had seen people traveling both ways through the curtain, and he had
seen the forest fromProton, and coul d now see Proton fromthe forest.

"Sheen!" he cried again, his urgency al nost choking him

Her head snapped around. She had heard hi n

Stile waved violently. "Here!l Here, Sheen! Through the curtain!"

Her gaze finally fixed on him She reached through the curtain-and did not
touch him "Stile-" Her voice was faint.

He grabbed her hands in his, with no physical contact; their fingers phased
t hrough each other like inages, |ike superinposing hol ographs. "Sheen, we are
intw different worlds! We can not touch. But |I'm safe here."” He hoped.

"Saf e?" she asked, trying to approach him But as she passed through the
curtain, she disappeared. Stile quickly stepped across hinsel f, turning-and
there she was on the other side, facing away from him | ooki ng down the hall

She turned and saw himagain, with an effort. "Stile -1 can't reach you! How
can | protect you? Are you a ghost?"

"I"'malive! | crossed once-and can't cross back. It's a whole new world here,
a nice one. Trees and grass and noss and earth and fresh air-"

They hel d hands again, each grasping air. "How ?"

"I don't know how to cross! There nust be a way to return, because |'ve seen a
woman do it, but until | find out how"

"I must join you!" She tried again to cross, and failed again. "Ch, Stile-"

"l don't think it works for nonhumans,"” he said. "But if | can remnin here for

a week, and find out how to return-"

"I will wait for you," she said, and there was something plaintive in her
stance. She wanted so nmuch to protect himfromharm and could not. "Go into
that world-maybe it is better for you."

"I will conme back-when I can,"” Stile prom sed.

He saw the tears in her eyes. To hell with the assorted humanoid artifices
such robots were programmed with; she neant it! Stile spread his arns, at the
verge of the curtain. She opened hers, and they enbraced intangibly, and

ki ssed air, and vani shed from each other's perception

He had prom sed-but would he be able to keep that pledge? He didn't know, and
he worried that Sheen would maintain her vigil long after hope was gone,
suffering as only a virtually immortal robot could suffer. That hurt him even
in anticipation. Sheen did not deserve to be a machi ne.

Stile did not tease hinmself or Sheen further. He strode on through the curtain
and into the forest. He had a fair know edge of earthy vegetation, because
aspects of the Gane required identification of it, and a nunmber of Citizens



i nported exotic plants. The light was poor, but with concentration, he could
nmanage.

The nearest tree was a huge oak, or a very simlar species, with the
air-plants called Spanish noss dangling fromits branches. Beyond it was a
simlarly large spruce, or at any rate a conifer; this was the source of that
pi ne-perfune snmell. There were | arge | eaves | ooking |like separated hands in

t he shadow, and pine needl es-so there nust be a pine tree here sonewhere -but
nostly this was a glade with fairly well-established grass in the center
Stile liked it very well; it rem nded himof an especially exotic Citizen's
retreat.

Dawn was com ng. There was no done above, no shimer of the force field
holding in the air. Through the trees he saw the dark clouds of the horizon
looming, trying like goblins to hold back the burgeoning Iight of the sun, and
slowy failing. Planet Proton had no such atnospheric effects! Red tinted the
edges of the clouds, and white; it was as if a burning fluid were accumrul ati ng
behi nd, brimmng over, until finally it spilled out and a shaft of
scintillating sunlight |anced at |ightspeed through the air and struck the
ground beside Stile. The whole thing was so pretty that he stood entranced
until the sun was fairly up, too bright to | ook at anynore.

The forest changed, by devel opi ng daylight. The somberness was gone-and so was
the curtain. That barrier had been tenuous by night; it could still be
present, but drowned by the present effulgence. He could not locate it at all.
That bothered him though it probably nmade no difference. He wal ked about,
exam ning the trees; sone had flowers opening, and stray rustlings denoted
hidden life. Birds, squirrels-he would find out what they were in due course.

He |iked this place. It could have been a private garden, but this was
natural, and awesonely extensive.

Caution prevented himfromshouting to check for echoes, but he was sure this
was the open surface of a planet. Not at all what he woul d have expected from
a matter-transm ssion outlet.

He found a large bull-spruce-damm it, it was a spruce!-its small dry branches
radiating out in all directions. This was the nost clinbable of trees, and
Stile of course was an excellent clinber. He did not resist the tenptation. He
mounted that big old tree with a primtive joy.

Soon he was in the upper reaches, and gusts of wind he had not felt bel ow were
swayi ng the dwi ndling colum of the trunk back and forth. Stile loved it. H's
only concern was the occasional pain in his knees when he tried to bend them
too far; he did not want to aggravate the injury carel essly.

At | ast he approached the reasonable linmt of safety. The tops of surroundi ng
trees were dropping below him their foliage |like | ow hedges fromthis

vant age. He anchored hinsel f by hooking | egs and el bows conveniently, and

| ooked about .

The view was a splendor. The forest abutted the clifflike face of a nearby
mountain to one side-south, according to the sun-and thinned to the north into
i sl ands of trees surrounded by sealike fields of bright grain. In the distance
the trees di sappeared entirely, leaving a gently rolling plain on which

ani mal s seenmed to be grazing. Farther to the north there seened to be a | arge
river, termnating abruptly in some kind of crevice, and a whitish range of
nmount ai ns beyond that. To either side all he could see was nore forest, a
nunber of the individual trees taller than this one. The nountain to the south
faded upward into a purple horizon



There seened to be no sign of civilized habitation. This was | ess and |ess
like a matter-transmi ssion station! Yet if not that, what was it? He had seen
ot her peopl e pass through the curtain, and had done so hinself; there had to
be sonething nore than a nmere wi | derness.

He | ooked again, fixing the geography in his mnd for future reference. Then
he spied a structure of sone sort to the northeast. It |ooked like a small
nmedi eval castle, with high stone walls and turrets, and perhaps a bl ue
pennant .

Very well: human habitation did exist. Yet this remained a far cry from nodern
technol ogy. He liked this world very well, but he sinply didn't trust it.
Matter transm ssion could not exist without an extremely solid industrial

base, and if that base were not here, where was it? WAs this a sweetly baited
trap for people like him who were in trouble on Proton? In what manner woul d
that trap be sprung?

Stile clinmbed dowmn. Hi s best course, as he sawit, would be to go to that
castle and inquire. But first he wanted to check the region of the curtain
again, fixing it absolutely in his mnd so he could find it any tine he wanted
t o- because this was his only contact with his own world, and with Sheen. This
wi | derness-worl d mght be an excellent place to stay for a while, but then he
woul d need to go hone, lest he suffer exile by default.

He was approaching the invisible curtain-when a man popped out of it. Friend
or foe? Stile decided not to risk contact, but the man spied himbefore he
could retreat to cover. "Hey-get lost?" the stranger called. "It's over here."

"Uh, yes," Stile said, approaching. This did not seemto be an android or
robot. Abruptly deciding not to conpromise on integrity even by inplication
he added:

"I came through by accident. | don't know where I am"

"Ch, a newone! | first crossed | ast year. Took me six nonths to learn the
spells to cross back. Now | go over for free nmeals, but | live over here in
Phaze."

"Spells-to cross back?" Stile asked bl ankly.

"How el se? Fromthe other side you just have to will-to-cross hard enough, but
fromthis side only a spell will do it-a new one every tine. You'll get the
hang of it."

"I -thought this was a matter-transm ssion unit."

The man | aughed as he wal ked to a tree and reached into the foliage of a | ow
branch. A package came down into his hands. "There's no such thing as matter

transm ssion! No, it's the magic curtain. It's all over-but it's not safe to

use it just anywhere. You have to make sure no one on the other side sees you
go through. You know how those Citizens are. If they ever caught on there was
somet hing they didn't control -~

"Yes. | am unenpl oyed because of Citizen manipul ation."
"Whi ch expl ains why you had the will-to-cross, first tine. The curtain's been
getting clearer, but still you can't even see it if you don't have good

reason, let alone use it. Then you have to will yourself through, strongly,



right as you touch it. Mst people never nmake it, ever." The nman opened his
package and brought out a crude tunic, which he donned. Stile stared. "You
wear clothes here?" He remenbered the clothing-marks on the wonan.

"Sure do. You'd stick out like a sore toe if you went naked here in Phaze!"
The man paused, appraising Stile. "Look, you' re new here, and sort of
small-1'd better give you an anulet." He rummaged in his bag, while Stile
suppressed his unreasoni ng resentnent of the remark about his size. The man
had not intended any di sparagenent.

"An anulet?" Stile asked after a nmonent. He considered hinself to be swift to
adjust to newrealities, but he found it hard to credit this man's evi dent
superstition. Spell-nmagic-amulet-how could a Proton serf revert to nedi eval
Earth lore so abruptly?

"Right. We're supposed to give themto newconers. To help them get started,
keep things snooth, so there's no ruckus about the curtain and all. W' ve got
a good thing going here; could sour if too many people got in on it. So don't
go bl abbi ng about the curtain carelessly; it's better to |l et people discover
it by accident."

"I will speak of it only cautiously,"” Stile agreed. That did nake sense,
what ever the curtain was, matter transm ssion or nagic.

The man finally found what he was | ooking for: a statuette hanging on a chain.
"Wear this around your neck. It will make you seem cl othed properly, until you
can work up a real outfit. Wn't keep you warmor dry; it's just illusion. But
it helps. Then you can pass it on to sone other serf when he cones across.
Hel p hi m keep the secret. Stay anonynous; that's the rule.™

"Yes." Stile accepted the amulet. The figure was of a snmall denon, wth horns,
tail and hooves, scow ing horrendously. "How does this thing work?"

"You just put it on and invoice it. WIIl it to perform That's all; it's
preset magi c that anybody can use. You'll see. You probably don't really
believe in magic yet, but this will show you."

"Thank you," Stile said, hunmpring him

The man waved negligently as he departed in his tunic and sandals, bearing
south. Now Stile nade out a faint forest path there, obvious only when one
knew where to | ook. In a nmonent he was gone.

Stile stared down at the anulet. Belief in magic! The man had spoken truly
when he said Stile was a skeptic! Yet the fellow had seenmed perfectly sensible
in other respects. Maybe it was a figure of speech. O a practical joke, like
an initiation rite. See what foolishness newconers could be tal ked into.
Emperor's new cl ot hes.

He shook his head. "All right, I won't knock what | haven't tried. I'll play
t he gane-once. Amulet, | invoke you. Do your thing." And he put the chain on
over his head.

Suddenly he was strangling. The chain was constricting, cutting off his w nd
and bl ood. The amul et seemed to be expanding, its denmon-figure holding the
ends of the chain in its mniature hands, grinning evilly as it pulled.

Stile did not know how this worked, but he knew how to fight for his life. He
ducked his chin down against his neck and tightened his muscles, resisting the
constriction of the chain. He hooked a finger into the crease between chin and



neck on the side, catching the chain, and yanked. He was trying to break a
[ink, but the delicate-seem ng metal was too strong; he was only cutting his
finger.

More than one way to fight a garrote! Stile grabbed the grinning denon by its
two little arnms and haul ed them apart. The little nmonster grimaced, trying to
resist, but the chain slackened. Stile took a breath, and felt the trapped

bl ood in his head flow out. Pressure on the jugular vein did not stop the flow
of blood to the brain, as many thought; it stopped the return of the bl ood
fromthe head back to the heart. That was unconfortabl e enough, but not

i nstantly concl usi ve.

But still the denon grew, and as it did its strength increased in proportion.
It drewits arns together again, once nore constricting the | oop about Stile's
neck.

Even through his disconfort. Stile nanaged a doubl e take. The denon was

growi ng? Yes it was; he had observed it without noting it. Froman anulet a
few centineters long it had become a living creature, swelling horrendously as
it fought. Now it was half the size of Stile himself, and fiendishly strong.

Stile held his breath, put both hands on the hands of the denon, and swung it
off its feet. He whirled it around in a circle. It was strong-but as with
robot strength, this was not sufficient without anchorage or |everage. This
was anot her mi sconception many people had, assuming that a superman really
could leap a mle or pick up a building by one comer or fight invincibly. That
bel i ef had cost many Ganmesnen their games with Stile-and mght cost this denon
its own success. As long as the creature clung to the chain, it was in fact
captive-and when it let go, even with one hand, it would free Stile fromthe
constant threat of strangulation. That would be a different contest entirely.

The denon clung tenaciously to its msconception. It did not let go. It
grinned again, showing nore teeth than could fit even in a mouth that size,
and clanped its arns yet closer, tightening the noose. Stile felt his

consci ousness going; he could hold his breath for m nutes, but the
constriction was slowing his circulation of blood, now squeezing his neck so
tightly that the deeply buried carotid artery was feeling it. That could put
hi m out in seconds.

He staggered toward a towering tulip tree, still whirling his burden. He
heaved m ghtily-and snashed the creature's feet into the trunk

It was quite a blow The thing' s yell ow eyes w dened, show ng jags of
flame-red, and the first sound escaped fromit. "Ungh!" Some chain slipped,
giving Stile respite, but still the denon did not |et go.

Stile hauled it up and whirled it again, with difficulty. He had nore strength
now, but the denmon had continued to grow (how the hell could it do that? This
was absolutely crazy!), and was at this point only slightly smaller than Stile
hinself. It required special power and balance to swing it-but this tinme its

m dsecti on smashed into the tree. Now its burgeoni ng nass worked against it,
maki ng the inmpact stronger. The denon's | egs bent around the trunk with the
force of nomentum then they sprang back straight.

Stile reversed his swi ng, taking advantage of the bounce, bringing the denon
around in the opposite arc and smashing it a third tinme into the tree. This
time it was a bone-jarring blow, and a substantial anount of slack devel oped
in the chain.

Stile, alert for this instant, slipped his head free in one convul sive



contortion. The chain burned his ears and tore out tufts of his hair-but he
had won the first stage of this battle.

But now the denon was Stile's own size, still full of fight. It scranmbled to
its hooved feet and sprang at him trying to | oop the cord about his neck
again. It seemed to be a one-tactic fighter. In that respect it resenbled the
i mtation-Sheen robot Stile had fought not so very |ong ago.

Stile caught its hands fromthe outside, whirled, ducked, and haul ed the denon
over his shoulder. The thing lifted over him and whonped into the ground with
a jar that should have knocked it out. But again it scrambled up, stil
fighting.

VWhat was with this thing? It refused to turn off! It had taken a battering
t hat woul d have shaken an android-and all it did was grow | arger and uglier
It was now a quarter again as large as Stile, and seenmed to have gai ned
strength in proportion. Stile could not fight it nuch |onger, this way.

Yet again the denon dived for him chain spread. Stile had an inspiration. He
grabbed the chain, stepped to one side, tripped the denmon-and as it stunbled,
Stile |l ooped the slack chain about the creature's own body and held it there
from behi nd.

The denon roared and turned about, trying to reach him but Stile clung like a
bl ob of rubber cenment. He had di scommoded | arge opponents this way before,
clinging to the back; it was extrenely hard for a person to rid hinself of
such a rider if he did not know how. This denbn was all growh and strength,
havi ng no special intelligence or imagination; it did not know how.

The denon kept growing. Now it was half again as large as Stile-and the chain
was beginning to constrict its body. Stile hung on, staying out of the thing's
awkwar d graspi ngs, keeping that chain in place. Unless the denpon could stop
growi ng voluntarily-

Evidently it could not. It grew and grew, and as it expanded the chai n becane
tighter, constricting its torso about the mddle. It had fallen into the sane
noose it had tried to use on Stile. Al it had to do was let go the ends-and
it was too stupid to do that. Wat col ossal irony! Its own arns w apped around
it, being drawn nearly out of their sockets, but the only way it knew to fight
was to hang on to that chain. It becane woman-wai sted, then wasp-wai st ed.
Stile let go and stood apart, watching the strange progression. The creature
seened to feel no pain; it still strove to reach Stile, to wap its chain
about him though this was now i npossi bl e.

The denon's body bal | ooned, above and below that tiny waist. Then it popped.
There was a cl oud of snoke, dissipating rapidly.

Stile |l ooked at the ground. There lay the chain, broken at |ast, separated
where the denmon-figure had been. The anul et was gone.

He picked it up, nervous about what it mght do, but determ ned to know what
remai ned. It dangled |oosely fromhis hand. Its power was gone.

O was it? What woul d happen if he invoked it again? Stile decided that
di scretion was best. He coiled the chain, laid it on the ground, and rolled a
rock to cover it. Let the thing stay there, pinned |ike a poi sonous snake!

Now that the threat was over. Stile unwound. Hi s body was shivering with
reaction. \Wat, exactly, had happened? What was the explanation for it?



He postul ated and di scarded a nunber of theories. He prided hinself on his
ability to anal yze any situation correctly and swiftly; that was a mgjor part
of his Gane success. What he concl uded here, as the nost reasonabl e hypothesis
fitting all his observations, was quite unreasonabl e.

A. He was in a world where magi ¢ wor ked.
B. Soneone/thing was trying to kill himhere, too.

He found conclusion A virtually incredible. But he preferred it to the
alternatives: that a super-technol ogi cal power had created all this, or that
he. Stile, was going crazy. Conclusion B was upsetting-but death threats

agai nst hi m had becone comonpl ace in the past few hours. So it was best to
accept the evidence of his experience: that he was now in a fantasy realm and
still in trouble.

Stile rubbed his fingers across his neck, feeling the bum of the chain. Wo
was after him here? Surely not the same anonynous angry Citizen who had sent
t he android squads. The serf who had crossed the curtain and given himthe
amul et had been friendly; had he wanted to kill Stile, he could have done so
by i nvoking the denon at the outset. It seenmed nore likely that the man had
been genuinely trying to hel p-and that the anmul et had acted in an unforeseen
manner. Perhaps there were a number of such magic talismans, dual - purpose
clothe the ordinary person, kill certain other persons. O her persons |ike
Stile. That left a lot in doubt, but accounted for what had happened. Stile
was a fair judge of people and notives; nothing about the other man had
signal ed treachery or enmity. The amulet, as a nechanismto protect this |and
fromcertain people, seenmed reasonable.

Why was he. Stile, unwanted here? That he would have to find out. It was not
nmerely because he was new. The stranger had been new, not so |long ago, by his
own admi ssion. Presumably he had been given a simlar anulet, and used it, and
it had perforned as specified. Stile had at first suspected sone kind of
practical joke -but that denon had been no j oke!

It could not be because he was small, or male; those could hardly be crimes in
a human society. There had to be sonething el se. Some special quality about
himthat triggered the |latent secondary function of the amulet. Unless the

ef fect was random one bad anulet slipped in with the good ones, a kind of
Russi an roul ette, and he happened to be the victim But he was disinclined to
dismiss it like that. Alittle bit of paranoia could go far toward keeping him
out of any further mschief. Best to assume soneone was out to get him and
play it safe.

Meanwhi l e, he would be well advised to get away fromthis region, before
whoever had laid the anulet-trap cane to find out why it had failed. And-he
wanted to |l earn nore about the status of magic here. Was it sone form of
illusion, or was it literal? The denon had shown himthat his life could
depend on the answer.

Where woul d he go? How coul d he know? Anywhere he could find food, and sl eep
safely, and renmain hidden from what ever eneny he nust have. Not the nearest
castl e he had spied; he was wary of that now. Anything near this place was
suspect. He had to go somewhere in the wilderness, alone-

Al one? Stile did not like the thought. He was hardly a social lion, but he was
accustoned to company. Sheen had been excellent conpany. For this strange
land-Stil e nodded to hinself. Considering all things, he needed a horse. He
under st ood horses, he trusted them he felt secure with them He could travel
far, with a good steed. And there surely were horses grazing in those fields



to the north. He had not been able to make out the specific animals he had
seen fromthe tree, but they had had a horsey aspect.

CHAPTER 6
Manur e

Stile wal ked north, keeping a wary eye out for hazards, denonic or otherw se,
and for sonething else. The land, as the trees thinned, becane pretty in a

di fferent way. There were patches of tall l[ush grass, and nulticol ored
flowers, and sections of tunbled rocks. And, finally, a lovely little stream
evidently issuing fromthe nountains to the south, bearing irregularly
northwest. The water was absolutely clear. He lay on his stomach and put his
lips toit, at the sane tine |listening for any danger; drinking could be a
vul nerabl e nonent.

The water was so cold his mouth went nunmb and his throat bal ked at swal | owi ng.
He took his time, savoring it; beverages were so varied and nutritious and
avai |l abl e on Proton that he had sel domtasted pure water, and only now

appreci ated what he had m ssed.

Then he cast about for fruit trees, but found none. He had no neans to hunt
and kill animals right now, though in time he was sure he coul d devise

somet hing. Safety was nore urgent than nourishnent, at the nmoment; his hunger
woul d have to wait. Wth a horse he could go far and fast, |eaving no
footprints of his own and no snell not masked by that of the animal; he would
becone untraceabl e.

He foll owed the stream down, knowing it was a sure guide to the kind of aninal
life he wanted. This was ideal horse country; had he actually seen sone horses
grazing, there fromthe treetop, or only made an i nage of a wi sh? He could not
be certain now, but trusted his instincts. Magic confused him but he knew the
ways of horses well.

Suddenly he spied it: the semcircular indentation of the hoof of a horse.
And, safely back fromthe water, a pile of horse manure. Confirmation

Stile exam ned the hoofprint. It was large, indicating an ani mal of perhaps
seventeen hands in height, solidly built. It was unshod, and chi pped at the
fringes, but not overgrown. A fat, healthy horse who travel ed enough to keep

t he hooves worn, and was carel ess enough to chip themon stones. Not the idea
mount for him but it would do. Stile felt the relief wash through his body,
now t hat he had the proof; he had not imagined it, he had not del uded hinself,
there really were horses here. Hs experience with the denon anul et had shaken
his certainties, but this restored them

He noved over to the manure and stared down at it. And faded into a nmenory.
Sevent een years ago, as a youth of eighteen, |ooking down at a simlar pile of
dung. ..

H s parents' tenure had ended, and they had had to vacate Pl anet Proton
Tenure was twenty years for serfs, with no exceptions-except possibly via the
Gane, a nore or less futile lure held out to keep the peons hoping. He had
been fortunate; he had been born early in their tenure, and so had ei ghteen
free years. He had fitted in a full education and mastered Proton society
before he had to nmake the choice: to stay with his folks, or to stay on

Pr ot on.



H s parents, with twenty years cunul ative pay awaiting them would be
noderately wealthy in the gal axy. They might not be able to swi ng passage al
the way back to Earth, but there were other planets that were really quite
decent. They would be able to afford many good things. On the other hand, if
he remai ned on Proton he would have to serve twenty years as a serf, naked,
obedient to the whins of sonme Citizen enployer, know ng that when that tenure
ended he too woul d be exil ed.

But - here on Proton was the Gane.

He had been addicted to the Gane early. In a culture of serfs, it was an

i nval uabl e rel ease. The Gane was violence, or intellect, or art, or chance,
alone or with tools or nmachines or animals-but mainly it was challenge. It had
its own hierarchy, independent of the outside status of the players. Every
age-|l adder had its rungs, for all to see. The Gane had its own nagic. He was
good at it fromthe outset; he had a natural aptitude. He was soon on his

| adder, on any rung he chose. But he never chose too high a rung.

Fam | y-or Game? It had been no contest. He had chosen Pl anet Proton. He had
taken tenure the day his parents boarded the spaceship, and he had waited for
a Citizen to enmploy him To his surprise, one had picked himup the first day.
He had been conducted to the Citizen's plush estate-there were no unpl ush
Citizens' estates-and put in the pasture and given a wagon and a wi de

pi t chf or k.

H's job was to spade horse nanure. He had to take his fork and wheel barrow and
collect every pile of dung the Citizen's fine horses were graci ous enough to
deposit on the fine | awns. Homesick for his exiled famly -it was not that he
had | oved them |l ess, but that at his age he had | oved the Gane nore-and
unaccustomed to the discipline of working for a living, he found this a

consi derable letdown. Yet it did allow himtime to be alone, and this was
hel pf ul

He was not al one during off-hours. He slept in a loft-barracks with nine other
pasture hands, and ate in a mess hall with thirty serfs. He had no privacy and
no personal possessions; even his bedding was only on | oan, a convenience to
prevent his sweat from contam nating anyone else. In the roomng the |ight
cane on and they all rose, swiftly; at night the light went out. No one mi ssed
a bed check, ever. At home with his fol ks he had had no curfew, they went off
to their enployers by day, and as |long as he kept up with his schooling his
time was largely his own-which neant he would be playing the Gane, and
drilling hinmself in its various techniques. Here it was different, and he
wonder ed whet her he had after all made the right choice. O course he had to
grow up sonetinme; he just hadn't expected to do it overnight.

The Citizen-enpl oyer was inordinately wealthy, as nmost Citizens were. He had
several fine pastures, in scattered locations. It was necessary to travel

t hrough the city-dones fromone property to another, and somehow t he work was
al ways piling up ahead of him

Sone of the pastures were cross-fenced, with neat white Earth-grown wooden
boards and genui ne prerusted nails. These barriers were of course protected by
invisible mcrowires that delivered an unconfortable electric shock to anyone
who touched the surface. The horses were not smart, but they had good
menories; they seldom brushed the fences. Stile, of course, had to learn the
hard way; no one told himin advance. That was part of his initiation

He | earned. He found that the cross-fencing was to keep the horses in one
pasture while allowing a new strain of grass to beconme established in another
if the horses had at it prematurely, they would destroy it by overgrazing



before it had a chance. Pastures were rotated. Wen animals had to be
separated, they were put in different pastures. There were many good reasons
for cross-fencing, and the enployer, despite his wealth, heeded those reasons.

Stile's problemwas that he had to cross sone of those fences, to collect the
manure fromfar pastures. He was small, too snall sinply to step over as a
tall serf might. He was acrobatic, so could readily have hurdled the 1.5 neter
fences, but this was not pernmitted, lest it give the horses notions. The
horses did not know it was possible to junp fences outside of a formal race,
so had never tried it. Also, his landing m ght scuff the turf, and that was
anot her of fense. Only horses had the right to scuff; they were val uabl e
creatures, with comrensurate privil eges.

Thus he had to proceed | aboriously around the fence, going to far-flung gates
where, of course, he had to debate the right-of-way with horses who out massed
himby factors of ten to fifteen. This slowed his work, and he was al ready
behi nd. Fortunately he was a good runner, and if he noved swiftly the horses
often did not bother to keep up. They could outrun himif they had a mnd to,
anytime, but they never raced when they didn't have to. It seened to be a
matter of principle. They did not feel the sane rivalry with a man that they
did with menbers of their own species.

Then he discovered the stile: a structure |ike a standing stepl adder that
enabl ed himto cross the fence and haul his wheel barrow across w t hout
touching a board. The horses could not navigate such a thing, and did not try.
It was, in its fashion, a bridge between worlds. Wth it he could at |ast get
around the pastures fast enough to catch up to his work.

Now t hat he was on tenure, he was expected to take an individual nane. He had
gone by his father's serf-nane, followed by a dependence-numnber. Wen the
Proton serf registry asked himfor his choice of an original and persona
designation, his irrevocable and possibly only mark of distinction, he gave
it: Stile.

"Style? As in el egance?" the serf-interviewer inquired, gazing down at him
wi th anmuserment. "A grandi ose appellation for a |lad your size."

Stile's muscles tightened in abdomen, buttocks, and shoul ders. This "l ad" was
ei ghteen, full-grown-but to strangers he | ooked twelve. The depilatories in
Proton wash water kept the hair off his face and genitals, so that his sexua
maturity was not obvious. A woman his size would not have had a probl em

depil atories did not affect her mpst obvi ous sexual characteristics. He was
fed up with the inevitable remarks; normal - hei ghted peopl e al ways t hought they
were being so dammed clever with their slighting allusions to his stature. But
al ready he was learning to conceal his annoyance, not even pretending to take
it as hunor. "Stile, as in fence.

S-T-1-L-E. I'ma pasture hand."

"Ch." He was so designated, and thereafter was invariably addressed this way.
The use of the proper name was obligatory anmong serfs. Only G tizens had the
pl easure of anonynmity, being addressed only as "sir." If any serf knew the
nane of a Citizen, he kept it to hinmself, except on those rare occasi ons when
he needed to identify his enployer for an outsider

It turned out to be a good choice. Stile-it was original and distinctive, and
in the context of the Gane, suggestive of the hononym For in the Gane he did
i ndeed have a certain style. But best of all were the ranifications of its
original neaning: a bridge between pastures. A stile represented a

di mensi onal | y expanded freedom and perception, as it were a choice of worlds.



He |iked that concept.

Wth experience he becane nore proficient. Every clod of dung he overl ooked
was a mark against him a sure route to ridicule by the other hands, all of
whom were larger if not older than he and had nore seniority. In a society of
wor kers who had no individual rights not relating to their jobs, the nuances
of private protocol and favor becane potent. "Stile-two clods in the buckwheat
pasture," the foreman woul d announce grinmy as he nade his daily review of
denerits, and the group would snigger discreetly, and Stile would be | ow man
on the farmtotem for the next day. He was low nan quite often, in the early
weeks. Other hands woul d "accidentally" shove him and if he resisted he
received a reprimand for roughhousing that put himlow for another day. For
except in egregious cases, the higher man on the totemwas al ways right, and
when it was one serf's word agai nst another's, the |low man | ost. The forenan,
basically a fair man, honored this convention scrupul ously. He was conpetent,
the only serf on the farmw th actual power, and the only one granted the
privilege of partial anonymity: his title was used instead of his name. He
never overstepped his prerogatives, or permtted others to.

There came one day when Stile had not foul ed up. A hul king youth naned Shingl e
was | ow for the day-and Shingle brushed Stile roughly on the path to the
service area. Stile drew on his Game proficiency and ducked while his foot
flung out, "accidentally" sending Shingle crashing into the bamwall. Furious,
Shingl e charged him fists swinging-and Stile dropped to the ground, put his
foot in the man's stomach, haul ed on one arm and flipped himthrough the air
to land on the lush green turf so hard his body gouged it. Shingle's breath
was knocked out, and the other hands stood amazed.

The foreman arrived. "What happened here?" he demanded.

"An accident," the others infornmed him smrking innocently. "Shingle-fel
over Stile."

The foreman squinted appraisingly at Stile, who stood with eyes downcast,
knowi ng this neant trouble, expecting to receive the ridicule of the group
again. Fighting was forbi dden on these prenises. Qut cane the clipboard the
foreman al ways carried. "Shingle-one gouge in turf,"” the foreman said. And
al nrost smiled, as the group sniggered.

For Shingle had been the man | ow on the totem whose business it had been to
avoid trouble. He was by definition wong.

The foreman turned to Stile. "Accidents will happen -but in future you will
report to the recreation roomfor practice in your martial arts. Stile." He
departed on his rounds.

Stile only gained one day clear of the lowtotem officially, for that day he
over | ooked anot her dropping. But he had travel ed considerably higher in the
estimate of his peers. They had not known he was into martial art. In turn, he
renenbered how they had stood by him honoring the convention, |laughing this
time at the other fellow Stile had won, by the tacit rules; the others had
seened to be against himonly because he had been | ow totem not because he
was new or small. That was a suprenely warm ng realization

After that Stile began to make friends. He had held hinself al oof,

unconsci ously, assum ng the others | ooked down on him I|f they had, they
certainly didn't anynore. Now when he foul ed up and they snickered, it was
friendly, alnost rueful. Even Shingle, nose out of joint about the episode,
never made an issue of it; he too abided by the rules, and he had lost fairly.



Meanwhil e, Stile was becom ng adept at spotting horse nmanure. Horses tended to
deposit their solid loads in sem private places, in contrast to their liquid
ones. Liquid went anywhere at all, sonmetimes even on their food, but solids
were always well away from eating, grazing or resting areas. This nmade the
piles nmore challenging to find.

M ssing piles tended to put himlow on the totem Consequently Stile had

consi derabl e incentive to inprove his performance. He devel oped an extrenely
sharp eye for horse manure. H's nose was not much help, for horses had nild
refuse, unlike pigs or chickens; never unpleasant, its odor quickly faded. If
left a few days-God forbid!-it could even sprout grass from undi gested grains,
for the digestion of horses was |ess sophisticated than that of cows. Horses
were adapted to running, and their structure and heat-di ssi pation nmechani sm
and digestion reflected this. So Stile's nose availed only when he was in the
near vicinity of a find. Yet sight was not the whol e answer either, for the
piles could be concealed in copses of trees or am dst bushes. Sonetines he
found chunks of it in the foliage of |ow springing branches. There was al so
the problemof rain-artificial, of course, here in the dones-that wet down the
manure and tended to flatten and blend it with its surroundi ngs. Even when
everything was ideal, manure seemed to be able to di sappear when he was in the
vicinity, only to reappear when the foreman checked. It was so easy to
overlook a pile on the left while collecting one on the right!

Stile's instincts for manure sharpened to the point of near perfection. He
could spade a full pile into his barrow with one scoop and heave, not m ssing
a chunk. He learned the favorite deposit sites of the horses, and checked
there first. Sometimes he even beat the artificial flies there. He could | ook
at a section of pasture and tell by the lay of it whether a horse would want
to contribute

Yet when he had mastered his job, it grew boring. Stile was bright, very
bright. People tended to assune that small stature neant small intelligence,
but it was not true. The work becane stultifying. Had he mastered cal cul us and
Terrestrial ecol ogy and aspects of quantum physics merely to fling dung for
twenty years? Call himthe King of Dung! Wiy had the Citizen snapped himup so
quickly, only to throw him away on this?

But Citizens were all-powerful on Proton. They did not answer to serfs for
their actions. Stile could neither conplain nor change enpl oyers; his rights
in the mtter extended only to accepting proffered enpl oyment or suffering
premature term nation of tenure. If he wanted to remain on Planet Proton, he
obeyed the system He spaded dung.

Oten while at work he watched the horses, covertly, lest he seemto be

mal i ngeri ng. There was Sonny, a small handsone paint hackney with | arge ears,
used for training new riders though he had no proper trot. Sintoe d oud, an
appal oosa gel di ng si xteen hands high, with a pretty "blanket" but too large a
head. Navahjo, a fine quarter horse, dominant in her pasture though she was a
mare. |In another pasture were Msty, a gray plunp Tennessee Walker with a will
of her own, and her conpanion Sky Blue, only fourteen hands hi gh and over
twenty years old. Blue was a former harness racer, well trained but shy
despite her graying head. There was Cricket, also gray verging on white. There
were, according to the dictates of horse registry, no white horses; a horse
that | ooked white was either albino or registered gray. Thus the joke: "What
col or was George Washington's white horse? Gay."

These constituted Stile's world, during much of his working time. He cane to
know themall, froma noderate distance, from Shetland pony to massive draft
horse. He longed to associate nmore closely with them to pat them brush them
wal k them but that was the prerogative of the stable hands, fiercely guarded.



Stile was only a pasture hand, never allowed to get overly famliar with the
stock. On many days his cl osest approach to a living horse was its manure.

Yet fromthat necessary di stance, what beauty! There was a peculiar grace to a
horse, any horse. The power of the nuscles, the spring of the ankles, the

al ertness of the ears, the constant swi shing of the tail. There were no
natural flies here, so android flies were provided, that made | oud buzzing
sounds and swooped around the horses, just to provide exercise for those
tails. Stile loved to watch the tails, perhaps the prettiest thing about any
horse except for the nanes. On occasion he saw a visiting horse with a red
ribbon tied in the tail: the signal of an aninmal that kicked. If a pasture or
st abl e hand got kicked, he was puni shed, not the valuable horse. Serfs were
expected to be careful, not risking the horses' precious feet by contact with
the serfs drab flesh.

Stile made the best of it. He was hardly conscious of this at the tine, but
the extrene val ue placed on horses here was to nake a profound inpression on
his attitude in life. These were not the racing aninmals; these were the
retirees, the injured, the secondary steeds-yet they were worth nore than the
lives of any of the serfs. Sone serfs rebelled, secretly hating the animals
they tended, but Stile absorbed the propaganda conpletely in this respect. The
horse becane his ideal. The horse, though confined to its pasture, had perfect
freedom for the pasture was equi ne heaven. If Stile had been a horse, he
woul d have been in heaven too. Horses becane prettier than people in his eyes,
and though intellectually he denied this, enotionally he accepted it. Stile
was in love with horses.

Thus he becanme an avid student of the species. Not only did he study the
nuances of the mannerisns of the particular animals in his pastures, noting

t hat each horse had a personality fully as distinct as that of any serf;
during his free time he studied texts on horse nmanure. He | earned of the
intestinal parasites that m ght be found in it, the worms and the maggots and
m croscopic vermn. O course there were no such parasites here, but he
pretended there night be, and | ooked assiduously for the signs. He learned to
judge the general health of a horse by its manure; whether it was bei ng worked
hard or was idle; what its diet was and in what proportions. Some horses had
hard cl ods, some |oose; Stile could tell which horse had produced any given
pile, and thus was aware of the past day's | ocation of each horse wi thout ever
seeing the animals directly.

Ti me passed. One day, two years into his tenure, Stile actually spied a worm
in manure. He reported this inrediately to the foreman. "A wormin our
manur e?" the man demanded i ncredul ously. "You've got del usions of grandeur!™

But they tested the horse, for the foreman | et nothing pass unveri5ed, and
Stile was correct. A slow hatching variety of parasite had slipped through the
qgquarantine and infected the aninmal. It was not a serious bug, and woul d not
really have hurt the horse, but it was genuine. The |arvae had manifested in
the manure only on the day Stile noted them he had caught the nuisance before
it could spread to other aninals.

The foreman took Stile to the shower, washed him personally as if he were a
child, and conmbed his hair with an avail able curryconb. Stile submitted,
amazed at this attention. Then the foreman brought him shining clean, to a
small door in the wall of the stable. "Always say 'sir' to him" the foreman
said wam ngly. "Never turn your back until he has dism ssed you." Then he
guided Stile firmy through the door

Stile found hinmself, for the first time, in the presence of his enployer. The
other side of the bamwas a palatial apartnent, with videoscreens on three



wal I's. On each screen was a portion of a conposite picture: the surface of a
nmount ai nous | and as seen fromthe air. The inmage shifted in three-dinmensiona
cohesi on, making the illusion nost effective. The floor was al nost transparent
quartz, surely inported froma quarry on Earth, thus nore val uabl e wei ght for
wei ght than | ocal gold. What affluence!l

The Citizen sat in a plush swivel chair upholstered in purple silk, on whose
arnrests a number of control buttons showed. He was garbed in an ornate robe
that seemed to be spun fromthread made of platinum and wore fine suede
slippers. He was not an old nan, and not young; rejuvenation treatnents made
hi s body handsonme and his age indeterm nate; though behind that facade of

heal th, nature surely kept accurate score. Few Citizens |ived much over a
century despite the best medicine could do. He possessed no overpowering

at nosphere of command. Had Stile encountered himon the streets, serf-naked,
he woul d never have recogni zed himas a Citizen. The nan was conpl etely human.
It was the clothing that nmade the difference. But what a difference it made!

The Citizen was facing to the side, his eyes on a passing cloud. He seened
unaware of Stile's intrusion. ~ The foreman jogged Stile's elbow Stile tried
several times, and finally choked out his announcement of arrival: "S-sir."

The Citizen's eyes flicked to cover him "You are the |ad who spotted the
wor n?" The voi ce was ordinary too, amazingly.

"Yes, sir.
"You are pronoted to stableboy."” And the Citizen rotated in his swivel chair,
turning his glossy back, dismssing Stile.

Stile found hinmself back in the bam He nmust have wal ked there, guided by the
foreman. Now the nman led himby the hand to a cabin at the edge of the
pasture. Three stable hands stood beside it, at attention

"Stile is joining you," the foreman said. "Fetch his gear."

Wth alacrity they took off. In nmoments Stile's beddi ng, body brush and towel
were neatly set up by the fourth bunk in the cabin. The stabl e hands were
congratulating him He was, of course, |ow man of the house-the "boy”-but it
was like a fraternity, a giant inprovenent fromthe barracks. Only four to
share the shower, curfew an hour later, and a cabin vidscreen

Stile's days of spading and hauling manure were over. A new serf took his
place in the pastures. Stile was now of a higher echel on. He was wor ki ng
directly with the horses. Reward had been as swi ft and decisive as puni shrment
for infractions; at one stroke the Ctizen had nade two years of dung

wor t hwhi | e.

Stile lifted his eyes fromthe manure of this wlderness realm OCh, yes, he
knew about manure! He had never forgotten what dung had done for him He
considered it not with distaste or horror, but alnost with affection

He wal ked on down the river, inspecting hoofprints and manure. Sone of these
horses were | arge, sone nedium sone healthy, sone |ess so. Sone did have
worns in their droppings, and these gave Stile a perversely good feeling. A
wor m had pronoted him

This region, then, was not sterile; it was natural. Flies hovered about the
freshest piles: genuine flies, he was sure, species he knew only from books
and nuseum speci mens. No one policed this region; the old piles lay
undi st urbed, sprouting toadstools, gradually settling, dissolving in rainfall,



bright green grass growi ng up through them No self-respecting horse would eat
at a dung-site, so such bl ades remai ned undi pped. Nature's way of preventing
overgrazing, perhaps-but Stile was appalled to see such an excellent pasture
in such disrepair. Did no one care about these horses?

They rmust be wild, uncared for. Which neant that he would be free to take

whi chever one he chose. He might have to break it for riding-but he knew how
to do that. Even with his injured knees he could ride any horse. Only
speci al i zed racing required extrene flexure of the knees; for other riding the
| egs were used for bal ance, for purchase, and gui dance of the steed.

There was evidently a fair-sized herd in this region. A nunmber of mares,
governed by a single powerful stallion? No, there seenmed to be several nales;
he could tell by the positioning of the hoofprints about the indentations of
urination sites. Males watered in front of the hind hooves; fenales, behind.
But there was bound to be a dominant stallion, for that was the way of horses.
CGel dings, or cut males, were no nmore conpetitive than mares, but potent
stal I i ons denanded recognition

That dom nant stallion would probably make the finest steed for Stile's

pur pose- but woul d al so be too obvious. Stile needed a good, fast, but

i nconspi cuous animal. A non-herd stallion-probably there were no gel di ngs
here, if the animals were actually wild-or a nare. A good mare was in no way
inferior; sone of the nost durable runners were female. Stile had ridden a
mar e named Thunder once, who brooked no backtal k from any horse, regardl ess of
size or sex, and was herself a magnificent, high-stepping, |ofty-headed
creature. If he could find a mare |ike her, here-

He spied the prints of a small horse, no nore than fourteen hands, on the
verge of being a pony, but suprenely healthy. Probably a mare; there was
somet hi ng about the delicacy with which she had placed her feet. Every hoof
was sound, and the manure had no infestation. She could run, too-he traced her
galloping prints in the turf, noting the spread and precision of the nmarks,

t he absence of carel ess scuffmarks, of signs of tripping. No cracks in these
hooves, no sl oppy configurations. A good horse, in good condition, could
outrun a greyhound, nmaintaining a velocity of 65 kilonmeters per hour. This
could be that kind of horse. She seened to be a loner, apart fromthe herd,
drinking and feeding in places separate fromthe others. That could nean she
was nore vul nerable to predators, so would have to be nore alert, tougher, and
swifter. But why was she al one? Horses were basically herd ani mals.

He followed this trail, by print and manure. At first the piles were old, but
as he used his skill to orient they became fresher. It took him sone hours to
make real progress, for the horse had wandered far-as healthy horses did. As
Stile wal ked, he wondered nore persistently: what nade this one separate from
her conpani ons? Was she, like hinself, a private individual who had |l earned to
val ue al one-rime, or had she been excluded fromthe herd? What woul d
constitute reason for such exclusion? Cbviously she made do quite well

al one-but did she really like it?

Stile had quite a ot of enpathy for horses, and a lot for outsiders. Already
he liked this little nare he had not yet seen. He did not after all need any
giant steed to ride; his weight was slight, and he knew how to nake it seem
lighter. A small horse, even a pony could easily support him In heroic
fantasy the protagonist always bestrode a giant stallion; Stile could handle
such a horse, but knew there were points to smallness too. Just as there were
points to snmall peopl e!

Here he was, abruptly, at an aspect of the truth: he was very small for his
kind, therefore he liked small things. He identified with them He knew what



it felt like to be | ooked down on, to be the butt of unfunny jokes. "Hey, dja
hear the one about the little nmoron?" Wiy did it always have to be a little
nmoron? Way did the ternms midget, dwarf, pygny and runt have pejorative
connot ati on? What the hell was so funny about being small? Since small people
were not inferior intellectually, it stood to reason that smallness was a net
asset. A better value, pound for pound.

So why didn't he really believe it? He should not choose a horse because it
was small, but because it was the best nount for his purpose. Yet,
subj ecti vel y-

Stile's irate chain of thought was interrupted by the sight of his objective.
There she stood, as pretty a little nare as he had ever seen. Her coat was

gl ossy bl ack, except for white socks on her hind feet, one rising higher than
the other. Her mane fell to the right side, ebony-sleek, and her tail was |ike
the tresses of a beautiful woman. Her hooves glistened |ike pearl, dainty and
perfectly forned. She had a Roman nose, convex rather than straight or

concave, but in nice proportion. And her horn was a spiral ed marvel of ivory
symretry.

Her what ?

Stile actually blinked and rubbed his eyes. He only succeeded in blurring his
vi sion. But what he saw was no trick of the light.

He had found a unicorn

CHAPTER 7
Neysa

He nust have gasped, for the mare raised her head alertly. She had, of course,
been aware of his approach before; horses-unicorns?-had sharp hearing. She had
not been al armed-which itself was remarkable, if she were wild-so had
continued grazing. Equines were like that; they startled readily, but not when
t hey thought they had the situation in hand. Evidently this little |ady

uni corn was much the sane.

This was a fantasy world, where magic evidently worked; he had al ready
established that. He still felt the bumon his neck where the anul et-denon's
chain had scraped. So why shouldn't this world have nmagi c ani mal s too? That
made perfect sense. It was only that he had never thought it through, before
assum ng that these were horses. Was there, actually, much difference between
a horse and a unicorn? Sonme artists represented unicorns with |eonine bodies
and cl oven hooves, but Stile distrusted such conceptions. It could be that a
true unicorn was nerely a horse with a horn on the forehead. In which case
this one would do just fine for him he could ignore the horn and treat her as
a horse.

Stile had not taken tinme to fashion a lariat; he had been nore interested in
surveying the situation, and in the nenories this experience evoked. Now he
decided: this was definitely the animal he wanted. Wth no rope, he would have
to i nprovi se. He doubted she was tanme, but she mi ght not be nman-shy either

He wal ked slowy up to her. The unicorn watched himwarily. There was

somet hi ng about the way her horn oriented on himthat was disquieting. It was
wi t hout doubt a weapon. It tapered to a sharp point; it was a veritable spear.
This was a fighting animal. Scratch one assunption: he could in no way afford



to ignore that horn.

"Now my nane's Stile," he said in a gentle voice. "Stile as in fence. You may

not know about that sort of thing, though. | need a-a steed. Because | may
have a long way to go, and | can get there faster and better if | ride. I ama
very good endurance runner, for a man, but a man does not compare to a good
h-unicorn. | would like to ride you. Wat is your nanme?"

The unicorn blew a double note through her horn. This startled Stile; he had
not realized the horn was holl ow. He had been speaking rhetorically, expecting
no response. Her note was coincidental, of course; she could hardly be
expected to conmprehend his words. It was his tone of voice that mattered, and
the distraction of it while he approached. Yet that note had sounded al npbst
like a word. "Neysa?" he asked, voicing it as well as he could.

There was a fluted snort of agreenent-or so it seemed to him He rem nded
hinself to be careful how he personified animals; if he ever got to believing
he was talking with one on a human basis, he'd have to suspect his own
sensibility. He could get hinself killed, deluding hinmself about the reactions
of a creature with a weapon like that.

"Well, Neysa, what would you do if | just got on your back and rode you?" He
had to keep tal king, calning her, until he could get close enough to nount
her. Then there would be nmerry hell for a while: a necessary chall enge.

The uni corn whi pped her horn about in a nmenaci ng nmanner, and stonped her |eft
forefoot. Her ears flattened back agai nst her head. The | anguage of unicorns
was obviously like that of horses, with absolutely clear signals-for those who
knew how to interpret them She nmight not conprehend the specific neaning of
hi s words, but she knew he was encroachi ng, and was gi vi ng adequat e war ni ng.

If he tried to ride her, she would try to throw him and if he got thrown, he
woul d be in serious trouble. This was indeed no tane animal; this was a
creature who knew of men and did not fear them and when sufficiently
aggravated would kill. A wildcat was not nerely a housecat gone wild; a

uni corn was not nerely a horse with a weapon. The whol e psychol ogy differed.
Neysa's every little mannerismtold himthat. He had no doubt, now, that there
was bl ood on her horn-fromother creatures who had failed to heed her

war ni ngs.

Yet he had to do it. "Neysa, |I'msorry. But a denmon tried to kill ne, not |ong
ago, and in this frane of nmagic I amnot well equipped to protect nyself. |
need to get away fromhere, and |I'm sure you can take nme so nmuch better than I
can take nyself. Men have al ways depended on horses-uh, equines to carry them
before they started nmessing with unreliable nmachines |ike autonobiles and
spaceshi ps." He stepped closer to her, hand outstretched, saying anything,
just so long as he kept talKking.

She lifted both forefeet in a little prance and brought them down together in
a clomp directed at him Her nose nmade a hooking gesture at him and she made
a sound that was part squeal and part snort and part music-the sort of nusic
pl ayed i n the background of a vid-show when the horrible nonster was about to
attack. This was as forceful a warning as she could nmake. She woul d not attack
himif he departed right now, as she preferred sinply to graze and | et graze,
but she would no longer tolerate his presence. She was not at all afraid of
hima bad sign!-she just didn't like him

Now Stile remenbered the fol kl ore about unicorns, how they could be caught

only by a virginal girl; the unicorn would lay his head in her lap, and then
an anbush coul d be sprung. Probably this had been a cynical fable: how do you
catch a mythical animal? Wth a mythical person. Inplication: virgins were as



rare as unicorns. Cever, possibly true in nedieval tinmes -and beside the
point. How would it relate to a man and a femal e uni corn? Wuld she put her
head in his lap? Only to un-man him surely! Mre likely the matter related to
riding: only a person pure in spirit could ride a unicorn-and in such myths,
purity was defined as sexual abstinence and general innocence. Stile had no
clains to such purity. Therefore this could be a very difficult ride. But

nmyt hol ogy asi de, he expected that sort of ride anyway.

"I really amsorry to do this, Neysa," Stile said. And | eaped.

It was a prodigi ous bound, the kind only a highly trained athlete could
perform He flew through the air to |land squarely on the unicorn's back. H's
hands reached out to take firmgrip on her mane, his |legs clanped to her
sides, and his body flattened to bring himas close to her as physically
possi bl e.

Neysa stood in shocked surprise for all of a tenth of a second. Then she took
off like a stone froma catapult. Stile's body was flung off-but his hands
retained their double grip on her mane, and in a nonent his | egs had dropped
back and were cl anpi ng her sides again. She bucked, but he clung cl ose, al nost
standing on his head. No ordinary horse could buck wi thout putting its head
down between its front legs; it was a matter of bal ance and wei ght

di stribution. Neysa nmanaged it, however, providing Stile with just a hint of
what he was in for. Normal limts were off, here; this was, for sure, a magic
ani mal .

She reared, but he stayed on her like a jacket. She whi pped her head about,
spearing at himw th her horn-but he shifted about to avoid it, and she could
not touch himw t hout endangering her own hide. That horn was designed to
spear an eneny charging her fromthe front, not one clinging to her back. It
took a special kind of curved horn to handle a rider; she would never dislodge
himthis way.

So much for the beginning. Now the unicorn knew that no amat eur bestrode her
It would require really heroic nmeasures to dunp him For Stile, when he wasn't
trying to gentle an animal, was extrenmely tough about falls.

Neysa accel erated forward, going west toward the chasm cracks he had spied
fromthe spruce tree-then abruptly braked. Al four feet skidded on the turf.
But Stile was wise to this maneuver, and remai ned secure. She did a double
spi nabout, trying to fling himoff by centrifugal force-but he | eaned to the
center of the turn and stayed firm Abruptly she reversed-and he did too. She
| eaped forward-then | eaped backward. That one al nbst unseated him it was a
trick no ordinary horse knew. But he recovered, alnost tearing out a fistful
of her mane in the process.

Vell! Now she was warmed up. Time to get serious. Neysa tripped forward

| owering her body-then reared and | eaped sinultaneously. She fell backward;
then her hind feet snapped forward and she perforned a flip in air. For an

i nstant she was conpletely inverted, her entire body above his. Stile was so
startled he just clung. Then she conpleted the flip, |landing on her front feet
wi th her body vertical, finally whonping down on her hind feet.

Only the involuntary tightening of his hands had saved him A horse doing a
backflip! This was inpossi bl e!

But, he rem nded hinself again, this was no horse. This was a unicorn-a
creature of fantasy. The mundane rules sinply did not apply here.

Next, Neysa went into a spin. She galloped in a tightening circle, then drew



in her body until she was actually bal anced on one forefoot, head and tai
lifted, rotating rapidly. Magic indeed. Stile hung on, his amazenent grow ng.
He had known he would be in for a stiff ride, but he had grossly
underestimated the case. This was akin to his fight with the denon.

Wl |, maybe that was a fair parallel. Two magi cal creatures, one shaped like a
humanoi d nonster, the other like a horse with a horn. Neither subject to the
[imtations of conventional |ogic. He had been foolish to assume that a denon
that superficially resenbled a horse was anything close to that kind of

animal . He would renmenber this |esson-if he happened to get out of this alive.

Now Neysa strai ghtened out, stood for a nonent-then rolled. Her back snacked
into the ground-but Stile had known when to let go. He | anded on his feet, and
was back on her back as she regained her own feet. "Nice try, Neysa," he said
as he settled in again.

She snorted. So much for round two. She had only begun to fight!

Now she headed for the nearest copse of trees. Stile knew what was coming: the
brush-of f. Sure enough, she passed so close to a large trunk that her side
scraped it-but Stile's leg was clear, as he clung to her other side in the
fashion of a trick rider. He had once won a Gane in which the contest was
trick riding; he was not the finest, but he was good.

Neysa plunged into a thicket. The saplings brushed cl ose on either side,

i mpossi bl e to avoi d-but they bent aside when pushed, and could not sweep off a
firmy anchored rider who was prepared. She shot under a |arge horizontal
branch, stout enough to renpbve him but again he slid around to the side of
her body, avoiding it, and sprang to her back when the hazard was past. Rea
riding was not nmerely a matter of hanging on; it required positive

antici pations and counternoves to each equine effort. He could go anywhere she
coul d go!

Neysa charged directly toward the next large tree, then planted her forefeet,
lifted her rear feet, and did a front-foot-stand that sent her back snashing
into the trunk. Had he stayed on her, he would have been crushed gruesonely.
No gane, this! But Stile, now wise in the ways of unicorns, had dropped off as
her nmotion started. He had | ess mass than she, wei ghing about an eighth as
much, and coul d maneuver nore rapidly when he had to. As her rear feet cane
back to the ground. Stile's rear feet cane back to her back, and his hands
resuned their clutch on her mane.

She snorted again. Round three was over. Round four was com ng up. How many
nmore tricks did this phenonenal animal have? Stile was in one sense enjoying
this chall enge, but in another sense he was afraid. This was no Proton Gane,
where the | oser suffered no nore than | oss of status; this was his life on the
line. The first trick he m ssed woul d be the |ast.

Neysa cane onto a grassy plain. Now she accel erated. Wiat was she up to this
time? It didn't seem so bad-and that rmade hi m nervous. Beginning with a walk,
she accelerated to a slow trot. The speed differential was not great, as a
slow trot could be slower than a brisk walk. In fact. Stile had worked with

| azy horses who could trot one neter per second, rather than the normal three
or four meters per second. The distinguishing mark was the beat and pattern
In wal king, the horse put down the four feet in order, left-front, right-rear
right-front, left-rear, four beats per cycle. Trotting was two-beat:
left-front and right-rear together, followed by right-front and |l eft-rear
together. O with a right lead instead of a left. The point was that the

nmoti on of each front foot was synchronous with one hind foot; in sone cases
the front and rear noved together on the same side. But there were only two



beats per cycle, the pairs of feet striking the ground cleanly together. It
made for a bunpy but regular ride that covered the ground well, and | ooked
very pretty fromthe side. A slowtrot could be gentle; a fast one could be
like a jackhanmer. But a trot was definitely a trot, at any speed; there was
no mstaking it. Stile liked trotting, but distrusted this one. He knew he had
not seen the last of this mare's devices.

Next she broke into a canter: three-beat. Left-front, then right-front and
left-rear together, and finally right-rear. Like a cross between a walk and a
trot, and the ride a kind of gentle swooping. Al perfectly conventional, and
therefore not to be trusted. She had sonethi ng horrendous in her canny equine
m nd!

Finally she reached a full gallop: a nodified two-beat cycle, the two front

| egs striking al nost but not quite together, then the rear two. A four-beat
cycle, technically, but not uniform Beat-beat, beat-beat, at the velocity of
racing. Stile enjoyed it; he experienced an exhilaration of speed that was
special on a horse- unicorn. Mtored wheels could go much faster, of course,
but it wasn't the same. Here, as it were in the top gear, the animal straining
to the limt-though this one was not straining, but loafing at a velocity that
woul d have had anot her one straini ng-

The unicorn shifted into another gait. It was a five-beat-

Stile was so surprised he al nost dropped off. No horse had a five-beat gait!
There were only four feet!

No horse-there he was again. He kept forgetting and getting rem nded in
awkward ways. This gait was awful; he had never before experienced it, and
could not accommopdate it. BEAT-beat - BEAT- BEAT- beat, and over agai n, bounci ng
himin a growi ng resonance, causing himto lose not his grip but his
conposure. He felt like a novice again, fouling hinself up, his efforts to
conpensate for the animal's notions only making it worse. As a harnonic

vi bration could shake apart a building, this fifth-beat was destroying him He
woul d fall-and at this breakneck velocity he could... break his neck

Think, Stile, think! he told hinmself desperately. Analyze: What is the key to
this gait?

H s hands were hurting as his clutch on the unicorn's mane slowy slipped. H's
t hi gh nuscl es were beginning to cranp. Stile was expert-but this creature had
hi s number now. Unl ess he could get her number too, soon

Four feet, five beats. One foot had to repeat. Nunber the steps:
one-two-three-four-where was the repeat? Fingers slipping..

BEAT- beat -t hat sound was | ess than the others, like a half-step. But half a
step had to be conpl eted by-another half-step. Like a nman catching his bal ance
when tripped. Two hal f-steps-that was it. Not necessarily together. The second
and fifth. The right rear foot-as though stunbling, throwing off his timng
Conpensat e-

Stile started to catch on. He shifted his weight to absorb the shock and
irregul arity. BEAT-absorb- BEAT- BEAT-absorb. It was tricky and unnatural as
hell, but his body was finding the dubious rhythm getting the swing. Mstly
it was his know edge of the pattern, of what to expect. No more surprises! H s
| eg muscles rel axed, and his hands stopped slipping.

Neysa felt the change, and knew he had surmounted this chall enge too. She
turned at speed-and Stile's inertia alnost flung himoff her side. A gradua



turn at high velocity could pack nore wallop than a fast turn at | ow speed.
But she had to shift to a normal gallop for the turn, and no equine living
could dunmp Stile with a normal gall op

Real i zi ng her nistake, the unicorn changed tactics. She slowed, then suddenly
went into a one-beat gait. This was another surprise, in a ride full of them
It was like riding a pogo stick. Al four of her feet |anded together; then
she | eaped forward, front feet |leading only to contract to a single four-point
| andi ng agai n.

But Stile had ridden a pogo stick, in the course of his Ganme experience. He
could handle this. "No luck, Neysa!" he cried. "G ve up?"

She snorted derisively through her horn. It was alnost as if she understood
his words. But of course horses were very perceptive of tone, and responsive
toit.

She turned. She had been going north, having curved in the course of her
runni ng; now she bore due west. Round five was com ng up

The grass gave way to packed dirt, then to clay, then to sonething |ike shal e,
and finally to rock. Neysa's hooves struck sparks fromthe surface,
astonishing Stile. She was traveling fast, to be sure-faster than any horse he
had raced. It felt like eighty kilometers per hour, but that had to be a

di stortion of his perception; such a speed would be of interworld chanpionship
| evel, for a horse. Regardl ess, hooves were not netallic; this animl was not
shod, had no netal horseshoes, no nails. Nothing to strike sparks. Yet they
wer e here.

Now she came to the pattern of crevices he had spied fromthe tree. They

| oomed with appal ling suddenness: deep clefts in the rock whose bottons coul d
not be seen. Her hooves clicked between cracks unerringly, but Stile didn't
like this. Not at all! One misstep would drop a foot into one of those hol es,
and at this speed that would nmean a broken leg, a tunble, and one man flying
through the air to | and-where? But all he could do was hang on

The cracks became nore plentiful, formng a treacherous lattice. H's vision of
the crevices blurred, because they were so close, passing so rapidly; they
seened to withe in their channels, swelling and shrinking, nowtw sting as if
about to burst free, now nerging with others or splitting apart. He had noted
a simlar effect when riding the Ganme nodel train as a child, fixing his gaze
on the neighboring tracks, letting themperformtheir animtions as he
travel ed. But these were not rails, but crevices, getting worse.

Neysa danced across the lattice as Stile watched with increasing apprehension
Now t hese were no longer nere cracks in a surface; these were islands between
gaps. Neysa was actually traversing a chasm junping across fromstone to
stone, each stone a platformrising vertically fromthe depths. Stile had
never seen such a | andscape before. He really was in a new world: new in kind
as well as in region.

Now Neysa was | eapi ng, using her one-beat gait to bound from one di m nishing
platformto another. Sonmetinmes all four feet |anded together, in a group

al nost touching each other; sonetines they were apart, on separate islands.
She was obviously conversant with this place, and knew where to place each
hoof, as a child knew where to junp am d the squares of a hopscotch gane,
proficient fromlong practice. Perhaps Neysa had mastered this challenge in
order to avoid predators. No carnivore could match her nmaneuvers here, surely;
the creature would inevitably m sstep and fall between islands, perhaps
prodded by the unicorn's aggressive horn, and that woul d be the end. So her



trick gait made sense: it was a survival nechanism Probably the five-beat
gait had a simlar function. Wat terrain was it adapted to?

Neysa danced farther into the pattern. The islands became fewer, smaller
farther apart. Now Stile could peer into the | ower reaches of the crevices,
for the sunlight slanted down from al nost overhead. Had it been only six hours
fromthe start of this day? It seemed nuch | onger already! The fissures were
not as deep as he had feared; perhaps two neters. But they term nated in rocky
creases that could wedge a leg or a body, and they were getting deeper as the
uni corn progressed.

This was a test of nerve as much as of agility or riding ability.

As it happened. Stile had the nerve. "Let's face it, Neysa," he said. He
tended to talk to horses; they listened well, politely rotating their pointed
furry ears around to fetch in |arger scoops of his sound, and they did not
often talk back. "We're in this together. What would | gain by falling off
now? A broken leg? If it's all the sane to you, oh prettiest and surest-footed
of equines, I'lIl just stay on." He saw her left ear twitch as if shaking off a
fly. She heard him all right, and was not pleased at the confidence his tone
exuded.

But the acrobatic chall enge was not what the unicorn had cone for. Suddenly
she | eaped-into the depths of a larger crack. It was two neters w de, shall ow
at the near end, but bearing | ower. The sides seemed to close in as she

pl unged deeper. Were was she going? Stile did not Iike this devel opnent at
all.

Neysa swung around a chasm corner and dropped to a |lower level. This crack
narrowed above; they were in a partial cave, light raying fromthe top
Cross-cracks intersected often, but the unicorn proceeded strai ght ahead.

A denon roared, reaching fromthe side. Wiere had it come fron? A niche at the
side, hidden until they were beside it. Stile ducked his head, and the thing
mssed him He glinpsed it only briefly: glaring red eyes, shining teeth,
glistening horns, talon claws, nalevol ence. Typical of the breed, no doubt.

Anot her dernon | oonmed, grabbing fromthe other side. Stile flung his body away,
and this one also nmissed. But this was getting bad; he could not afford to |et
go his grip on Neysa's nane, for it was his only purchase. But he soon woul d
need an armto fend of f these attacks.

The unicorn's strategy was clear, now. She was charging through the habitat of
nonsters, hoping one of them would pluck the unwanted rider from her back. The
denons were not grabbing at her; they shied away from her deadly horn, instead
snatching fromthe sides. They seemed akin to the denon of the amulet that he
had fought before, except that their size was constant. Stile knew he woul d
not survive long if one of these nonsters nabbed him He had al ready | earned
how t ough denons were.

He woul d have to conprom se. Neysa could not turn abruptly, for these crevices
defined her route. The denmons stood only at intersections and niches; there
was not room enough in a single crevice for unicorn and denon. So this was a
set channel with set hazards. He should be able to handle it-if he were
car ef ul

Anot her intersection; another denon on the right. Stile let go Neysa's mane
with his right hand and lifted his armto ward off the attack. He did it with
expertise, striking with his forearm agai nst the denon's forearns, obliquely,
drawi ng on the power of his forward notion. The | everage was with him and



agai nst the reaching denon; Stile was sure of that. There was art to bl ocking,
no matter what was bei ng bl ocked.

Neysa felt his shifting of weight and tried to shake himoff. But the channe
bound her; she could not act effectively. Her trap inhibited her as nmuch as
him It was evident that the denons were not her friends; otherw se she would
simply stop and let themsnatch himoff. No, they were enem es, or at |east
un-friends; she neither stopped nor slowed, |est the denons get her as well as
him They probably Iiked the taste of raw unicorn flesh as well as they |iked
the taste of human flesh.

In fact, she had taken quite a risk to get rid of him She first mght get rid
of herself, too.

"Neysa, this is no good," Stile said. "This should be between you and ne. |
don't like demons any better than you do, but this shouldn't be their concern
You' re going for double or nothing-and it's too likely to be nothing. Let's
get out of here and settle this on our own. \Whoever wi ns and whoever | oses,
let's not give the pleasure of our remains to these nonsters.”

She charged on, straight ahead, of course. He knew he was foolish to talk to
hinself like this; it really acconplished nothing. But stress gave himthe
conpul si on. The denons kept grabbing, and he kept bl ocking. He tal ked to them
too, calling themnanes |ike "Fl opface" and "Crooktooth,"” and exclaimng in
cyni cal synpathy when they missed him He forced hinself to stop that; he

m ght get to wanting to help them

Stile was quite nervous now, he knew this because when he turned off his mouth
he found himsel f humm ng. That was another thing he tended to do when under
stress. He had to vocalize in some fashion. Upon occasion it had given him
away during a Game. Bad, bad habit! But now the refrain became conpul sive.
Humm hummm bl ock, as a denon | ooned; hummrhumm bl ock! Stupid, yet effective
inits fashion. But the denbns were getting nore aggressive, encroaching nore
cl osely. Soon they would beconme bold enough to bl ock the channel ahead-

One did. It stepped out directly in front of the unicorn, arms spread, grin
glowering. It was horrendously ugly.

Neysa never slowed. Her horn speared straight forward. As it touched the
denon, she lifted her head. There was a shock of inpact. The creature was
i rpal ed through the center, hoisted into the air, and hurl ed back over the
unicorn's body. Stile clung low, and it cleared him

Now he knew why nost denons gave way to a chargi ng unicorn. They m ght
overwhel ma stationary unicorn, but a noving one was deadly. Stile could
hardly i magi ne a nore devastating stroke than the one he had just seen

And a simlar stroke awaited him the nonment he fell off.

The beat of Neysa's hooves changed. She was driving harder now because she was
climbing. Stile peered ahead, past her bl oodstained horn, and saw the end of
the crevice. They were finally com ng out of it.

The denons drew back. They had beconme too bold, and paid the penalty. The
i ntruders were | eaving anyway; why hinder thenf? Stile rel axed. Round five was
over.

They energed to the surface-and plunged into |liquid. The northern end of the
cracks termnated in water. A river flowed down into them, quickly, vanishing
into the deeper crevices-but to the north it was broad and bl ue. Neysa



spl ashed along it; the water was only knee-deep here.

The river curved grandly, |ike a python, alnost touching itself before curving
back. "The original nmeander," Stile remarked. "But | don't see howthis is
going to shake ne off, Neysa." However, if he had to be thrown, he would much
prefer that it be in water. He was of course an excellent sw mer.

Then the water deepened, and the unicorn was swiming. Stile had no trouble
staying on. Was she going to try to drown hin? She had small chance! He had
won many a Gane in the water, and could hold his breath a long tine.

She did not try. She nerely swam upstreamw th amazing facility, much faster
than any ordinary horse could do, and he rode her though all but her head and
his head were i mersed. The river was cool, not cold; in fact it was pl easant.
If this were round six, it was hardly a chall enge.

Then he felt something on his thigh. He held on to the nane with his right
hand, wary of tricks, and reached with his left-and found a thing attached to
his flesh. Involuntarily he jerked it off, humrm ng again. There was a pain as
of abrading flesh, and it cane up: a fishlike creature with a disk for a head,
myriad tiny teeth projecting.

It was a | anprey. A bl ood-sucking eel-like creature, a parasite that would
never let go voluntarily. Another m nor nonster fromthe biological nmuseum
exhibits, here alive

Stile looked at it, horrified. Magic he found incredible; therefore it didn't
really bother him But this creature was unmagi cal and disgusting. He heard

t he | oudness of his own humming. He tried to stop it, ashamed of his

squeam shness, but his body woul d not obey. \Wat revul sion

Anot her sensation. He threw the | anprey away with a convul si ve shudder and
grabbed the next, fromhis side. It was a larger sucker. There was little he
could do to it, one-handed; it was |eather-tough. He might bite it; that would
serve it right, a taste-literally-of its own medicine. But he recoiled at the
notion. Ugh!

The noxi ous beasties did not seemto be attacking the unicorn. Was it her
hair, or something el se? She could hardly use her horn to terrorize sonething
as mndl ess as this.

Neysa kept swinmming up the river, and Stile kept yanking off eels, hum ng
grimy as he did. He hated this, he was absolutely revolted, but he certainly
was not going to give up now

The uni corn dived, drawi ng hi munder too. Stile held his breath, clinging to
her mane. It was work for her to stay under, as her |arge equine belly gave
her good flotation; he was sure he could outlast her. She would have to
breat he, too

She stayed down a full minute, then another. Only the tip of her horn cut the
surface of the water like the fin of a shark. How |l ong could she do it? He was
good at underwater exploits, but he was getting unconfortable.

Then he caught on: her horn was a snorkel. She was breathing through it! She
had no air-limt. H's lungs were hurting, but her neck was too |l ow, he could
not get his head high enough to break the surface without letting go her mane.
If he et go, he surely would not have a chance to catch her again; she would
stab himif he tried.



But he had a solution. He haul ed hinself up hand over hand to her head, where
her bl ack forel ock waved |ike sea grass in the flow He grabbed her horn. It
was snoot h, not knife-edged along the spiral; lucky for him There seened to
be little indentations along its length: the holes for the notes, at the
nonment cl osed of f.

Hi s head broke water, and he breathed. She could not |ower her horn w thout
cutting off her own wi nd- and she was breathing too hard and hot to risk that.
Equi nes had a ot of mass and nuscle for their lungs to service, and she was
still working hard to stay bel ow

Neysa bl ew an angry note through her horn and surfaced. Stile dropped back to
her back. He yanked off two nore eels that had fastened to himwhile he was
below, as if his cessation of hunm ng had made them bol d.

Neysa cut to the edge of the river and found her footing. She charged out of
the water. Stile had taken round six.

North of the river was a slope rising into a picturesque nountain range. The
hi ghest peaks were cloud-girt and seened to be snow covered. Surely she was
not about to essay the heights!

She was. She gall oped up the slope, the wind drying out her hair and his. \Wat
an ani mal she was! An ordinary horse woul d have been exhausted by this tineg,
but this one seened to be just hitting her stride.

The pace, however, was telling; Stile could feel her body heating. Horses,
with or without horns, were massive enough to be short on skin surface to

radi ate heat. Therefore they sweated, as did nan-but still it could take sone
time to dissipate the heat pollution of overexertion. She woul d have to ease
up soon, even if her nuscles still had strength.

She did not. The slope increased; her hooves pounded harder. One-two,

t hree-four, a good hardworking gall op. She was not even trying to shake him
of f, now, but she surely had sonething excellent in mnd. The grain-grass turf
gave way to fields of blue and red fl owers and gol denrod. Myre rocks showed,
their rugged facets glinting cruel deep gray in the sun. The trees becane

smal ler. Wsps of fog streamed by.

Stile craned his neck to | ook back-and was amazed. Already the Meander River
was a small ribbon in the distance, far below. They must have clinbed a
vertical kilonmeter! Suddenly the air seened chill, the breeze cutting. But the
uni corn was hot; again small sparks flew fromher feet as the hooves struck
the rocky ground. Fine jets of vapor spumed from her nostrils.

Vapor? Stile squinted, unbelieving. Those were jets of fire!

No, inpossible! No flesh-creature could breathe out fire. Living tissue wasn't
able to-

Stile nudged forward, freed one hand, and reached ahead to approach the flane
he thought he saw. Quch! H's fingers burned! That was indeed fire!

Al right, once nore. This was a magi c | and. He had accepted that,
provisionally. The | aws of physics he had known did not necessarily apply. O
if they were valid, they operated in different ways. Horses generated heat -so
did unicorns. Horses sweated-this creature remained dry, once she had shed the
river water. So she got rid of excess heat by snorting it out her nostrils in
concentrated form It did nake sense, in its particular fashion



Now the air was definitely cold. Stile was naked; if they went much hi gher, he
could be in a new sort of trouble. And of course that was the idea. This was
round seven, the trial of inclement climte. Neysa was not suffering; she was
doi ng the work of running, so was burning hot. The cold recharged her

Stile got down as close to his nount as he could. H's back was freezing, but
his front was hot, in contact with the furnace of Neysa's hide. This becane
unconfortable. He was trying to sweat on one side and shiver on the other, and
he couldn't turn over. And Neysa kept climnbing.

Coul d he steer her back down the hill? Unlikely; trained horses nmoved with the
gui dance of reins and |l egs and verbal directives-but they did it basically
because they knew no better. They were creatures of habit, who found it
easiest to obey the will of the rider. This unicorn was a self-willed animal,
no more tractable than a self-wlled nachine. (Ah, Sheen-what of you now?) If
he did not Iike her direction, he would have to get off her back

So he would just have to bear with it. He had to tame this steed before he
could steer her, and he had to stay on before he could tanme her. He found
hi nsel f hunmmi ng again. It seened to help.

Neysa's feet touched snow Steam puffed up fromthat contact. She really had
hot feet! She charged on up the side of a glacier. Ice chipped off and slid
away from her hooves. Stile humed | ouder, his nusic punctuated by his

shi veri ng.

Crevices opened in the glacier. Again the unicorn's feet danced-but this tinme
on a slippery slope. Her hooves skidded between steps, for their heat nelted
the ice. Those sparks were another heat-dissipating nechani sm and though the
snow and ice had cool ed the hooves bel ow sparking | evel, there was stil

plenty of heat to serve. Her body weight shifted, conpensating for the

i nsecure footing, but a fall seened incipient. Stile humed | ouder yet. This
was no mniature Gane-nountain, under a warm dome, w th cushi oned | andings for
| osers. This was a towering, frigid, violent |andscape, and he was afraid of
it.

The cl oud cover closed in. Nowit was as if the unicorn trod the cold beaches
of an arctic sea, with the cloud layers | apping at the shores. But Stile knew
t hat cl oud-ocean nerely conceal ed the deadly aval anche sl opes. Neysa's | egs
sank ankl e-deep in the fringe-wash, finding |odging in ice-but how woul d she
know ahead of tine if one of those washes covered a crevasse?

"Neysa, you are scaring the color right out of ny hair!" Stile told her. "But

I'"ve got to cling tight, because |I will surely perish if | separate from you
here. If the fall through the | edges doesn't shatter ne, the cold will freeze
me. |'mnot as tough as you-which is one reason | need you."

Then the first snow nonster |oonmed. Huge and white, with icicles for hair, its
chill ice-eyes barely peeking out through its snow | ace whiskers, it opened
its icetoothed maw and roared w t hout sound. Fog blasted forth fromits
throat, coating Stile's exposed portions with freezing noisture.

Neysa | eaped across the cloud to another mountain island. Stile glanced down
while she was in mdair, spying a rift in the cover-and there was a gaunt
chasm bel ow. He shivered-but of course he was cold anyway. He had never been
really cold before, having spent all his life in the climate-controlled domes
of Proton; only the snow machi nes of the Game had gi ven hi m experience, and
that had been brief. This was close to his notion of hell

Anot her snow nonster rose out of the cloud, its roar as silent as falling



snow. Again the fog coated Stile, coal escing about his hands, nunbing them
i nsinuating slipperiness into his grip on the mane. Stile discovered he was
hunm ng a funeral dirge. Unconscious black hunor?

Neysa pl unged t hrough a bank of snow, breaking into the interior of an

i ce-cave. Two nore snowronsters | ooned, breathing their fog. Neysa charged
straight into them One failed to nmove aside rapidly enough, and the unicorn's
flame-breath touched it. The nonster nelted on that side, mouth opening in a
silent scream

On out through anot her snowbank-and now they were on a | ong snowslide on the
north side of the range. Four legs rigid, Neysa slid down, gaining speed. Her
passage started a separate snowslide that devel oped into a minor aval anche. It
was as if the entire mountain were coll apsing around them

It would be so easy to relax, let go, be lost in the softly piling snow Stile
felt a pleasant |assitude. The snow was |ike surf, and they were planing down
the front of the hugest wave ever imagined. But his hands were |ocked, the
nmuscl es cranped; he could not let go after all

Suddenly they were out of winter, standing on a grassy |edge, the sun slanting
warmy down. The cold had numbed his mnd; now he was recovering. Neysa was
breat hi ng hard, her nostrils dilated, cooling. Stile did not know how | ong he
had been unaware of their progress; perhaps only mnutes, perhaps an hour. But
somehow he had held on. His hands were cramped; this nmust be what was called a
death grip. Had he won the victory, or was this nmerely a respite between
rounds?

Neysa took a step forward-and Stile saw that the | edge was on the brink of a
cliff overlooking the Meander River. In fact there was the roar of a nearby
falls; the river started here, in the nelting glaciers, and tunbl ed awesonely
to the rocky base. Sure death to enter that realm

Yet Neysa, fatigued to the point of exhaustion, was gathering herself for that
leap. Stile, his strength returning though his rmuscles and skin were sore from
the grueling ride, stared ahead, appalled. Enter that mael strom of plunging
wat er and cutting stone? She was bl uffing; she had to be! She would not commit
sui ci de rather than be tamed

The unicorn started trotting toward the brink. She broke into a canter

bunched herself for the leap. Stile flung hinself forward, across her neck
hal f onto her head. His |ocked fingers cracked apart with the desperate force
of his inmperative, his arms flung forward. He grabbed her horn with both
hands, swung his body to the ground besi de her head, and bull dogged her to the
side. She fought him but she was tired and he had the | everage; he had rodeo
experience too. They cane to a halt at the brink of the cliff. A warm updraft
washed over their faces, enhancing the inpression of precariousness; Stile did
not want to | ook down. Any crunbling of the support-

Stile held her tight, easing up only marginally as she rel axed, not letting
go. "Now listen to nme, Neysal!" he said, making his voice calm It was foolish
of him he knew, to speak sense to her, just as it was foolish to hum when
under stress, but this was not the occasion to attenpt to remake hinself. The
uni corn could not understand his words, only his tone. So he was tal king nore
for hinself than for her. But with the awful abyss before them he had to do
it.

"Neysa, | cane to you because | needed a ride. Soneone is trying to kill ne,
and | ama stranger in this land, and | have to travel fast and far. You can
go faster and farther than | can; you have just proved that. You can traverse



regions that would kill ne, were | alone. So |I need you for a purely practica
reason. "

She continued to relax, by marginal stages, one ear cocked to orient on him
but she had not given up. The nmonent he |l et go, she would be gone. Into the
river, the hard way, and on into unicorn heaven, the eternal pasture.

"But | need you for an enotional reason too. You see, | ama solitary sort of
man. | did not wish to be, but certain factors in ny life tended to set ne
apart fromny associates, ny peer group. | have generally fared best when
going it alone. But I don't like being alone. | need conpani onship. Every
living, feeling creature does. | have found it on occasion with other men in a

shared project, and with wonen in a shared bed, and these are not bad things.
But sel dom have | had what | would call true friendship-except wth another
species of creature. | ama lover of horses. Wien | amwith a horse, | fee
happy. A horse does not seek ny acquai ntance for the sake of ny appearance or
nmy acconplishnents; a horse does not expect a great deal of nme. A horse
accepts me as | am And | accept the horse for what he is. A horse pulls his
weight. | respect a horse. W relate. And so when | seek conpani onship, a
really meaningful relationship, I look for a horse."

Neysa's head turned marginally so that she could fix one eye squarely on him
Good-she was paying attention to the soothing tones. Stile eased his grip
further, but did not Iet go her horn

"So | | ooked for you, Neysa. To be ny equi ne conpani on. Because once a horse
gives his allegiance, he can be trusted. | do not deceive nyself that the
horse cares for ne in the same way | care for him" He tightened his grip
monentarily in a brief outpouring of the enotion he felt. "Or for her. But a

horse is loyal. | can ride a horse, | can play, | can sleep w thout concern
for the horse will guard ne fromharm A good horse will step on a poi sonous
snake before a man knows the threat is present. The horse will alert nme to

some devel opi ng hazard, for his perceptions are better than nine, and he wll
carry me away in tine.

"I looked for you, Neysa, | selected you fromall the herd before |I ever saw
you directly, because you are not really of the herd. You are a loner, like
nme. Because you are snmall, like ne. But also healthy, |ike me. | understand

and appreciate fitness in man and ani mal. Your hooves are clean, your manure
i s whol esone, your nuscle tone is excellent, your coat has the luster of

heal th, the sheen-" No, that was the wong word, for it rem nded hi magain of
Sheen the robot |ass. Where was she now, what was she doi ng, how was she
taki ng his absence? Was she in netallic nmourning for hin But he could not
afford to be distracted by such thoughts at this nonment.

"In fact, you are the finest little horse | have ever encountered. | don't
suppose that means anything to you, but | have ridden some of the best horses
in the known universe, in ny capacity as a | eading jockey of Planet Proton
That's another world, though. Not one of those animals conpares to you in
performance. Except that you are not really a horse. You are sonething el se,
and maybe you think I insult you, calling you a horse, but it is no insult, it
is appreciation. | must judge you by what |I know, and | know horses. To ne,
you are a horse with a horn. Perhaps you are fundamentally different. Perhaps
you are superior. You do not sweat, you strike sparks from your hooves, you
shoot fire fromyour nostrils, you play sounds on your horn, you have gaits
and tricks no horse ever dreaned of. Perhaps you are a denon in equine form
But | doubt this. | want you because you nost resenble a horse, and there is
no creature | would rather have with ne in a strange land, to share ny life
for this adventure, than a horse.™



He rel axed his grip further as she rel axed. She was not going to junp, now he
hoped. But he wanted to be sure, so he kept on talking. It could be a m stake
to rush things, with a horse.

"Now | thought | could conquer you, Neysa. | thought | could ride you and nake
you mne, as | have done so many tines before with other horses. | see now
was wong. | rode you, but you are not mine. You will kill yourself before you
submit to the taming. | hardly know you, Neysa, but | |love you; | would not

have you sacrifice yourself to escape nme." Stile felt mpisture on his cheeks
and knew he was crying again, as he had with Sheen. Few things could nove him
that way. A wonan was one; a horse was another. "No, do not hurt yourself for

me! | grieve at the very thought. I will let you go, Neysal | can not inpose
respect on you. You are the nost perfect steed | could ever hope to associate
with, but I will seek another, a |l esser animal. For | nust be accepted too; it
must be mutual. | can not |ove, and be unloved. Go with ny regret, my sorrow,

and ny blessing. You are free." And he let her go, slowy, so as not to
startle her, and stepped back.
"Yet | wish it had worked out," he said. "Not nmerely because | can see how
good you woul d have been for me. Not only because the |love of such a creature
as you, not lightly given, is nore precious than anything else |I could seek
Not only because you are another example of what | like to see in nyself, in
nmy foolish private vanity: the proof that excellence can indeed cone in small
packages. No, there is nore than that. | believe you need ne the sanme way |
need you. You are al one; you nay not be aware of it, but you need a conpani on
t oo, one who respects you for what you are. You are no ordinary mare."

He saw a scrape on her foreleg. "Oh, Neysa-you were hurt on that run." He
squatted to examne it. Pain lanced through his knees, and he fell over,
dangerously near the brink. He clutched at turf and drew hinself back to safer
ground. "Sorry about that," he said sheepishly. "I have bad knees... never
mnd." He got up carefully, using his hands to brace hinmself, for rising

wi t hout squatting was awkward. He had never fully appreciated the uses of his
knees, until their capability was dim ni shed.

He approached Neysa slowy, still careful not to startle her, then bent from
the waist to look at her leg. "I could wash that off for you, but there's no
water here and | think it will heal by itself. It is not serious, and the

bl ood helps clean it. But |let me check your feet, Neysa. | do not want to

| eave you with any injuries of ny nmaking, and feet are crucially inportant.
May | ift your left front foot?" He slid his hand down al ong her | eg,
avoi di ng the scrape, then drew on the ankle. "Easy, easy-l just want to | ook

To see if there are any cracks-cracks in hooves are bad news." The foot cane
up, though the unicorn was obviously uncertain what he was doi ng, and he

| ooked at it fromthe bottom It was still fairly warm w sps of vapor curled
fromthe frog, the central triangle of the hoof. "No, that is a fine clean
hoof, a little chipped around the edges, but no cracks. You nust get plenty of
protein in your diet, Neysal"

He set the foot down. "I should check the others, but |I fear you would

m sunderstand. This is one thing a man can do for his horse. He can check the
feet, clear the stones or other obstructions, file them down when they wear
unevenly or get badly chipped. The wel fare of the steed becones the
responsibility of the man. When food is scarce, the man provides. \Wen there
i s danger, the man fights to protect the horse. Some aninmals who prey on

horses are wary of men. | mght face down a wolf, while you-" He | ooked at her
horn. "No, you could handle a wolf! You don't need the likes of ne; why should
| deceive nyself. | could tell you that to be the associate of a man is to be

protected by the intelligence of a man, by his farsighted mnd. That a man
will anticipate danger and avoid it, for both hinself and his nount. H's brain



makes up for his |lesser perceptions. He will steer around sharp stones that

m ght crack hooves. But why should this have neaning for you? You have savvy
i ke none | have seen in any horse; you don't need protection. | delude nyself
in my desperate need to justify nyself, to think that | could in any way be
wort hy of you."

A fly buzzed up, | anding on Neysa. She shook her skin in that place, as horses
did, but the fly refused to budge. Her tail flicked across, but the fly was on
her shoul der, out of range. She could get it with her nmouth, but then she
woul d have to take her attention off Stile. The fly, with the canny

ruthl essness of its kind, settled down to bite.

Stile experienced sudden heat. "Now don't startle, Neysa," he said. "I am
going to slap that bastard fly, so it can't bother you. Easy, now .." He
sl apped. The fly dropped. "I hate biting flies," Stile said. "I have known
them hitherto only through research, but they are the enem es of horses. |
will not tolerate themon any animal associated with ne." He stepped back
shrugging. "But | am showi ng ny foolishness again. You can handle flies!
Good- bye, Neysa. | hope you are happy, and that you graze forever in the
greenest pastures." 128

Stile turned and wal ked away fromthe brink, listening only to nake sure the
unicorn did not junp. H's heart was heavy, but he knew he had done the right
thing. The unicorn could not be tamed. What a treasure he was | eavi ng behi nd!

There was a strange rippling in the grass of the |ledge. It had been occurring

for sone tine, but only now was he fully conscious of it. It was as if he were
in a pool, and a pebble had dropped in, making a spreading series of circular

waves. But there was no water. What was causing this?

Sonet hi ng nuzzled his el bow Stile junped, startled; he had not heard anything
appr oach.

It was the unicorn. She had cone up behind himsilently; he had not known she
could do that. She could have run her horn through his back

He faced her, perplexed, Neysa's ears were forward, orienting on him Her
muzzl e quivered. Her great brown eyes were wet, gleaming |like great jewels.
She lifted her head and ni bbled on his ear, gently, caressingly. She nmade a
little whinny, cajoling him

"Ch, Neysa!" he breathed, lifted by an expl osion of Joy-

He had won her, after all

CHAPTER 8
MJSI C

They were both tired, but Stile felt conmpelled to put distance between hi mand
his point of entry to this world. Neysa, having consented to be taned, was the
perfect mount; the slightest pressure of one of his knees on her side would
turn her, and the shifting of his weight forward woul d put her into the

snoot hest of trots. But nostly he didn't guide her; he I et her pick her way.

"I need to hide, Neysa," he explained. "I need a place to be safe, until | can
| earn what | need to know about this world. Until | can di scover who is trying
to kill me, and why, and what to do about it. O whether ny experience wth



t he amul et - denmon was nere coi nci dence, a randomtrap, nothing personal. But
until | know this land better, | have no notion where to hide.

Par adox. "

She |istened, then made a gesture with her horn, pointing west, and tapped a
forefoot. "It's alnost as if you understand ne," he said, anused. "At | east
you understand ny need. If you know of a place to go, then by all neans take
me there, girl!"

But first he paused to gather sone straw froma mature field and fashioned it
into a crude saddle. "I don't really need a saddle, Neysa, but nmy weight wll
make your back sore in time unless it is properly distributed. The human
seat-bones don't quite jibe with the equi ne backbone. This straw is not ideal
but it's better than nothing. W have to get ny weight off your ribs and over
your withers, your shoulders; that's where you can nost confortably support
it. And a token girth to hold it on, so | won't have to yank at your beautiful
bl ack mane anynore."

Neysa submitted to this indignity, and carried himwestward across the anber
plain north of the purple nountains, her speed picking up as her strength
returned. Something nagged at Stile; then he caught on. "You know, Neysa-this
is like the old patriotic song of Anerica, back on Earth. |'ve never been
there, of course, but it describes anber waves of grain and purple nmountains
and fruited plains-which reminds nme, 1'mhungry! | haven't eaten since | cane
into this world -1 don't know whether they really exist on Earth, those purple
mount ai ns, but they really do exist here! Do you mind if | whistle the tune?"

She cocked her ear back at him listening, then cocked it forward. She had
cute bl ack ears, expressing her personality. She did not mnd

Stile whistled. He was good at it; whistling was, after all, a form of nusic,
and good whistling was good nusic. Stile was good at anything that related to
t he Gane, back on Proton. He had spent years constantly perfecting hinself,
and he had a special nostalgia for nmusic. There had been a girl, once, whose
menory he associated with it. He whistled the fields nore amber, the nountains
nore purple, and the whole countryside nore beautiful. And it really seened to
be so; the entire | andscape seenmed to assune a nore intense grandeur, together
wi th an at nmosphere of expectancy. Expectant of what? Abruptly becomn ng
nervous. Stile broke off.

Neysa paused by a tree. It was a pear tree, with huge ripe fruits. "Bl ess
you!" Stile exclaimed. "Are these safe to eat?" He disnobunted without waiting
for an answer. What a confort this unicorn was, now that she had joined himn

Neysa noved to the grain nearby and started grazing. She was hungry too.

Hor ses-and uni corns! -could not proceed indefinitely w thout sustenance; they
had to spend a good deal of their time grazing. So a horse was not really
faster transportation, for a man; it was speed when he needed it, interspersed
with rest. But it was a life-style he liked. His first hours in this world had
not been dull, because of the denobn-threat and his quest for a steed; but had
he remai ned al one nuch | onger, he would have becone quite bored and |onely.
Now, with this conpanionship, this world was delightful. Perhaps his need for
transportation had nmerely been a sublimtion of his need for conpany.

He woul d have to assune that they could canp here safely, at |least for one
night. Stile pulled down a pear. It certainly | ooked safe. If he starved,

di strusting nature's food, what would he gain? He took a juicy bite. It was
del i ci ous.



He consuned three of the large fruits, then desisted, just in case. He did not
need to gorge. He nade a bed of hay, under the pear tree, and | ay down as

dar kness closed in. He hoped it would not rain-but what did it really matter?
He would dry. The tenperature was nice, here; he would not be cold, even when
wet .

Neysa had wandered off. Stile wasn't worried; he was sure of her, now She
woul d not leave himand if she did, it was her right. They had a tacit
agreement, no nore, subject to cancellation without notice by either party.
Still he glanced across the field as the first noon came up. He woul d prefer
to have her near him just in case. He did not know what routine dangers there
m ght be, here, but was sure Neysa could recogni ze and handl e them The way
she had di spatched the crackdenon and the snow nonster -

The nmoonrise was spectacular. Far less intense than the sun, it had nore
appeal because he could |l ook at it directly. This was a cl ose, |arge noon,
whose efful gence bathed the slowy crossing clouds in pastel blue. The

t hi ckest clouds were bl ack sil houettes, but the thinner ones showed their
substance in blue nonochrone, in shades of one color, all the lines and curves
and burgeonings of them all inexpressibly lovely. Ch, to travel anidst that
picture, in the magic of the night sky!

Slowy it faded. Monrise, like sunrise, was a fleeting phenonmenon, the nore
preci ous because of that. Stile was sure no two noonrises or noonsets would be
the sane; there would always be a different picture, as lovely as the |ast,

but original. Wat splendor nature proffered to the eye of any man who had
half the wit to appreciate it!

Sonet hi ng was coming. Not a unicorn. Alarmed, Stile peered through the

sl anting nobonbeans. He renmai ned naked, weaponl ess; he had seldomfelt the need
for weapons in Proton society, though he knew how to use them This was a
wi | der world whose beauty was tenpered, perhaps even enhanced, by its hazards.
Was this a nocturnal predator?

No-it was a wonman!

Yet she carried no weapon either, and wore no clothing, and seened i nnocent
rather than hostile. This could be another denobnic trap, but Stile sonehow
doubted it. She was-there was something famliar about her

As she came cl ose, the noonlight caught her fully. The prom sing outline was
fulfilled in blue light. She was small, very small, smaller even than he, but
suprenely healthy and full-fleshed. She was beautifully proportioned, with
smal | hands and feet, slender yet rounded legs, and virginally firm breasts.
Her fingernails and toenails glistened |like pearls, her hair was | ustrous

bl ack, and she had an ivory decoration set in her forehead. Her face was quite
cute, though she had a Roman nose. Her only flaw was a scratch on one arm a
fresh one only starting to heal

"Stile," she said, with an al nost nusical inflection

"Neysa!" he replied, astonished.

She opened her arms to him smling. And Stile understood that the friendship
of a unicorn was no inconsequential thing. Wen he had won her, he had won her
conpl etely.

She was of course a variant of demon. No ordinary creature could make such a

transformation. But it was already clear that there were variations anong
denons, in fact whole phyla of them Wat mattered was not how far renoved her



type was fromhis, but how they related to one another. He trusted Neysa.

Stile enbraced her, and ki ssed her, and she was lithe and soft and wholly
desirable. He lay down with her under the pear tree, know ng her for what she
was, and | oved her, as he had | oved the robot Sheen

In the norning Neysa was back in equine form grazing. Stile glanced at her
covertly reflecting on the event of the night. Wuld she expect different
treatment, now? Would she now decline to carry himsafely?

As it turned out, Neysa's attitude was unchanged. She was still his steed. The
ni ght had been nerely a confirmation of their relationship, not a change in
it. But never again would he think of a unicorn as nerely a horse with a horn

Rested and fed, Neysa set out at an easy trot across the field, still bearing
west. Trots could be rough or snmooth; this one was the snoothest. She could
have | ooked like a drudge, yet fetched a high price on Proton, for the sake of
this trot. As if such a creature could ever be sold, for any price! Then she
nmoved into a nice canter with a syncopated beat: one-two-three-pause,
one-two-three-pause. A canter, to his way of thinking, was a trot by the
forefeet and a gallop by the rear feet; it too could vary greatly in confort,
dependi ng on the steed's nature and nood. Stile enjoyed this; how nice it was
toride this fine animal w thout fighting her

Neysa shifted into a variant of the trot: the pace, in which the left feet
noved together, and the right feet together also. Two beats, throwi ng himfrom
side to side, but covering the ground faster than an ordinary trot. Then back
into a canter-but not an ordinary one. Her rear hooves were striking the
ground together, synched with her right front hoof, so that this was anot her
two-beat gait: a single foot alternating with three feet. One-TWO One-TWJD He
had to post over the shocks, |est his bones begin to rattle.

She was showi ng of f her gaits, proving that no horse could match her in
variety or facility. Yesterday she had denonstrated gaits from one-beat to
five-beat; now she was doing the variations.

"This is great stuff, Neysa!" he said warmy. "You are the npst versatile
hoofer | know. " For this was an aspect of conpanionship: performng for an
appreciative friend. Animals, like people, would do a lot, just for the
sati sfaction of having their efforts recogni zed. Though Neysa was not
precisely an aninmal or a person

Just when Stile thought he had experienced the whole of her repertoire, Neysa
surprised himagain. She began to play nusic through her horn. Not an

occasi onal nel odic note, but genuine tunes. Her hooves beat counterpoint to

t he sustained notes, making a dramatic march

"The five-beat gait!" Stile exclained. "That's what it's for! Syncopation
going with your nusic!"”

She noved into the five-beat, playing an intricate nmelody that fit that beat
perfectly. This tine her notion was easy, not designed to unseat him and he
liked it. Stile was no |onger surprised by her conprehension; he had realized,
in stages during the prior day and night, that she conprehended human speech
perfectly, though she did not bother to speak it herself. Wen he had indul ged
in his soliloquy on the | edge above the Meander River, she had understood
preci sely what he said. H s meaning, not his tone, had converted her. That was
good, because he had neant exactly what he said.

Now he coul d give her detailed verbal instructions, but she preferred the body



directives of |legs and weight-shifting. She nmoved to his directives with no
evi dence of those nessages apparent to any third party. That was the riding

i deal . She was at honme with what she was: a unicorn. Stile, too, preferred the
cl oseness this node entailed; it was the natural way, a constant communication
with his steed.

Neysa's horn-nusic resenbl ed that of a harnonica. No doubt there were nany
smal | channels in her horn, with natural fiber reeds, and she could direct the
flow of air through any channel s she wi shed as she breat hed. What a conveni ent
way to play!

"You know, Neysa-l know sonething of mnusic nyself. Not just whistling. | was
introduced to it by a girl a bit like you, in your girl-form very small,
pretty, and talented. |'mnot the top nmusician in ny world, but I am

conpet ent - because nusic is part of the conpetition of the Gane. You woul dn't
know about that, of course; it's like a-like a continuing contest, a race,
where every day you race soneone new, in a different way, and if you get

really good you gain status. | have won Ganes by pl aying thenmes better than
ot her people. The violin, the clarinet, the tuba-I1've played themall. | wish
| could accompany you! | suppose | could whistle again, or sing-" He shrugged.

"But 1'd really like to show you what | can do with an instrunent. One |ike
yours. Anot her harnmonica. So we could play together. A duet. There's a speci al
joy in that, as great in its way as-as the joy we had in our gane of the
night. Wth an instrunent, | could cone to you, as you came to nme, sharing
your frame."

Neysa accepted this as she did nost of his comentary: with a wiggle of one
ear and tolerance. She didn't mind if in his vanity he thought he could play
the way she could. She |iked hi manyway.

Stile pondered briefly, then made a little verse of it. "The harnonica is what
you play; | wish | had one here today." He fitted the words to her nel ody,
singing them

Neysa made an unnel odic snort, and Stile | aughed. "Corny, | know Doggerel is
not nmy forte. Al right, 1'll quit."

But the unicorn slowed, then stopped, then turned about to retrace her | ast
few steps. "What's the matter?" Stile asked, perplexed. "If | offended you,
I"'msorry. | didn't mean to nmess up your nusic."

She fished in the tall grass with her horn. Something glittered there. Stile
di smount ed and wal ked around to exanmine it, fearing trouble. If it were
anot her denon anul et -

It was a large, ornate, well-constructed harnonica, seem ngly new.

Stile picked it up, examining it in wonder. "You have a good eye, Neysa,
spotting this, and it couldn't have happened at a nore fortuitous tine. Wy,
this is fromny world. See, it says MADE ON EARTH. Earth has a virtua
nmonopoly on quality mrusical instrunents. Mdst colonies are too busy to

specialize in the arts. This is a good brand. I"'mno specialist in this
particular instrument, but 1'll bet | could play-" He | ooked around. "Soneone
must have lost it. I'mnot sure it would be right to-" He shook his head. "Yet
it won't help the owner, just to leave it here. | suppose | could borrowit,
until | can return it to-"

Having rationalized the matter. Stile renounted his straw saddl e-whi ch seened
to be holding up extraordinarily well, packing into an ideal shape-and settled
down for the resunption of the ride. Neysa noved into a snooth runni ng wal k,



and pl ayed her horn, and Stile tried out the harnonica.

It was a lovely instrunent. It had sixteen holes, which would translate into
thirty-two notes: four octaves. It was, in addition, chromatic; it had a | ever
at the end whi ch, when depressed, would shift the full scale into the

hal f-tones. There were al so several buttons whose purpose he did not fathom
he woul d expl ore those in due course.

Stile put his mouth to it, getting the feel of it, blow ng an experinental
note. And paused, surprised and gratified; it was trenolo, with the peculiar
and pl easant beat of two closely matched reeds. He bl ew an experinmental scale,
pursing his lips to produce a single note at a time. This harnonica was
extremely well constructed, with no broken reeds, and every note was pure and
in perfect pitch.

Very good. Neysa had halted her mnusic, curious about his activity. Stile
essayed a nel ody. He kept it sinple at first, playing no false notes, but the
i nstrument was so conducive and the sound so pl easant that he soon broke into
greater conplexities.

Neysa perked her ears to listen. She turned her head to gl ance obliquely back

at him surprised. Stile paused. "Yes, | really can play," he said. "You
thought | was a duffer? That whistling represented the epitone of ny
achievenent? | love nusic; it is another one of those things that cone easily

to a lonely person. O course I'mnot as sharp on the harnonica as | amon
other instrunents, and | can't play el aborately, but-"

She bl ew a note of hal f-negation. "Wat, then?" he inquired. "You know, Neysa,
it would be easier for me if you tal ked nore-but | guess you' d have to change
to your human formfor that, and then we couldn't travel properly. You know,
you really surprised ne when you-do you call it shape-changi ng? Pernutation?
Ref ormul ation? It was an aspect of you | had never suspected-”

She bl ew another note, three-quarter affirmation. He was getting better at
graspi ng her conmunications. "You're still trying to tell ne sonething," he
said. "I'mpretty good at riddles; that's another aspect of the Game. Let's
see-is it about your manifestation as- no? About ny reaction to it? You say
hal f-right. About ny surprise-your surprise? Ah, now | get it! You were just
as anmazed to discover | could play a musical instrument as | was to see you in
human form ™"

Neysa made an affirmation. But there was still a slight reservation. Stile
pursued the matter further. "And, just as your change of form enabled us to
interact in a new and neani ngful way-though not nore neani ngful than this joy
of traveling together across this beautiful land-nmy abruptly revealed facility
with nusic enables us to interact in yet another way." He smled. "Wich is
what | was trying to tell you before -oh, you nean now you agree! You-no, you
couldn't be apol ogi zi ng! Uni corns never make ni stakes, do they?"

She nade a little buck, just a warning. He |laughed. "Well, let's get to it,"
he said, pleased. He put the harnonica to his nmouth and played an i nprovised
t henme, sending the perfect notes ringing out over the plain between the
nmount ai n ranges. Now Neysa joined in, and they made beautiful harnony. Her
hooves beat the cadence, in effect a third instrument. The resulting duet was
extrenely pretty.

Stile experinented with the nystery buttons, and discovered that they were
nodes, |ike those of a good accordion; they changed the tones so that the
har moni ca sounded |i ke other instrunments, to a degree. One cancel ed the
trenol o effect; another brought into play an octave-tuned scal e. Another



rendered the instrunment into a diatonic harnonica, with the popul ar but

i nconpl ete scale and slightly differing tone arrangenent. This was the nost
sophi sti cated harnoni ca he had ever played. That only increased his wonder
that it should have been so carelessly Iost out here. If he dropped such an

i nstrument, he would search for hours to locate it, for it was a marvel of its
ki nd. Wio could have left it without a search?

Stile taught Neysa a song, and she taught himone. They played with

i mprovi sations to the beat of differing gaits. They did responsive passages,
one taking the main thene, the other the refrains. They played alto and tenor
on a single thene.

But soon sonet hing devel oped in the atnosphere-a broodi ng presence, an
i ntangi ble power. It intensified, beconm ng al nost visible.

Stile broke off his playing. Neysa halted. Both | ooked about.
There was not hi ng. The presence was gone.

"You felt it too?" Stile asked. Neysa flicked an ear in assent. "But what was
it?"

She shrugged, al nost dislodging his inpronptu saddle. Stile checked his
woven-straw cinch to see if it was broken. It wasn't; the strap had nerely
wor ked | oose fromthe ring, as happened on occasion. He threaded it through
again, properly, so that it would hold.

And did a double take. Strap? Ring?

He junped to the ground and | ooked at his handiwork. Loose straw was sheddi ng
fromit, but underneath it was a well-made if battered | eather saddle,
confortable fromlong use.

He had fashioned a padding of straw. It had been straw this norning when he
put it on her. Where had the saddl e cone fronf?

"Neysa-" But how woul d she know? She could not have put it there.

She turned her head to gaze directly at him Then she turned it farther
touching the saddle with her horn. And | ooked at him surprised.

"Someone has given us a saddle,” Stile said. "Yet there was no way-it was
straw this nmorning-1 was riding you the whole time-"

She bl ew a nervous note. She didn't know what to nmake of it either

"Magic," Stile said. "This is a realmof magic. There was nagic in the air
just now. A-spell?"

Neysa agreed. "Could it be ny nenesis, the one | think tried to kill me?"
Stile asked. "Showi ng his power? Yet the saddle is helpful, not harnful. It's
somet hing | needed, and it's a good one. And-" He paused, partly nervous,
partly awed. "And the harnonica-that appeared |like magic when | wanted it-
Neysa, is someone or sonething trying to help us? Do we have a gremin friend
as well as an eneny? I'mnot sure | like this-because we can't be sure it is a
friend. The way that amulet turned into a denmon-"

Neysa turned abruptly and began gal |l oping at right angles to her prior course,
carrying him along. She was bearing south, toward the purple mountains. Stile
knew she had sonething in mnd, so let her take her own route.



Soon they approached a unicorn herd. Neysa must have been skirting the herd
all along, aware of it though Stile was not, and now sought it out. She
sounded a perenptory note on her horn before drawi ng close. A single unicorn
at the edge of the herd perked up, then galloped toward them A friend?

Neysa turned and bore west again, away fromthe herd, and the other unicorn
cut across to intercept her. The other was nale, |arger than Neysa though not
substantially so. His color was quite different: dark blue, with red socks.
Real ly the sane pattern as Neysa's, but with conpletely unhorselike hues.
Again Stile renmi nded hinself: these were not horses.

As the two ani mal s angl ed toget her, Neysa tooted her horn. The stranger
answered with a sinmlar toot. Hi s horn sounded nore |ike a saxophone, however.
Did every unicorn play a different instrunent? What a cacophony when severa
ran toget her!

Neysa shifted into the five-beat gait and played a conpatible tune. The ot her
mat ched the gait and cadence, and played a conplenmentary thenme. The two

bl ended beautifully. No wonder Neysa had played so well with Stile hinself;
she had done this sort of thing before, with her own kind. Stile |istened,
entranced. No cacophony, this; it was a |ovely duet.

Who, then, was this young stallion she had sutmmoned? Stile did not really want
his presence advertised. But he knew Neysa understood that, and was acting in
his interest. She had to have reason. This nust be sone friend she trusted,
who could hel p them di scover the nature of the magic-or protect themfromit

i f necessary.

They ran until well clear of the herd. Then they slowed, their harnmony sl ow ng
with them Neysa finally deposited Stile by a handsome nut tree and started
grazing. It was the mddle of the day: |unch break. She woul d probably insist
on grazing for an hour or nore, and he did not begrudge her that. She needed
her strength, still not entirely restored after yesterday's trial. He renoved
the saddl e and set it under the tree.

The strange unicorn did not graze. He watched Stile, |ooking himup and down.
He took a step forward, horn pointed at Stile's navel. The nusical instrunent
was now a weapon, without doubt. Stile stood still, chewing on a nut, rel axed
but ready to nove in a hurry if the creature charged

The unicorn blew a single derisive note, shinmered -and becane a man. The nman
was clothed. He wore furry | eather trousers, a blue |ong-sleeved shirt, solid
| ow boots, red socks, and a floppy light-blue hat. H's hands were covered by
heavy fiber gloves. A rapier hung at his side.

Astoni shed, Stile stared. A Citizen-here?

"So thou'rt the creep who's been nmessing with ny sister!” the man said, his
right hand fingering the hilt of the rapier

Just what he needed: a protective brother! Now Stile saw the forehead spi ke
simlar to Neysa's. No Citizen; ordinary people wore clothing here, he
renenmbered now. "It was voluntary," Stile said tightly.

"Ha! | saw her charging up Snow Mountain yesterday, trying to shake thee off.
Thou' rt lucky she changed not into a firefly and let thee drop in a crevasse!"



OCh. The unicorn was tal king about the day, not the night. "She changes into a
firefly, too?"

"And pray what's wong with that? Most beasts are lucky if they can change
into one other form W each have two." He shimrered again, and becane a hawk.
The bird wi nged upward at a forty-five-degree angle, then | ooped and di ved
toward Stile.

Stile threw hinsel f aside-and the nan was back, appearing just as the bird

seened about to crash into the ground. "Well, there's no accounting for
tastes. Thou'rt a shrinp, and thou'rt naked, but if she lets thee ride her
can't say nay. | want thee to know, though, that she's the best mare in the

herd, color or not."
"Color?" Stile asked bl ankly.

"Don't tell ne thou noticed not! Let me warn thee, man-thing: an thou dost
ever use the term'horse-hued' in her presence, | wll personally-"

Neysa had come up behind her brother. She bl ew a warni ng note.

"Al'l right, already!" he snapped. "She is one season ny senior; | may not talk
back to her. But remenber what | say: there is nothing wong with Neysa!"

"Nothing at all,"” Stile agreed. "She's the finest-perform ng and
finest-1ooking mare |'ve encountered."”

The man, evidently braced for doubt or argument, was briefly nonplused. "Uh
yes. Exactly. Then let's get on with it. Wat's thy probl en?"

"My name is Stile. | ama stranger in this world, w thout information or

cl ot hing, soneone is trying to kill ne, and magic is being performed around ne
whose ultimate purpose | can not fathom" Stile had the gift for succinct
expressi on, when required.

"So." The man frowned. "Well, nmy nanme is Aip. I"'mNeysa's little brother. She
wants nme to help thee, so I'll help. I'lIl fix thee up with information and
clothing. And a weapon to defend thyself fromthine eneny. As for the

magi c-concern thyself not about it. Unicorns are i mune to nagic."

"I'mmune! " Stile expostul ated. "Here you stand, a shape-changi ng uni corn, and
you tell ne-"

"Qther magic, nit. O course we do our own, though easy it is not. Like

| ear ni ng anot her | anguage-which is part of shape-changi ng, of course; can't be
human if thou canst not talk human idiom Can't be avian if thou canst not

fly. So nmost uni corns bother not. But none other can change a unicorn, or
enchant one. O anyone in contact with a unicorn. Was that not why thou di dst
desire her? So long as thou stayest with Neysa—" He frowned. "Though why she'd
want to stay with thee-" Neysa's note of protest cut himoff again. "Well
there's no conprehending the ways of mares."” He began to renove his clothing.

"No comprehending!" Stile agreed. "Look, Cdip-1 rode Neysa as a chall enge,
because | needed a mount. In the end | couldn't keep her-but she joined ne by
her own choice. | don't know why she didn't junp off the nmountain and change
into afirefly and let ne drop to ny death, as | gather she could have-" And
he had thought he was sparing her, when he rel eased her at the |edge! "And
don't know why she's not talking to ne now When she-changed to hunman form
all she said was ny nanme. She didn't explain anything." At the tinme he had



t hought no expl anati ons were necessary; he had been nai ve!

"That last | can clarify. Neysa doesn't like to talk much. I'mthe tal kative
one in our famly, as perhaps thou hadst not yet noticed. So where there's
tal king to be done, she summons nme." dip handed his shirt to Stile. "Go on,
get dressed. | don't need clothing, really, anyway, and 1'll get another
outfit when convenient." He glanced at Neysa. "I guess she saw sonething in
thee she liked. Thou'rt not a virgin, art thou?"

Stile donned the shirt, shaking his head no, enbarrassed both by the turn the
conversation had taken and the act of assuming clothing. On Proton this would
be socially and | egally horrendous!

The shirt should have been | arge, but somehow turned out to fit himperfectly.
He was coming to accept mnor magic as the matter of course it was.

"Well, that's overrated anyway," Cip continued. "If | ever found a nubile but
virginal human girl, it sure wouldn't be ny head 1'd put in her lap!"

Stile smled appreciatively, comng to |ike the expressive and uni nhi bited
mal e. "What would a unicorn-or, one in equine formwant with a human girl
anyway ?"

"Ch, that's easy." The trousers were passed over. "The Herd Stallion co-opts
all the best unicorn mares, which | eaves us young nal es hard up. A unicorn
does not live by grain alone, thou knowest! So though human flesh is Iess
sweet than equine, even the touch of a fair maiden's hand is-"

"I begin to get the picture.” The trousers fit perfectly also. Stile
suppressed another twinge of guilt, donning clothing; this was not Proton, and
clothing |l acked the significance it had there. Qut here in the wlderness,

cl ot hi ng became functional on nore than a social basis. "Yet that being the
case, an attractive mare shouldn't have any trouble-”

Neysa abruptly turned away. Clip lowered his voice. "All right, man. | see
thou really knowest not, and thou' dst better. There are horses in unicorn
ancestry-not nice to nmention it, any nmore than the apes in thine ancestry-"

"There are no apes in ny-"

"See what | nean? Sensitive subject. But on occasion there are throwbacks.
Wien a unicorn is birthed without a horn-that is, wthout the horn-button;
couldn't have a full horn before birth, of course-it is killed in sinple
mercy. But color is a borderline matter. If it is otherw se perfect, that
unicorn is permtted to survive. But there is always that stigma." Cip
frowned, gl ancing covertly at Neysa.

"Neysa-is colored like a horse," Stile said, catching on. "So she is outcast."

"Thou hast it. It is no official thing, for she is a full unicorn, but the
Herd Stallion won't breed her, and of course none of the |esser males dare.
Nobody touches a young mare without the Herd Stallion's perm ssion, and he
won't give it-because that would seemto infringe on his prerogative. Qur kind
is like that; sinple logic is no substitute for pride. Some would have it that
nmul es are the stubbornest of equines, but that is a dastardly slight on the

st ubbornness of the unicorn. So for two seasons now Neysa has gone unbred- al
because of her color. And maybe her size."

Stile realized that his effort of the past night did not count. He was a man,
not a stallion. He could play with a female |like Neysa, but could never breed



her, any nore than a stallion in human formcould breed a human girl. "This is
out rageous! She's a fine unicorn! The Stallion should either breed her or free
her."

"Thou knowest thou'rt only a man," Cip said, handing Stile the rapier. "But
thy personality hath its redeem ng aspects. Thou really |likest Neysa?"

"I chose her because she was the finest steed |I'd ever seen,” Stile said
seriously. "I loved her in that fashion fromthe start. To me there is no
better creature than a perfect-equine."

"So thou never, until | spoke to thee, knew what was wong with her?"
"There is nothing wong with her!" Stile snapped.

"Agreed." Clip was highly gratified. "Well, I'msupposed to fill thee in on
our world. There is little to tell. W unicorns are the dom nant animal form
except perhaps in sone corners of the pasture where the werewl ves and
vanmpires range, and we're really better off than the human peasants. Anyone
can do nmagic, but nost humans don't, because of the Adepts.”

" Adept s?"

"Like Herd Stallions or wolf Pack Leaders, only it's magic, not mares or
bitches they pre-enpt. Each Adept has his special style of enchantnent, and
he's awfully good in his specialization. | said unicorns were proof against
foreign spells, but Adepts are another matter. If an Adept should be after
t hee-”

"I see. What defense would | have agai nst one of these super-sorcerers?”

"No defense suffices, except to hide-and sooner or later an Adept will find
t hee. They have charns and anul ets and fam liars spread throughout the realm
of Phaze, spying out the news. There's hardly any limt to the powers of an
Adept. In fact-that's it! The Oracle!l™

"A fortune-teller?"

"More than that. There is no magic in the tenple of the Oracle, and nobody is
coerced therein. It is sacred ground. |I'Il bet that's where Neysa is taking
thee. Well, then, that covers it. I'Il be off." He shimered back into unicorn
form and gal | oped away, his horn and hooves soundi ng the charge.

Stile had wanted to know nore about Adepts and the Oracle. Well, perhaps Neysa
would tell him if he asked her nicely. dip had certainly hel ped a great
deal .

They rode west again, playing brief duets, enjoying thenselves. Stile realized
that the nusic of unicorns served another purpose: it alerted friends and foes
to their presence. Unicorns were fighting animls; nost creatures would prefer
to avoid them and so the sound of the horn cleared the way conveniently.
Stile saw rabbits and turtles and an arnadillo, but no predators. In short,
only creatures that were nonconpetitive with unicorns.

The terrain was highly varied, lush fields giving way to rocky sl opes, swanps,
open wat er and badl ands sand. To the north and south the twi n nountain ranges
continued. The northern peaks were all snow covered, virtually inpassable to
any creature with | ess power and determination than a unicorn; the southern
ones seemed to be warmer, unless purple was the color of their snow Curious!
Sonet hi ng about this rugged | andscape nagged him a nascent famliarity, but



he was unable to place it.

In the evening Neysa halted again, giving herself time to graze, and Stile
foraged for his own sustenance. He found ripe corn grow ng, and bl ackberries.
He thought of corn as fall produce, and bl ackberries as spring, but perhaps
this world differed fromothers in its fruiting seasons too. On Proton
anything could grow at any time, in the dones. Nonethel ess, these edibles were
suspi ciously fortuitous-unl ess Neysa had known of this place and cone here
deliberately. Yes, of course that was it; she was taking excellent care of

hi m

In the night, after nmoonrise, she changed again. Stile hoped she woul d show
himher firefly form but she went directly to human. "You know, Neysa, you're
about the prettiest girl I've seen-but |I think I like you best in your natura
form™

She smled, flattered, and kissed him She didn't nind being conplinmented on
her uni corn body. She had spent her life stigmatized for a supposedly
defective color, and obviously appreciated Stile's appreciation. This was no
doubt the key to her initial acceptance of him He really did admre her as
she was, and was perhaps the first creature unrelated to her to do so. So

t hough she had fought him in the end she had not wanted to kill him

"The Oracl e-” he began. But she only kissed hi magain.

She wasn't tal king. Ah, well. The stubbornness of unicorns! She had ot her
virtues. He kissed her back.

Next norning she gave himsome pointers on the use of the rapier. Stile had
used a sword before, as fencing was one of the aspects of the Gane. But by an
anomal y of circumstance he had practiced with the broadsword, not the rapier
This light, thin sword was strange to himand if it were the kind of weapon
commonly used in this world, he had better master it in a hurry.

Neysa was expert. Stile had supposed a unicorn would not care to have the
weapon of an opponent so close to the tender eyes, ears, and nose-but the
proximty of her organs of perception gave her marvel ous coordination with her
weapon. Stile soon |earned he could thrust without fear for her; his point
woul d never score. Even if it should happen to slip through her guard, what
would it strike? The heavy bone of her forehead, buttressing the horn. It
woul d take nore of a thrust than a nman |like himcould nuster to penetrate that
barrier.

No, he had to | ook out for hinmself. Neysa was better on the parry than on the
l unge, for the nerest twitch of her head noved the horn-tip severa
centimeters, but to nake a forward thrust she had to put her whole body in
nmoti on. Thus she was best equi pped for defense agai nst a chargi ng adversary,
either allowing the other to inpale hinself on her firmpoint, or knocking
aside his weapon. Stile, forced to attack, found hinself disarmed repeatedly,
her horn bearing instantly on his vul nerable chest. She could lunge, and with
horri bl e power-but did not, when she fenced a friend. How could he match the
speed and power of her natural horn?

But Stile was a quick study. Soon he did not try to oppose power w th power.
Instead he used the finesse he had devel oped with the broadsword, countering
power with guile. Soon Neysa could no longer disarmhimat will, and sonetines
he caught her out of position and halted his point just shy of her soft |ong
throat. In a real match he could not hope to overcome her, but he was
narrow ng the gap.



But he was also getting tired. H s throat felt sore, and his eyes got bleary.
He could feel a flush on his face, yet he was shivering. Neysa nade a
feint-and he al nost fell across her horn

"Hostile magic!" he gasped. "I'm weak-"

Then he was unconsci ous.

CHAPTER 9
Pronoti on
Dreanms cane, replaying old menories..

The weapon-programdirector stared down at him "You sure you want to get into
swords, lad? They get pretty heavy." He meant heavy for someone Stile's size.

Agai n that burgeoni ng anger, that hopeless wath instigated by the carel ess
affronts of strangers. That determ nation to damm well prove he was not as
small as they saw him To prove it, nost of all, to hinself. "I need a sword.
For the Gane."

"Ah, the Gane." The man squinted at himjudiciously. "Maybe |'ve seen you
there. Name?"

"Stile." For a nonment he hoped he had some conpensating notoriety fromthe
Gane.

The man shook his head. "No, nust have been soneone else. A child star, |
t hi nk. "

So Stile reminded this oaf of a child. It didn't even occur to the program
director that such a reference m ght be I ess than conplinmentary to a grown
man. But it would be pointless to react openly-or covertly. Wiy couldn't he
just ignore what others thought, let their opinions flow fromhis back |ike
idle water? Stile was good at the Game, but not that good. Not yet. He had a
nunber of weaknesses to work on-and this was one. "Maybe you'll see nme sone
tine-with a sword.”

The director smled condescendingly. "It is your privilege. Wat kind did you
want ?"

"The rapier."

The man checked his list. "That class is filled. | can put you on the reserve
list for next nonth."

This was a disappointnment. Stile had adnired the finesse of the rapier, and
felt that he could do well with it. "No, |I have time avail able now "

"The only class open today is the broadsword. | doubt you'd want that."
Stile doubted it too. But he did not appreciate the director's all-too-typica
attitude. It was one thing to be | ooked down on; another to accept it with

proper grace. "lI'll take the broadsword."

The man could not refuse him Any serf was entitled to any training avail abl e,
so long as he was enployed and the training did not interfere with his



assigned duties. "I don't knowif we have an instructor your size."

Stile thought of going up against a giant for his first |esson. He did not
relish that either. "Aren't you supposed to have a full range of robots?"

The man checked. He was obviously placing difficulties in the way, trying to
di scourage what he felt would be a wasted effort. He could get a reprimnd
fromhis owm enployer if he placed a serf in an inappropriate class and an
injury resulted. "Wll, we do have one, but-"

"I"lIl take that one,"” Stile said firmy. This oaf was not going to bal k hin

The director shrugged, smiling | ess than graciously. "Room 21."

Stile was startled. That happened to be his age. Twenty-one. He had been a
stabl e hand for a year, now. Coincidence, surely. He thanked the director
perfunctorily and went to room 21

"Good afternoon, ma'am" the instructor said, coming to life. "Please allow ne
to put this protective halter on you, so that no untoward accident can
happen.” She held out the arnmored halter

A femal e robot, progranmed of course for a woman. That was how the probl em of
si ze had been sol ved.

Stile inmagined the director's smrk, if he left now He gritted his teeth. "I
don't need the halter. I ama man." How significant that statenment seened! |f
only he could get living people to listen, too. He was a man, not a m dget,
not a child.

The robot hesitated. Her face and figure were those of a young woman, but she
was not of the nost advanced type. She was not programmed for this
contingency. "Ma'am it is required-’

Usel ess to argue with a nechanical! "All right." Stile took the halter and
tied it about his waist. There it mght offer some nodi cum of protection for
what a man val ued

The robot smiled. "Very good, na'am Now here are the weapons."”
st orage case.

She opened the

It seened an anonaly to Stile to have a female instructing the broadsword, but
he realized that wonmen played the Gane too, and there were no handi caps given
for size, age, experience or sex, and not all of themcared to default when it
cane to fencing. They felt as he did: they would go down fighting. Oten a
person with such an attitude did not go down at all; he/she won, to his/her
surprise. Attitude was inportant.

The robot was not smart, but she was properly progranmed. She commenced the
course of instruction, |eaving nothing to chance. Stance, notion, strategy,
exerci ses for homework to increase facility. Safety precautions. Scoring
mechani sns and self-rating scale. Very basic, but also very good. \Wen a
program of instruction was instituted on Proton, it was the best the gal axy
could offer.

Stile discovered that the broadsword had its own virtues and techniques. It
had two cutting edges as well as the point, making it nmore versatile-for the
person who mastered it. It did not have to be heavy; nodern alloys and

nol ecul ar-foam netal s made the blade |ight yet keen. He soon realized that



there could be a Gane advantage in this weapon. Mdst opponents woul d expect
himto go for the rapier, and would play to counter that. O such m sjudgnents
were Gane deci si ons made.

Next norning he reported to the stables as usual. "Stile, we're bringing in a
robot trainer fromanother farm" the foreman said. "Name's Roberta. Cet out
to the receiving gate and bring her in." And he smled privately.

Stile went w thout question, know ng another stable hand woul d be assigned to
cover his chores in the interim He had been given a post of distinction
greeter to a new trainer. No doubt Roberta was a very special machine.

She was already at the gate when Stile arrived. She was in the shade of a
dwarf eucal yptus tree, nounted on a fine bay mare about sixteen hands high
The gat ekeeper pointed her out, half-hiding a smirk.

What was so funny about this robot? Stile was rem nded unconfortably of the
weapon- program di rector, who had known about the female robot instructor

Bei ng deceived in any fashion by a robot was al ways an enbarrassnment, since no
robot intentionally deceived. Unless progranmed to-but that was anot her

matter.

This one did not |ook special: flowing yellow hair, a perfect figure-standard,
since they could nake humanoi d robots any shape desired. Wy neke a
grotesquerie? She seened small to be a trainer-smaller than the fencing

i nstructor he had worked with. She was a rider, obviously; was she also a
jockey? To break in the nobst promi sing horses for racing? No robot-jockey
could actually race, by law, but no living person had the programed patience
of a training machine, and the horses did well with such assistance.

"Roberta, follow nme," Stile said, and began wal ki ng al ong the access trail.

The robot did not follow Stile paused and turned, annoyed. "Roberta
acconpany ne, if you please." That last was a bit of irony, as robots |acked
free wll.

She nerely | ooked at him sniling.

Oh, no-was she an idiot nmodel, not programmed for verbal directives? Yet
virtually all humanoid robots were keyed to respond at |east to their nanes.
"Roberta," he said perenmptorily.

The mare perked her ears at him The girl chuckled. "She only responds to
properly couched directives," she said.

Stile's eyes passed fromgirl to mare. A slow flush forged up to his hairline.
"The horse," he said.

"Roberta, say hello to the red nman,"
wi th her crop.

the girl said, touching the horse's head

The nmare nei ghed.

"A robot horse," Stile repeated nunbly. "Aliving girl."

"You're very intelligent," the girl said. "Wat's your nanme?"

"Uh, Stile." O all the pitfalls to fall into!l

"Well, Unh-Stile, if you care to mount Roberta, you can take her in.



H s enbarrassnent was replaced by anot her kind of awkwardness. "I ama stable
hand. | don't ride."

She di snounted snmoothly. Afoot she was slightly shorter than he, to his
surprise. She evinced the confidence normally associated with a | arger person
t hough of course height was | ess inmportant to wonmen. "You're obviously a
jockey, Unh-Stile, as | am Don't try to fool ne."

"That's Stile, no uh," he said.

"Stile Noah? What an unusual appellation!™”

"Just Stile. Wat's your nanme?"

"I"m Tune. Now that the anenities are conplete, get your butt on that robot."

"You don't understand. Stable hands tend horses; they don't ride."

"This is not a horse, it's a robot. Wo ever heard of a jockey who didn't
ride?"

"I told you I"'mnot-" Then it burst upon him

"That's why ny enpl oyer chose nme! Because |'msnall. He wanted a potenti al
j ockey!"

"Your conprehension is positively efful gent."
"Do-do you really think-?"

"I't is obvious. Wiy el se woul d anyone want serfs our size? Your enployer
started you on the ground, huh? Slinging dung?"

"Slinging dung," he agreed, feeling better. This girl was small; she was not
really making fun of him she was playfully teasing him "Until | found a
worm "

"A whol e worn?" she asked, round-eyed. "How did it taste?"
"A parasite worm In the manure."

"They don't taste very good."

"Now |'ve been a year in the stable. | don't know a thing about riding."
"Ha. You've watched every nove the riders make," Tune said. "I know | started
that way too. | wasn't |ucky enough to find a worm | worked my way up. Now

race. Don't win many, but |'ve placed often enough. Except that now |I'm on
loan to do sone training. For those who follow after, et cetera. Cone on- |'ll
show you how to ride."

Stile hesitated. "I don't think |I'm supposed to-"

"For crying in silence!" she exclaimed. "Do | have to hand-feed you? Get up
behi nd me. Roberta won't mind."

"It's not the horse. It's ny enployer's policy. He's very strict about-’

"He told you not to take a Ilift on a robot?"



"No, but-"
"What will he say if you don't get Roberta to your stable at all?"

Was she threatening hinf Better her displeasure than that of his enpl oyer!
"Suppose | just put you back on the horse and | ead her in?"

Tune shrugged. She had the figure for it. "Suppose you try?"

Call one bluff! Stile stepped in close to lift her. Tune met himwth a
sudden, passionate kiss.

Stile reeled as from a body-bl ock. Tune drew back and surveyed himfromall of
ten centineters distance. "Had enough? You can't |ead Roberta anyway; she's
programred only for riding."

Stile realized he was overmatched. "We'll do it your way. It'll be your fault
if I get fired."

"I just knew you'd see the light!" she exclained, pleased. She put her foot in
the stirrup and swng into the saddle. Then she renmpved her foot. "Use the
stirrup. Hold on to ne. Lift your left foot. It's a big step, the first tine."

It was indeed. Sixteen hands was over 1.6 neters-a tenth of a nmeter taller
than he was. He had to heft his foot up past waist-height to get it in the
stirrup. He had seen riders nount smoothly, but his observation did not
translate into conpetence for hinmself. Tune was in the way; he was afraid he'd
bang his head into her left breast, trying to scranble up

She chuckl ed and reached down with her |eft hand, catching himin the arnpit.
She haul ed as he heaved, and he cane up-and banged his head into her breast.

"Swing it around behind, over the horse," she said. Then, at his stunned
pause, she added: "I amreferring to your right leg, clunsy."

Stile felt the flush burning right down past his collarbone. He swung his |eg
around awkwardly. He kneed the horse, but nanaged to get his | eg over, and
finally righted hinmself behind Tune. No one would know himfor a gymast at
thi s nmonent!

"That mounting should go down in the record books," she said. "Your face is so
hot it al nost burned ny-skin." Stile could not see her face, but knew she was
smling merrily. "Now put your arns around ny wai st to steady yourself. Your
enpl oyer mght be nmildly perturbed if you fell down and broke your crown. Good
dungslingers are hard to replace. He'd figure Roberta was too spirited a nag
for you."

Numbly, Stile reached around her and hooked his fingers together across her
small firmbelly. Tune's hair was in his face; it had a cl ean, al nost haylike
smel I .

Tune shifted her legs slightly, and abruptly the robot horse was noving. Stile
was suddenly exhilarated. This was |like sailing on a boat in a slightly choppy
sea-the miniature sea with the artificial waves that was part of the Gane
facilities. Tune's body conpensated with supple expertise. They proceeded down
t he path.

"I"ve seen you in the Ganme," Tune remarked.



"You're pretty good, but you're mssing sone things yet."

"I started fencing | essons yesterday," Stile said, half flattered, half
def ensi ve.

"That, too. \What about the performng arts?"
"Well, martial art-"

She reversed her crop, put it to her mouth-and played a pretty little mnel ody.
The thing was a conceal ed pi pe of sone kind, perhaps a flute or recorder

Stile was entranced. "That's the loveliest thing | ever heard 1" he excl ai ned
when she paused. "Wo's steering the horse?"

"You don't need reins to steer a horse; haven't you caught on to that yet? You
don't need a saddle to ride, either. Not if you know your business. Your |egs,
the set of your weight-watch."

Roberta nade a steady left turn, until she had | ooped a full circle.

"You did that?" Stile asked. "I didn't see anything."

"Put your hand on ny left Ieg. No, go ahead. Stile; | want you to feel the
tension. See, when | press on that side, she bears right. Wien | shift ny

wei ght back, she stops." Tune | eaned back into Stile, and the horse stopped.
"I shift forward, so little you can't see it, but she can feel it-hold on to
me tight, so you can feel ny shift-that's it." Her buttocks flexed and the
horse started wal king again. "Did you feel ne?"

"You're fantastic," Stile said

"I referred to the guidance of the horse. | already know about ne."

"Uh, yes."

"Roberta responds only to correct signals; she has no idiosyncrasies, as a
living animal might. You have to do it just right, with her. That's why she's
used for training. So the horses won't teach the riders any bad habits. You
not ed how she i gnored you when you spoke to her fromthe ground. She responds
only to her rider. She's not a plow horse, after all."

"She's fantastic too."

"Ch, she is indeed! But ne-I do have two cute little faults."

Stile was inordinately interested now "Wat are they?"

"I liealittle."

Meani ng he could not trust all of what she had been telling hin D sconforting
t hought! "What about the ot her?"

"How coul d you believe it?"
There was that. If she |lied about it-
Tune played her instrunent again. It was, she explained, a keyboard harnoni ca,

with the keys conceal ed; she blew in the end, and had a scale of two and a
hal f octaves available at her touch. Her name was fitting; her music was



exqui site. She was right: he needed to | ook into mnusic.

Tune and Roberta began training the new riders. Stile returned to his routine
duties. But suddenly it was not as interesting, handling the horses afoot. Hs
m nd was el sewhere. Tune was the first really attractive girl he had
encountered who was smaller than he was. Such a little thing, physical height,
but what a subjective difference it could make!

Today he was | unging the horses. Lunging consisted of tying themto a fixed
boomon a rotating structure, so they had to stay in an exact course, and
maki ng themtrot around in a circle. It was excellent exercise, if dull for
both man and horse. Some horses were too tenperanental for the mechanica

| ead, so he had to do themby hand. He sinply tied a rope to an artificial
tree, and stood with his hand on that |line while he urged the ani mal forward.

Stile had a way with horses, despite his size. They tended to respond to him
when they would not do a thing for other stable hands. This, unfortunately,
meant that he got the nost difficult horses to lunge. No horse gave trouble
about feeding or going to pasture, but a nunber could get difficult about the
nore onerous | abors.

The first horse he had to | unge was Spook-the worst of them Spook was j et

bl ack all over, which perhaps accounted for his nane. He was al so extrenely
excitabl e-which was a nore likely reason for his name. He could run with the
best-the very best-but had to be kept in top condition

"Come on. Spook," Stile said gently. "You wouldn't want to get all weak and
fl abby, would you? How woul d you feel if some flatfooted mare beat your tine
in a race? You know you have to exercise."

Spook knew no such thing. He aspired to a |life career of grazing and stud
service; there was little roomin his itinerary for exercise. He had quite an
arsenal of tricks to stave off the inevitable. Wen Stile approached, Spook
retreated to the farthest comer of his pen, then tried to | eap away when
cornered. But Stile, alert, cut himoff and caught his halter. He had to reach
up high to do it, for this horse could look right over Stile's head w thout

el evating his own head. Spook could have flattened Stile, had he wanted to;

but he was not a vicious animal, and perhaps even enjoyed this periodic gane.

Spook tried to nip Stile's hand. "No!" Stile said sharply, making a feint with
his free hand as if to slap the errant nose, and the horse desisted. Mve and
counternove, w thout actual violence. That was the normal |anguage of horses,
who could indulge in quite el aborate series of posturings to make thensel ves
accurat el y under st ood.

They took a few steps along the path, then Spook bal ked, planting all four
feet in the ground like small tree trunks. He was of course far too heavy for
even a large man to budge by sinple force. But Stile slapped himlightly on
the flank with the free end of the leadline, startling himinto notion. One

t hi ng about being spooky: it was hard to stand firm

Spook moved over, trying to shove Stile off the path and into a building, but
Stile shoved the horse's head back, bracing against it. Control the head,
control the body; he had learned that principle in martial art, w nning

mat ches by hol d-downs t hough hi s opponents ni ght outwei gh him

consi der abl y-because their greater mass becane usel ess agai nst his strategy.
Few creatures went far w thout their heads.

Spook tried to lift his head too high for Stile to control. Stile nerely hung
on, though his feet left the ground. After a nonent the dead wei ght becane too



much, and the horse brought his head down. O her stable hands used a
martingale on him a strap to keep the head low, but that made this horse even
nore excitable. Stile preferred the gentle approach

At | ast he got Spook to the lunging tree. "Wal k!" he commanded, making a token
gesture with the whip. The horse sighed, eyed him and decided to hunor him
this once. He wal ked.

Every horse was an individual. "Spook, you' re nore trouble than a stabl eful of
rats, but | like you," Stile said calmy. "Let's get this over with, work up a
sweat, then I'll rub you down. After that, it's the pasture for you. How does

t hat sound?"

Spook gl anced at him then nmade a gesture with his nose toward the pasture.
Horses' noses, like their ears, were very expressive; a nose notion could be a
request or an insult. "Lunge first," Stile insisted.

Spook licked his lips and chewed on a phantomdelicacy. "Okay!" Stile said,
[ aughing. "A carrot and a rubdown. That’s ny best offer. Now trot. Trot!"

It was all right. The horse broke into a classy trot Any horse was pretty in
that gait, but Spook was prettier than nost; his glossy black hide fairly
glinted, and he had a way of picking up his feet high that accentuated the
precision of his notion. The workout was going to be a success.

Stile's mind drifted. The girl, Tune-could she be right about his destiny?
There were stringent rul es about horse conpetition, because of the ubiquitous
andr oi ds, cyborgs, and robots. Horses had to be conpletely natural, and raced
by conpletely natural jockeys. The | ess weight a horse carried, the faster it
could go; there were no standardi zed | oads, here. So a man as snall as
Stile-yes, it did make sense, in Ctizen terns. Citizens did not care about
serf conveni ence or feelings; G tizens cared only about their own concerns.
Stile's aptitude in the Gane, his intelligence in schooling- these things were
irrelevant. He was small and healthy and coordi nated, therefore he was sl ated
to be a jockey. Had he been three meters tall, he would have been slated for
sone Citizen's classical basketball team He didn't have to like it; he worked
where enpl oyed, or he left Proton forever. That was the nature of the system

Still, would it be so bad, racing? Tune herself seemed to like it. Aboard a
horse |i ke Spook, here, urging himon to victory, |eaving the pack behind,
hearing the crowd cheering himon... there were certainly wrse trades than

that! He did like horses, liked themwell. So maybe the Citizen had done hima
favor, making his size an asset. A lout |like the stable hand Bourbon m ght
eventual |y becone a rider, but he would never be a racer. Only a small person
could be that. Mst were wonen, |ike Tune, because wonen tended to be smaller
and gentler. Stile was the exception. A nost, now, he was glad of his size.

And Tune hersel f-what a worman 1 He woul d have to take up nusic. It had never
occurred to himthat an ordinary serf could create such beauty. Her-what was
that instrument? The keyboard harnoni ca-her nusical solo, emerging as it were
from nowhere, had been absolute rapture! Yes, he would have to try his hand at
musi c. That m ght please her, and he wanted very much to pl ease her

She coul d, of course, have her pick of nen. She had poise and wit and
confidence. She could go with a giant if she wanted. Stile could not pick
anong worren; he had to have one shorter than he. Not because he demanded it,
but because society did; if he appeared anong serfs with a girl who out massed
him others would | augh, and that would destroy the relationship. So he was
the | east of many, from Tune's perspective, while she was the only one for
hi m



The troubl e was-now t hat he knew he wanted her -his shyness was boiling up
maki ng any direct approach difficult. How should he-

"One side, shorty!" It was Bourbon, the stable hand who was Stile's greatest
annoyance. Bourbon was adept at getting Stile into mschief, and seened to
resent Stile because he was small. Stile had never understood that, before;

now with the realization of his potential to be a jockey, the resentnent of
the | arger person was beginning to make sense. Bourbon |iked to nmake dares,
enter contests, prevail over others-and his size would work against him
raci ng horses. Today Bourbon was | eadi ng Pepper, a salt-and-pepper speckled
stallion. "Make way for a man and a horse!"

Spook spooked at the | oud voice. He | eaped ahead. The | ead-rope jerked his
muzzl e around. The horse's body spun out, then took a roll. The |ine snapped,
as it was designed to; a horse could get hurt when entangl ed.

Pepper al so spooked, set off by the other horse. He careened into a wall,
squeal i ng. The genui ne inmported wood splintered, and bl ood spattered to the
ground.

Stile ran to Spook. "Easy, Spook, easy! You're okay! Calm Calm"™ He flung his
arnms about Spook's neck as the horse clinbed to his feet, trying to steady the
ani mal by sheer contact.

Bour bon yanked Pepper's head about, swearing. "Now see what you've done,
m dget!" he snapped at Stile. "Of all the runty, oink-headed, pygmny-brai ned-"

That was all. A fracas would have alerted others to the mshap, and that would
have gotten both stable hands into deep trouble. Bourbon |l ed his horse on
still nuttering about the inconpetence of dwarves, and Stile succeeded in

cal m ng Spook.

Al was not well. Stile seethed at the insults added to injury, know ng well
t hat Bourbon was responsible for all of this. The horse had a scrape on his
gl ossy neck, and was favoring one foot Stile could cover the scrape with
fixative and conb the mane over it, concealing the evidence until it heal ed,
but the foot was another matter. No feet, no horse, as the saying went. It
m ght be only a minor bruise-but it mght also be nore serious.

He couldn't take a chance. That foot had to be checked. It would nmean a gross
denerit for him for he was liable for any injury to any animal in his charge.
This could set his pronotion back a year, right when his aspirations had

mul tiplied. Damm Bourbon! If the man hadn't spoken sharply in the presence of
a horse known to be excitabl e-but of course Bourbon had done it deliberately.
He had been a stable hand for three years and believed he was overdue for
promotion. He took it out on others as well as on Stile, and of course he
resented the way Stile was able to handl e the animals.

Stile knew why Bourbon had been passed over. It wasn't his size, for ordinary
riders and trainers could be any size. Bourbon was just as nean to the horses,
inlittle ways he thought didn't show and could not be proved. He teased them
and handl ed themwith unnecessary roughness. Had he been | ungi ng Spook, he
woul d have used martingale and electric prod. Gther hands could tell w thout

| ooki ng at the roster which horses Bourbon had been handling, for these

ani mal s were nervous and shy of men for several days thereafter

Stile would not report Bourbon, of course. He had no proof-of-fault, and it
woul d be contrary to the serf code, and would gain nothing. Technically, the
man had conmitted no wong; Stile's horse had spooked first. Stile should have



been paying better attention, and brought Spook about to face the intrusion so
as not to be startled. Stile had been at fault, in part, and had been had.
Lessons cane hard.

Not hing for it now except to take his nedicine, figuratively, and give Spook
his, literally. He led the horse to the office of the vet. "I was |lunging him
He spooked and took a fall," Stile explained, feeling as | ane as the horse.

The man exam ned the injuries conpetently. "You know |I'Il have to report
this."

"I know," Stile agreed tightly. The vet was well-meani ng and honest; he did
what he had to do.

"Horses don't spook for no reason, not even this one. Wat set himoff?"

"I must have been careless,” Stile said. He didn't like the half-truth, but
was caught between his own negligence and the serf code. He was | ow on the
totem this tinme.

The vet squinted wisely at him "That isn't |ike you, Stile."
"I had a girl on nmy mnd," Stile admtted.

"Ho! | can guess which one! But this is apt to cost you sonething. I'msorry."
Stile knew he nmeant it. The vet would do a serf a favor when he coul d, but
never at the expense of his enployer.

The foreman arrived. He was never far fromthe action. That was his business.
Stile wondered, as he often did, how the man kept so well abreast of events
even before they were reported to him as now. "Damage?"

"Slight sprain,”
no problem"

the vet reported. "Be better in a few days. Abrasion on neck

The foreman glanced at Stile. "You're lucky. Three denerits for carel essness,
suspensi on for one day. Next tinme pay better attention.”

Stile nodded, relieved. No gross demerit! Had the foot been serious-
"Any extenuating circunmstances to report?" the foreman prodded.
"No." That galled Stile. The truth could have halved his puni shrment.
"Then take off. You have one day to yourself."

Stile left. He was free, but it was no holiday. The dermerits would be worked
off in the course of three days |ow on the totem but that suspension would go
down on his permanent record, hurting his pronmotion prospects. In the case of
equi val ent qualifications, the person with such a mark on his record would
suffer, and probably have to wait until the next occasion for inprovenent.

That could be as little as a day, or as long as two nonths.

Stile started off his free tinme by enlisting in a nusic appreciation class. It
was good stuff, but he was subdued by his chastisement. He would stick with
it, however, and in time choose an instrunment to play hinself. The keyboard
har noni ca, per haps.

In the evening Tune searched himout. "It's all over the done," she told him
brightly. "I want you to know | think you did right. Stile."



"You're a liar," he said, appreciating her words.

"Yes. You should have covered it up and escaped puni shment, the way Bourbon
did. But you showed you cared nore about the horse than about your own
record.” She paused, putting her hands on his shoul ders, |ooking into his
face. What |ovely eyes she had! "I care about horses." She drew himin and

ki ssed him and the pain of his punishment abated rapidly. "You re a man," she
added. The words made himfeel |ike one.

She took himhone to her private apartnment-the affluence permtted ranking
serfs. By norning she had shown himmany things, not all of them nusical or
relating to horses, and he was hopelessly in love with her. He no | onger
regretted his punishnment at all

When Stile returned to work next day, at the sanme hour he had departed, he
di scovered that he had been noved out of his cabin. He | ooked at the place his
bunk had been, dismayed. "I know | foul ed up, but-~

"You don't know?" a cabin nmate demanded i ncredul ously. "Were have you been
all night?"

Stile did not care to clarify that; he would be razzed. They woul d End out
soon enough via the vine. Tune, though small, was much in the eye of the |oca
serfs, and not just because of her position and conpetence. "I was on
suspension.” He kept his voice steady. "WAas it worse than | thought, on Spook?
Sonet hing that showed up | ater?"

"Spook's okay." His friend took his arm "Cone to the bulletin board."

Not daring to react further. Stile went with him The el ectronic board, on

whi ch was posted special assignments, denerits, and other news of the day, had
a new entry in the corner: STILE pntd Rl DER

Stile turned savagely on the other. "Some joke!"

But the foreman had arrived. "No joke. Stile. You' re sharing the apartnent
with Turf. Familiarize yourself, then get down to the robot stall for
instruction."”

Stile stared at him "But | fouled up!"

The foreman wal ked away wi thout comrenting, as was his wont. He never argued
denerits or pronotions with serfs

Turf was waiting to break himin. It was a nice twman apartnent adjacent to
the riding track, with a Gane viewscreen, hot running water, and a direct exit
to the main done. More room and nore privacy; nore status. This was as big a
step upward as his prior one frompasture to stable-but this time he had found
no worm There had to be sonme m stake-though he had never heard of the forenman
maki ng a mi st ake.

"You sure cane up suddenly. Stile!"™ Turf said. He was an okay guy; Stile had
interacted with himon occasion, wal k-cooling horses Turf had ridden, and
liked him "How d you do it?"

"I have no idea. Yesterday | was suspended for injuring Spook. Maybe our
enpl oyer got his firing list nmxed up with his pronotion list"

Turf laughed. "Maybe! You know who's waiting to give you riding | essons?"



"Tune!" Stile exclainmed. "She arranged this!"
"Ch, you're thick with her already? You' re doubly lucky!"

Di squieted, Stile proceeded to Roberta's stall. Sure enough, there was Tune,
brushing out the bay nmare, smiling. "Long time no see," she said playfully.

Oh, she was |lovely! He could have a thousand nights with her Iike the |ast
one, and never get enough. But he was about to blowit all by his ingratitude.
"Tune, did you pull a string?" he demanded.

"Well, you can't expect a jockey to date a nmere stable hand."

"But | was in trouble! Suspended. There are several hands ahead of ne. You
can't-"

She put her fine little hand on his. "I didn't. Stile. Really. | was just
joshing you. Ifs coincidence. | didn't know you were being promoted right now
| figured in a nonth or so, since they brought me in. I'mtraining others, of

course, but no sense to pronote you after ny tour here ends. So they noved it
up, obviously. They don't even know we're dating."

But she was, by her own proclamation, a liar. The foreman surely knew where
Stile had spent the night. How nuch could he afford to believe?

"Ask me again tonight," she nurnured. "I never lie to a man I'mloving."

What an offer! "Wwhat, never?"

"Hardly ever. You're an operetta fan?"

He | ooked at her bl ankly.

"Never mind," she said. "I'"'mnot lying to you now. "
How he wanted to believe her

"WIl you try it alone?" she inquired, indicating Roberta's saddle. "Or do you
prefer to hold on to ne again, and bang your poor head?"

"Both," he said, and she | aughed. She had asked hi m during the night whether
his head hurt from what he had banged it into. He had adnitted that there were
some brui ses he was prepared to endure.

She had hi m nount, nore successfully this tine, and showed himhow to direct
the robot. Then she took himout on the track. Very quickly he got the hang of
it.

"Don't get cocky, now, sorehead," she warned. "Roberta is a horse of no
surprises. A flesh horse can be another matter. Wait till they put you on
Spook. "

"Spook?" he cried, alarned. He had daydreaned of exactly this, but the
prospect of the reality scared him

She | aughed again. She was a creature of fun and laughter. It made her body
nove pleasantly, and it endeared her to those she worked with. "How shoul d
know whom you' Il ride? But we'll get you conpetent first. A bad rider can ruin
a good horse."



"Yes, the Citizen wouldn't be very pleased if a serf fell on his head and
splattered dirty gray brains on a clean horse."

It was a good | esson, and he returned to his new apartnent exhilarated, only
to discover nore trouble. The foreman was waiting for him

"There is a challenge to your pronotion. W have been summoned to the
CGtizen."

"We? | can believe there was a foul-up with nme, that will now be corrected."
Though he had begun to hope that somehow this newlife was real. Even braced
for it as he was, this correction was hard to take. "But how do you relate? It
wasn't your fault."

The foreman nerely took his el bow and gui ded himforward. This sumobns was
evidently too urgent to allow time for physical preparation. Stile tried to
snooth his hair with his hand, and to rub off stray rines of dirt on his |egs
fromthe riding. He felt, appropriately, naked.

In nonments they entered a transport tunnel, took a private capsule, and zooned
t hrough the darkness away fromthe farm It seenmed the Ctizen was not at his
farnmsi de apartnent at this hour. "Now don't stare, keep cool," the foreman
told him The foreman hinsel f was sweating. That nade Stile quite nervous, for
the foreman was normally a man of iron. There nust be quite serious trouble
brewi ng! Yet why hadn't they sinply revoked Stile's pronotion w thout fuss?

They debouched at a hammam Stile felt the foreman's nudge, and realized he
was i ndeed staring. He stopped that, but still the environment was awesone.

The hanmmam was a public bath in the classic Arabian node. A nunber of Citizens
preferred this style, because the gol den age of Arabian culture back on Earth
had been remarkably affluent Islamhad had its Golden Age while Christianity
had its Dark Ages. For the ruling classes, at any rate; the color of the age
had never had much significance for the comobn man. Poverty was eternal

Thus there were nosque-type architecture, and turban headdress, exotic

danci ng, and the hammam This one was evidently shared by a nunber of

Citizens. It was not that any one of themcould not have afforded it al one;
rather. Citizens tended to specialize in areas of interest or expertise, and
an Arabian specialist had a touch that others could hardly match. Stile's

enpl oyer had a touch with fine horses; another m ght have a touch with desert
flora; here one had a touch with the hanmam On occasion other Citizens w shed
to ride the horses, and were invariably treated with utnost respect The hamram
was by nature a social institution, and a Citizen could only socialize
properly with other Citizens, so they had to share.

There were many roons here, clean and hot and steanmy, with many serfs bearing
towel s, brushes, ointnents, and assorted edi bl es and beverages. One |l arge room
resenbl ed a swi nmi ng pool -but the water was bubbly-hot and richly col ored and
scented, alnost like soup. Several Citizens were soaking in this comuna

bath, conversing. Stile knew they were Citizens, though they were naked,
because of their denmeanor and the deference the clustered serfs were paying.

C ot hi ng distinguished the Citizen, but was not the basis of Citizenship; a
Citizen could go naked if he chose, and sacrifice none of his dignity or

power. Neverthel ess, sonme wore jewelry.

They came to a smaller pool. Here Stile's enployer soaked. Six extraordinarily
vol upt uous young wonen were attending him rubbing oils into his skin,
polishing his fingernails, even groomng his privates, which were suprenely



unaroused. An ol der man was doing the Citizen's hair, neticul ously, mnoving
neatly with the Citizen to keep the lather fromhis face.

"Sir," the foreman said respectfully.

The Citizen took no notice. The girls continued their labors. Stile and the
foreman stood where they were, at attention. Stile was conscious again of the
grime on him fromhis recent riding | esson; what a contrast he was to these
prem ses and all the people associated with them Several m nutes passed.

Stile noted that the Citizen had filled out slightly in the past year, but
remai ned a heal thy and youngi sh-1ooking man. He had fair muscul ar devel opnent,
suggesting regul ar exercise, and obviously he did not overeat-or if he did, he
stayed with non-nutritive staples. Hi s hair |ooked white-but that was the
effect of the lather. His pubic region was black. It was strange seeing a
Citizen in the same detail as a serf!

Two nore nen entered the chanber. One was Billy, the roving security guard for
the farm the other was Bourbon. "Sir," Billy said.

Now the Citizen nodded slightly to the foreman. "Be at ease," the forenman said

to the others. Stile, Billy and Bourbon rel axed marginally.
The Citizen's eyes nicked to Bourbon. "Elucidate your protest."

Bour bon, in obvious awe of his enployer, swallowed and spoke. "Sir, | was
passed over for promotion in favor of Stile, here, when | have seniority and a
better record.”

The Citizen's eyes flicked coldly to the foreman. "You prompted Stile. Justify
this."

The foreman had pronmoted hinf Stile had not been aware that the man had such
power. He had thought the foreman's authority ended with discipline,

recor dkeepi ng, and perhaps the recommendati on of candi dates. The Citizen m ght
have gotten m xed up, not paying full attention to the details of serf
management, but the foreman should never have erred like this! He was the one
who had suspended Stile, after all

"Sir," the foreman said, ill at ease hinself. "It is my considered judgnent
that Stile is the proper man to fill the present need. | prefer to have him
trained on the robot horse, which will only be with us three nmonths."

The Citizen's eyes flicked back to Bourbon. "You are aware that the foreman
exists to serve ny interests. He is not bound by guidelines of seniority or
record. It is his prerogative and mandate to pl ace the proper personnel in the
proper slots. | do not permit this of him | require it. You have no case."

"Sir," Bourbon said rebelliously.

The Citizen's eyes touched the foreman. There was no trace of hunor or
conpassion in them "Do you wish to permt this man to pursue this matter
further?"

"No, sir," the foreman said.

"Overrul ed. Bourbon, nake your specifics."

What was goi ng on here? Why should the Citizen waste his time second-guessing
his own foreman, whose judgnment he obviously trusted? If the foreman got



reversed, it would be an awkward situation

"Sir, Stile has the favor of the visiting instructor, Tune. | believe she
prevailed on the foreman to pronmote Stile out of turn, though he foul ed up
only yesterday, injuring one of your race horses. My own record is clean."

For the first tine the Citizen showed enotion. "Injured ny horse? Wich one?"

" Spook, sir.

"My nost promising mler!" The Citizen waved one arm alnpst striking a girl.
She teetered at the edge of the pool for a nonment before recovering her

bal ance. "Fall back, attendants!" he snapped. Now that enotion had ani mated
him he was dynanmi c.

Instantly the seven attendants withdrew to a distance of four neters and stood
silently. Stile was sure they were just as curious about this business as he
was, though of course |ess involved.

Now t here was sonething ugly about the Citizen's gaze, though his face was
superficially calm "Foreman, make your case."

The foreman did not | ook happy, but he did not hesitate. "Sir, | will need to
use the vidscreen."

"Do so." The Citizen made a signal with one finger, and the entire ceiling
brightened. It was a giant video receiver, with special elenents to prevent
condensation on its surface. "Respond to the serf's directives, ad hoc."

The foreman spoke a rapid series of tenporal and spatial coordinates. A
picture formed on the screen. Stile and the others craned their necks to focus
onit. It was the stable, with the horse Spook | ooking out. A running
filmclock showed date and tinme: yesterday norning.

"Forward action," the foreman said, and the filmjunped ahead to show Stile
appr oachi ng the pen.

Stile watched, fascinated. He had had no idea this was being fil med. He | ooked
so small, the horse so | arge-yet he was confident, the horse nervous. 'Cone
on, Spook,' his image said, encouraging the horse. But Spook was not
cooperative.

The fil mwent through the whole ugly sequence relentlessly, as Stile gentled
and bluffed and fought the great stallion, forcing himto proceed to the

| ungi ng tree.

"As you can see, sir," the foreman said. "This nan was dealing with an
extremely difficult aninmal, but was not fazed. He used exactly that anmount of
force required to bring the horse in line. | have handl ed Spook nyself; |
could not have gotten himto |unge on that norning."

"Way didn't you send hel p?" the Citizen demanded. "I woul d have had difficulty
nmysel f, in that situation.” This was no idle vanity; the Ctizen was an expert
hor senan.

"Because, sir, | knew Stile could handle it. The presence of other serfs would

only have alarmed the horse. This is why Stile was assigned to this aninal on
this day; Spook needed to be exercised and disciplined with conpetence. He had
thrown his rider on the prior day."



"Proceed. "

Under the foreman's direction the scene now shifted to Pepper's stall. Pepper
showed no nervousness as Bourbon approached, but he | aid back his ears as he
recogni zed the stabl e hand. Bourbon brought himout roughly, slapping him
unnecessarily, but the horse behaved well enough

"This man, sir, was handling a docile animal brusquely," the foreman said.
"This is typical of his manner. It is not a fault in itself, as sone animals
do respond to unsubtle treatnent, but had he been assigned to exercise Spook-"
"Point nade," the Citizen said, nodding. He was well attuned to the mannerisms
of horses. "Get on with it."

Stile glanced at Bourbon. The stable hand was frozen, obviously trapped in an
expos6 he had never antici pated.

The fil m Bourbon came up behind Stile, who now had Spook trotting nicely. The
ani mal was magnificent. A small, stifled sigh of appreciation escaped one of
the watching girls of the hanmam Grls really responded to horses!

Bour bon chose his time carefully. "One side, shorty!" he excl aimed al nost
directly behind Stile and the horse. There was no question about the malice of
the act.

Spook spooked. The rest foll owed.

"Enough film™" the Citizen said, and the ceiling screen died. "Wat renedial
action did you take?"

"Sir, Stile reported the injury to his horse. | gave himthree denerits and a
one-day suspension. He nade no issue. | felt that his conpetence and
di scretion qualified himbest for the position, so | promoted him | am aware

that he had an acquai ntance with the lady trainer, but this was not a factor
in nmy decision."”

"The other," the Ctizen said grimy.

"Bourbon did not report the injury to his horse. |I felt it nore inportant to
preserve the privacy of ny observations than to nake an overt issue. | passed
hi m over for pronotion, but did not suspend him since the injury to the horse
in his charge was mnor."

"There are no minor injuries to horses!" the Citizen cried, red-faced. Veins
stood out on his neck, and | ather dripped unnoticed across his cheek. He would
have presented a comical figure, were he not a Gtizen. "You are rebuked for
negl i gence."

"Yes, sir," the foreman said, chastened.

The Citizen turned to Stile. "Your pronotion holds; it was nerited." He turned
to Bourbon, the cold eyes swiveling like the sights of arifle. "You are
fired."”

Wien a serf was fired for cause, he was finished on Planet Proton. No other
Citizen would hire him and in ten days his tenure would be aborted. Bourbon
was through. And Stile had | earned a | esson of an unexpected nature.

He had been going with Tune three nonths, the happiest tine of his life,
studying fencing and riding and rmusic and | ove, when abruptly she said: "I've



got to tell you. Stile. My second fault. I'mshort on time. My tenure's over."
"You' re-" he said, unbelievingly.

"I started at age ten. You didn't think I got to be a jockey overnight, did
you? My termis up in six months. I'msorry | hid that fromyou, but | did
warn you how | lied."

"I"ll go with you!" he exclainmed with the passion of youth.

She squeezed his hand. "Don't be foolish. | like you, Stile, but I don't |ove
you. CQutside, you'd be twenty-one, and |I'll be twenty-nine, and no rejuve
nmedi ci ne. You can do better than that, lover."

He t hought he | oved her, but he knew she was right, knew he could not throw
away seventeen years of remaining tenure for a woman who was ol der than he and
only liked him "The Gane!" he cried. "You nmust enter the Tourney, win nore
tenure-"

"That's why I'mtelling you now. Stile. This year's Tourney begins tonorrow,

and I'lIl be init. | amon Rung Five of the age-29 |adder, by the slick of ny
teeth. My tenure ends the nmonent | lose a Gane, so this is our last night
t oget her . "

"But you might win!"

"You're a dreanmer. You m ght win, when your time comes; you're a natura
animal , beautifully skilled. That's why | wanted you, first time | saw you. |
love fine animals! | was strongly tenpted not even to try the Tourney, so as
to be assured of ny final six months with you-~

"You nmust try!"

"Yes. It's futile, but | nust at |east take one shot at the noon, though it
costs me six nonths of you."

"What a way to put it!" Stile was torn by the horrors of her choice. Yet it
was the type of choice that cane to every serf in the |last year of tenure, and
woul d one day conme to him

"I know you'll be a better jockey than | was; you'll win your races, and be
famous. | wanted a piece of you, so | took it, by means of the lie of ny
remaining time here. I'mnot proud-”

"You gave ne the best things of ny life!"

She | ooked down at her breasts. "A couple of them maybe. | hope so. Anyway,
it's sweet of you to say so, sorehead. Your life has only begun. If | have
hel ped show you the way, then I'mglad. | won't have to feel so guilty."

"Never feel guilty!" he excl ai ned.

"Ch, guilt can be great stuff. Adds savor to life.'
her hunor, now.

But the spark was not in

They made | ove quickly, because he did not want to tire her right before the
Tourney, but with inspired passion. He felt guilt for letting her go-and she
was right, it did add a certain obscure quality to the experience.

Next day she entered the Tourney, and in her first nmatch nmade a try on the



Gid for nusic, and got trapped in dance instead. She was gone.

Stile pursued his nusical studies relentlessly, driven by his waning guilt and
| ove of her menory. Gradually that |ove transferred itself to the nusic, and
became a permanent part of him He knew he woul d never be a master mnusician
but he was a good one. He did enjoy the various instruments, especially the
keyboard har noni ca

Three years later the foreman's tenure expired. "Stile, you re good enough to
qualify for ny job," he said in a rare nonent of private candor. "You're young
yet, but capabl e and honest, and you have that unique touch with the horses.
But there is one thing-

"My size," Stile said imediately.
"I don't judge by that But there are others-~
"I understand. | will never be a |eader."

"Not directly. But for you there is a fine alternative. You can be pronoted to
jockey, and fromthere your skill can take you to the heights of fane
available to a serf. | believe this is as good a |life as anyone not a Citizen
can have on Proton."

"Yes." Stile found hinmself choked up about the foreman's departure, but could
not find any appropriate way to express this. "l-you-"

"There's one last job | have for you, a tough one, and how you acquit yourself
may determine the issue. | amrecomendi ng you for imediate pronotion to
jockey, but the Citizen will decide. Do not disappoint ne."

"I won't," Stile said. "I just want to say-"

But the foreman was hol ding out his hand for parting. "Thank you," Stile said
simply. They shook hands, and the foreman departed quickly.

The job was to bring Spook back from another done. The horse had grown nore
spooky with the years, and could no | onger be trusted to vehicul ar
transportation; the sound and vi bration, however nuted, set himoff. The
Citizen refused to drug himfor the trip; he was too valuable to risk this
way. Spook had won a nunber of races, and the Citizen wanted hi mback on the
farmfor stud. So Spook had to be brought hone on foot. That could be
difficult, for there were no wal k- passages suitable for horses, and the outer
surface of the planet was rough.

Stile planned carefully. He ordered maps of the region and studied them

assi duously. Then he ordered a surface-suit, conplete with SCOBA unit:

Sel f - Cont ai ned Qutside Breathing Apparatus. And a gyro nonocycle, an all-band
transcei ver, and an information watch. He was not about to get hinself |ost or
i sol ated on the inhospitable Proton surface!l

That surface was amazi ngly rugged, once he was on it. There were nountain
ranges to the north and south, the northern ones white with what little water
this world had in free-state, as snow. There was the w ndi ng channel of a

| ong-dead river, and a region of deep fissures as if an earthquake had aborted
in md-notion. He guided his nonocycle carefully, counterbalancing with his
body when its notions sent it into twi sts of precession; incorrectly handl ed,

t hese machines could dunp a man in a hurry, since the precession operated at
right angles to the force applied. He | ocated the nost dangerous traps for a
nervous horse, plotting a course well clear of them Spook would be upset



enough, wearing an equine face nask for his breathing and protection of his
eyes and ears; any additional challenges could be disastrous. Wich was of
course why Stile was the one who had to take himthrough; no one else could do
it safely.

Stile took his tinme, calling in regular reports and naking up his route map.
This was really a puzzle: find the nost direct route that avoided all hazards.
He had to think in equine terms, for Spook could spook at a mere patch of
colored sand, while trotting blithely into a dead-end canyon.

Only when he was quite certain he had the best route did Stile report to the
done where Spook was stabled. He was confident, now, that he could bring the
horse across in good order. It was not merely that this success would probably
facilitate his pronotion. He |iked Spook. The horse had in his fashion been
responsi ble for Stile's |ast pronotion.

When he arrived at that dome, he found a gramawaiting him It was from
of fplanet: the first he had had since his parents noved out. STILE-AM MARRI ED
NOW NAMED SON AFTER YOU. HOPE YOU FOUND YOUKS- TUNE.

He was gl ad for her, though her loss hurt with sudden poi ghancy. Three nonths
toget her, three years apart; he could not claimhis world had ended. Yet he
had not found another girl he liked as well, and suspected he never would. He
found hinmsel f hummi ng a nel ody; he had done that a lot in the first, raw

nmont hs of loss, and it had coal esced into a nervous habit he did not really
try to cure. Miusic would always rem nd himof her, and he woul d al ways pursue
it in menory of those three wonderful nonths.

So she had named her son after him She had not conceived by him of course;
no one conceived involuntarily on Proton. It was just her way of telling him
how much their brief connection had nmeant to her. She had surely had many
other lovers, and not borrowed fromtheir nanes for this occasion. She said
she had lied to him but actually she had nmade possi ble an experience he woul d
never have traded. Brevity did not nean inconsequence; no, never!

"Thank you. Tune," he murmured.

CHAPTER 10
Magi ¢

Stile woke suddenly, making a significant connection. "Geography!" he cried.
"This world is Proton!"

Neysa, in girl-form was tending him He realized, in a kind of supplenentary

revel ati on, that she was the sane size as Tune; no wonder he had accepted her

as a lover so readily, despite his know edge of her nature. She was not a true
woman, and woul d never be, but she was well worthwhile on her own account.

She | ooked at him questioningly, aware of his stare. Her appearance and
personality were, of course, quite unlike Tune's; no light-hued hair, no nmerry
cl everness here. Neysa was dark and quiet, and she never told a lie.

"I had a nmenory, "
you were teaching me how to use the rapier when |-
assimlate it. "Wat happened to ne?"

he expl ained. "Beginning with nmy fencing | essons, because
" He paused, trying to

Rel uctantly, she tal ked. "Sick."



"Sick? You nmean as in disease? But there's no disease on Proton-" Again he did
a double take. "But this isn't Proton, exactly. Ifs another realmw th the
same geography. The purple mountains to the south-it's what Proton m ght have
been, had it had a decent atnosphere. An alternate Proton, where magi c worKks.
Maybe magi ¢ made t he at nosphere, and the gravity. So with a conplete planetary
environnent, a conplete ecology, there are flies, there is dirt, there is

di sease. And | have no natural immunity, only ny standard shots, which never
anticipated the conpl ete spectrum of challenges | found here. The

m cro-organisns in the food here, in the water, natural for natives but
foreign to ny system Pollens in the air. Allergens. Et cetera.

So it took a couple of days for the gerns to incubate in nmy system then
suddenly they overwhel ned nme. Reaching the point of explosive infestation
Thanks for explaining it so well, Neysa."

She sni |l ed acknow edgnent .

"But how could you cure me? | should have died, or at |east been sick |onger
than this. I've only been out a few hours, haven't 1? Now | feel fine, not
even tired."

She had to speak again. "Cip brought anulet." She reached forward and touched
a figurine hanging on a necklace that had been put on him

Stile lifted it in his hand. "A healing amulet? Now isn't that clever! WII |
get sick again if |I take it off?"

She shook her head no.

"You mean these things enit their magic in one burst, then are usel ess? But

some are supposed to have continuing effect, |ike the clothing-sinulator
anmul et | was given at the outset-uh-oh." He hastily renoved the chain fromhis
neck. "That one tried to kill me. If this one was nade by the sane party-~

She shrugged.

"Do you mind if | dispose of this now?" he asked. "We could bury it and mark
the spot so we can find it later if we want it. But |I'd rather not have it

with me. If | invoke a secondary function-well, Neysa, an anul et attacked ne,
before I met you. When | invoked it You invoked this one, so maybe that's why
it acted normally. | fear the amulets have murder in mnd for me, when they

recogni ze ne. That's why | needed a steed-to get away from my anonynous
eneny. "

Neysa lifted her head, alarned in the equine manner. "No, no, you didn't bring
the enemy here," Stile reassured her. "The denon hasn't been invoked." He took
her hands, smiling. "I chose better than | knew, when | chose you. You did
right, Neysa. | think you saved ny life."

She all owed herself to be drawn in to him and there foll owed what foll owed.
He had not forgotten Sheen, but this was another world.

They buried the anulet and went on. It was norning; his illness had | asted
only one night, coinciding with normal sleep, and the revel ati on of geography
had al nost been worth it. This accounted for the nagging famliarity he had
sensed before; he had seen the surface of this world a decade ago, in its dead
form

What accounted for this difference? The concept of alternate worlds, or



alternate frames of the sane world, he could accept. But breathable

at nosphere, a full living ecology, and nmagic in one, dones and science and
external barrenness in the other-that dichotonmy was harder to fathom He woul d
have expected parallel franes to be very sinmlar to each other

Still, it helped his sense of orientation. Now it was clear why people crossed
over at certain spots. They were not matter-transmtting, they were stepping
through the curtain at preci se geographical l|ocations, so as to arrive in
donmes and in private places. To cross el sewhere-well, if he tried that, he
woul d have to prepare hinself with a breathing mask.

"You know, Neysa," he said as he rode. "There is a lot |I don't know about this
world, and ny life is in danger here, but | think I like it better than ny
own. Qut here, with you-1'mhappy. | could just ride forever, | think, like
this." He shook his head. "But | suppose | would get tired of it, in a century
or two; nust be realistic.”

Neysa made a nusical snort, then broke into a two-beat gallop, front hooves
striking precisely together, rear hooves likewise. It was a jolting gait.

"Thi nk you can buck ne off, huh?" Stile said playfully. He brought out his
har moni ca- one advant age of clothing, he discovered, was that it had

pocket s-and pl ayed a brisk marching nmel ody. The girl "Tune had taught himthe
beauty of nusic, and his growing talent in it had hel ped hi mon nunerous
occasions in the Gane. H s nmenory flashback had freshened his awareness that
even had nusic been worthless in a practical sense, he would have kept it up
Musi c was fun

But again a | oomi ng presence devel oped. Again they stopped. "Something funny
about this,"” Stile said.

"Clip told me not to worry, that unicorns are inmmune to nost magic-but this is
eerie. | don't like nysteries that may affect ny health."

Neysa bl ew a note of agreenent

"It seens to happen when we're playing nusic,"” he continued. "Now |I've never
been harnmed by nusic, but I'd better be sure. Maybe something is sneaking up

while we're playing, hoping we won't notice. | sonehow doubt this is connected
with the amulets; this is nore subtle. Let's try it again. If we feel the
presence, I'll stop playing and will try to search it out. You go on playing

as if nothing is happening. W need to catch it by surprise.”

They resuned play-and i medi ately the presence returned. Stile left his
harmoni ca at his |lips but ceased playing; instead he peered about while Neysa
danced on, continuing the nelody. But even as he | ooked, whatever it was

f aded.

Experinmentally Stile resuned play, matching Neysa's theme, softly, so that an
on-listener would not hear him The presence returned. Neysa stopped playing,
while Stile continued-and the presence | ooned stronger, as if her nusic had
restrained it. Stile halted abruptly-and the effect receded.

"It's tied to ne!" he exclaimed. "Only when | play-"

Neysa agreed. Whatever it was, was after Stile-and it advanced only when he
was playing. It could hear him regardl ess of other sounds that masked his
own.

Stile felt an eerie chill. "Let's get out of here," he said.



The unicorn took off. No clever footwork this time; she noved right into a
raci ng gallop. They forged across the plain at a rate no horse could natch,
wove through copses of brightly green trees, and | eaped across small streans.
He could see the mountains sliding back on either side. They were really
covering the kil ometers!

At | ast Neysa slowed, for her breath was turning fiery. Stile brought out his
har moni ca and pl ayed once nore-and instantly the presence closed in.

He stopped i mediately. "W can't outrun it, Neysa; that’'s evident. But now
that we're aware of it, maybe we can do sonething about it. Wy does it stil
cone only when | play? It has to know that we are aware of it, and are trying
to escape it; no further need to hide."

Neysa shrugged-an interesting effect, while he was nounted.

"First the anulet, now this. Could they be connected? Could the harnoni ca be-"
He paused, al armed. "Another amulet?"

After a noment he devel oped a notion. "Neysa-do you think you could play this
instrument? Wth your nmouth, | mean, human-fashion? If this is an

enemny- sumoni ng devi ce, there should be the sane effect whoever plays it. |

t hi nk."

Neysa halted and had hi m di smount and renove the saddl e. Then she phased into
human form He had not seen her do it by day before, and it had not occurred
to himthat she would. He had thought of her playing the harnonica in her
equine form but of course this way made much nore sense.

She took the instrument and pl ayed. She was not expert, since this was foreign
to her nmode, and the result was a junble. No presence forned. Then Stile took
t he harmoni ca and played a simlar jumble-and the presence was there.

"Not the instrunent-but nme," he said. "Only when | play it."'
it a synbiosis, or is the harnonica incidental ?"

He pondered. "Is

He tried hunmi ng a tune-and the presence cane, though not as powerfully as
bef ore.

"That settles it: it's ne. Wien | nmake nusic, it comes. My nmusic is better
with the harnonica, so the effect is stronger, that's all. The instrunent is
not haunted." He smled. "I'"'mglad. | like this harnobnica. 1'd hate to have to
bury it in dirt." He would hate to abuse any harnonica, because he retained a
fond feeling for the keyboard harnonica and all its relatives. But this
present instrument was the finest of its breed he had ever played.

Neysa had changed back to her natural form Stile put the saddle back on. "I

don't think we can afford to ignore this matter," he said.

The unicorn flicked one ear in agreenent.

"Let's get down to sonme good grazing land, and I'Il challenge it. |I want to
see what will happen. | don't like running froma threat anyway. |'d rather

draw it out and settle the account, one way or another. If it is an eneny, |
want to sumon it by daylight, with my sword in hand, not have it sneak up on
me at night."

Neysa agreed agai n, enphatically.



They nmoved downsl ope until good grass resumed. Neysa grazed, but she did not
wander far from Stile, and her eye was on him She was concerned. Bl ess her
it had been a long tine since soneone had worried about him Except for
Sheen-and that was a matter of progranm ng.

Stile began to play. The presence |looned. He tried to see it, but it was
invisible, intangible. This time he did not stop his nusic. The grass seened
to wave, bending toward himand springing back as if driven by a wi nd, but
there was no wind. The air seened to sparkle. A faint haze devel oped, swirling
in barely discernible colored washes. Stile felt the hairs on his body
lighten, as if charged electrostatically. He thought at first it was his own
nervousness, for he did not know what thing or force he sumoned, but he saw
Neysa's mane lifting simlarly. There was potential here, and it centered on
himbut it never acted. It just |ooned.

Stile stopped playing, growing weary of this-and yet again the effect faded.
"Alnost the formof an electrical storm" he nused. "Yet-~

He was cut off by a sheet of rain blasting at him Lightning cracked nearby.
The sudden light hal f-blinded him and a gust of w nd made hi m stagger. He was
soaked as if dunked in a raging sea, feeling the eerie chill of the violent
water. There was a swirling of fog rem niscent of a devel oping tornado. The
flashes of light were continuous.

Neysa charged back to him seeking to protect himfromthe el enents with her
body and her anti-magic. Both helped; Stile flung his arns about her neck and
buried his face in her wet mane, and the swirling wind had | ess force there.
Her mass was nore secure than his, and the rain struck her |ess stingingly.
They settled to the ground, and that was nore secure yet. "Now |I'm enbracing
you in your natural form™" he told her |aughingly, but doubted she heard him
over the wi nd.

What had happened? A nonment ago there had been no slightest sign of bad

weat her. Stile knew storns coul d devel op qui ckly-he had taken a course in
primtive-world neteorol ogy, and often visited the weat her donme for
denonstrations-but this had been virtually instantaneous. He had been pl aying
his harnmonica, trying to trigger whatever nonstrous force was lurking, to
bring it somehow to bay, then idly Iikened the effect to-

"I didit!" he cried. "I invoked the storm" Like the anulet, it had been
there to be commanded, and he had innocently done so.

"Storm abate!" he cri ed.

The two of them were al nbst swept fromtheir inpronptu nest by anot her savage
bout of wind. The stormwas not, it seemed, paying heed.

Yet this power was sonehow keyed to him He had invoked the storm was he
unable to banish it? He had evoked the denon fromthe amul et, before; that had
evidently been a one-way thing. But a storn? Was it inpossible to put this
geni e back in the bottle?

It was hard to concentrate, in this buffeting and wet and |ight and noi se. But
he tried. What, specifically, had he done to bring this about? He had pl ayed
musi c, and the stormspirit had | ooned cl ose without striking. Then he had
said, "Alnpst the formof an electrical storm" An accidental rhyne, of no
signi ficance

Rhyne? Somet hi ng nagged hi m When the harnoni ca had appeared, so
fortuitously-what had he said? Hadn't it been-yes. "A harnonica is what you



play. I wish | had one here today." Something |like that. Joke doggerel. Two
ti mes he had spoken in rhyme, and two tinmes he had been answered. O course

t here had been other magic, like the attacki ng denon of the amulet. No rhynes
there. But-worry about that later; it mght be a different class of nagic.
Now, try to abate this tenpest. Abate-what rhyned with that? Fate, |ate,
plate. Try it; all he could do was fail.

"Storm abate; you're making me late!" he cried

The storm | essened, but did not disappear. He was on to sonething, but not
enough. Half a loaf. Wat else had he done, those other two tinmes?

Neysa played a note on her horn. The storm had eased, so she preferred to
stand. She felt nobst secure on all four feet.

That was it! He had been blowi ng his horn-in a manner. The harnoni ca. Mking
nmusi ¢, either singing or playing.

Stile brought out his wet harnmoni ca and pl ayed a soggy passage. Then he
stopped and sang in an inpronptu tune: "Storm abate. You're naking ne late!"

This time the storml essened considerably. The lightning stopped, and the rain
slacked to a noderate shower. But it still wasn't gone.

"Neysa, | think I'"'mon to sonething," he said. "But | don't really have the
hang of it yet. | think I can do magic, if | can only get the rules straight."

The unicorn gave hima | ong | ook whose inport was unclear. Evidently she

di strusted this devel opnent, but she made no conment. And he marveled at it
hi nsel f: how could he, the child of the nobdemcivilized gal axy, seriously
consi der practicing magic?

Yet, after what he had experienced in this frame, how could he not believe in
magi c?

They resuned their journey, plodding through the drizzle. After an hour they
got out of it, and the sun warmed them They did not make nusic. Stile knew he
had | earned sonet hi ng, but not enough. Yet.

Now they settled down to serious grazing and eating -except that he had
nothing to eat. Neysa had been willing to continue until she brought himto a
fruit tree, but he had felt her sustenance was nore inportant than his, at the
nmonent. She was doi ng nost of the work.

If he could actually do magic, maybe he could conjure sonme food. If he made up
a rhyme and sang it-why not? Wat rhynmed with food?

Stile was actually a poet, in a mnor sense; this was yet another aspect of
his Game expertise. A person had to be extrenely well rounded to capture and
hold a high rung on an adult | adder. He was probably nore skilled in nore
types of things of a potentially conpetitive nature than anyone not invol ved
in the Ganme. But he had preferred neaning to rhynme and neter, in poetry, so

was ill prepared for this particular exercise.

Still, he did know the rudiments of versification, and with a little practice
it should cone back to him lanbic feet: da-DUM da-DUM Pentaneter: five feet
per line. I wish | had a little food-ianbic tetrameter, four beats. |f

uni corns spoke words while running, they would be excellent at poetic neter
for their hooves woul d neasure the cadence.



"I wish |l had a little food; it would really help ny mood," he said in
singsong. He was not as good at inprovising tunes with his voice as with an
i nstrunent.

Bef ore hi m appeared a tiny cube. It dropped to the ground, and he had to
search for it in the grass. He found it and held it up. It was about a
centimeter on a side, and in tiny letters on one face was printed the word
FOOD. Stile touched his tongue to it. Nutro-peanut butter. He ate it. Good,
but only a token.

Wl |, he had specified "little." That was exactly what he had gotten

He was gai ni ng under standi ng. Miusic sunmoned the magic; that was the | oom ng
power they had been aware of. Wrds defined it. The rhyme marked the nonment of
i mpl enentati on. A workable systembut he had to nake his definitions precise.
Suppose he conjured a sword-and it transfixed hin? O a mountain of food, and
it buried hin Magic, |ike any other tool, had to be used properly.

"I wish | had one liter of food; it would really help my nood."
Not hi ng happened. Cbviously he was still m ssing sonething.

Neysa lifted her head, perking her ears. Her hearing was nore acute than his.
Her head cane around. Stile followed the direction her horn was pointing-and
saw shapes comi ng toward them

Had he sumoned these? He doubted it; they hardly | ooked |ike food, and
certainly not in the specified quantity. This rmust be a coinci dental
devel oprent .

Soon the shapes clarified. Four nmonsters. They were vaguely apelike, w th huge
| ong forearms, squat hairy | egs, and great toothy, horny, glary-eyed heads.
Anot her variant of denon, like the one he had fought alone, or the
crack-nmonsters, or the snow nonsters. They all seened to be species of a
general class of creature that wasn't in the conventional taxonony. But of
course unicorns weren't in it either

Neysa snorted. She trotted over to stand by Stile. She knew this was trouble.

"Must be a sending of nmy eneny," Stile said. "Wen you used the amulet to hea
me, it alerted the master of amulets, who it seens is not partial to ne, for
what reason | don't yet know He sent his goon squad-but we were no | onger
with the amulet, so they had to track us down. 1'Il bet the storm nessed t hem
up, too."

Neysa made a nusical |augh through her horn-a nice effect. She liked the

noti on of goons getting battered by a storm But her attention remained on

t hose nonsters, and her ears were angling back. She | ooked cute when her ears
perked forward, and grimwhen they flattened back

"I think it nust be an Adept against me," Stile continued. "Cbviously it is no
common peasant. But now | know | can do sone nagic myself, | am nore

confident. Do you think we should flee these nonsters, and worry about when
they m ght catch up agai n-such as when we are sl eeping-or should we fight them
her e?"

It was a | oaded question, and she responded properly. She swi shed her tai
rapidly fromside to side and stonped a forehoof, her horn still oriented on
t he goons.



"My sentinents exactly," Stile said. "I just don't like |eaving an eneny on ny
trail. Let me see if | can work out a good spell to abolish them That should
be safer than indul ging in physical conmbat. They | ook pretty nean to ne."

Pretty mean indeed. Hs tone had been light, but he already had healthy
respect for the fighting capacity of denons. They were |ike the androids of
Proton: stupid, but alnpbst indestructible. Yet he distrusted this magic he
could perform like all sudden gifts, it needed to be examined in the nmouth
bef ore bei ng accepted whol eheartedly. But at the nonment he sinply had to use
what was avail abl e, and hope it worked.

He concentrated on his versification as the goons approached. He coul d not,
under this pressure, think of anything sophisticated, but so long as it was
clear and safe, it would do. It had to.

The first nonster |oonmed before them "Monster go-1 tell you so!" Stile sang,
poi nti ng.

The nonster puffed into snoke and di ssipated. Only a foul -snelling haze
remai ned.

So far, so good. He was getting the hang of it. Stile pointed to the second
nmonster. "Monster go-I tell you so!" he sang, exactly as before. Wiy change a
Wi nni ng spel | ?

The nonster hesitated as if fazed by the bite of a gnat, then plunged ahead.

Neysa lunged by Stile and caught the denon on her horn. Wth one heave she
hurled it over and behind. The creature gave a great how of expiration, nore
in fury than in pain, and | anded in a sodden heap

Why had the magic worked the first time, and not the second? He had done it
exactly the same, and nearly gotten his head bitten off.

Ch, no! Could it be that a spell could not be repeated? That it worked only
once? Now he renenbered sonething that had been said by the man he net, the
one who had given himthe denon amul et. About having to devise a new spel

each tine, to step through the curtain. He should have paid better attention

The third and fourth goons arrived together

No time now to work up another spell! Stile drew his rapier. "I'll take the
one on the right; you take the left," he said to Neysa.

But these two nonsters, having seen the fate of their predecessors, were
slightly nore cautious. To be ugly was not necessarily to be stupid, and these
were not really androids. They evidently | earned from experience. They halted
just outside the range of horn and sword. They seened to consider Neysa to be
the nore fornidabl e opponent, though Stile was sure it was himthey wanted.
They had to deal with her first; then they would have him at their dubious
mercy. O so they thought.

VWhil e one goon tried to distract her, backing away fromthe unicorn's horn

the other tried to get at her fromthe side. But Stile attacked the side
nmonster, stabbing at it with his point. He wi shed he had a broadsword; then he
coul d have sl ashed these things to pieces. He wasn't sure that a sinple
puncture woul d have much effect.

He was mi staken. He pricked his nonster in the flank, and it how ed and
whirled on him huge hamhands stretching toward him Stile pricked it again,



inits neaty shoulder. Not a nortal wound, but it obviously hurt. At |east

t hese denons did have pain sensation; Stile had half-feared they would not.
Still, this was basically a standoff. He needed to get at a vital spot, before
t he thing-

The goon's arm swung with blinding speed and swept the weapon out of Stile's
hand. The thing's eyes glowed. Gatified, it pounced on him

Stile whirled into a shoul der throw, catching the nonster's |eading arm and
heaving. Wth this technique it was possible for the smallest of nmen to send
the largest of men flying. But this was not a man. The creature was so | arge
and long-armed that Stile nerely ended up with a hairy arm dangling over his
shoul der. The nonster's feet had not |eft the ground.

Now the goon raised its arm hauling Stile into the air. He felt its hot
breath on his neck; it was going to bite off his head!

"Ch, swell! Go to hell!" Stile cried with haphazard inspiration
He dropped to the ground. The nobnster was gone.

Stile | ooked around, pleased. His inpronptu spell had worked! It seened this
frame did have a hell, and he coul d send-

He froze. The other goon was gone too. So was Neysa.
Ch, no!

Qui ck, a counterspell. Anything! Wiat rhymed with spell?

"I don't feel well; cancel that spell,"” he singsonged.
The two nonsters and Neysa were back. Al three were scorched and coated with
soot .

"Monsters away; Neysa stay!" Stile sang. The goons vani shed agai n.

Neysa | ooked at hi mreproachfully. She shook herself, nmaking the powdered soot
fly. There were sulfur smears on her body, and her mane was frizzled, and her
tail was only half its normal |ength. Her whole body was a mass of singed
hair. The whites showed all around her eyes; sure signal of equine alarm

"I"'msorry, Neysa," Stile said contritely. "I wasn't thinking! |I didn't mean
to send you to hell!"™ But he realized that wasn't much good. She was burned
and hurting. He had to do nore than nmerely apol ogi ze.

He could do magic-if he sang a new spell every tinme. Could he nake her well?
"To show how | feel-1 say 'Neysa, heal!"

And before his eyes she unburned. Her mane grew out again and her tail becane
l ong and bl ack and straight. Her coat renewed its luster. Her hooves

bri ghtened back into their original pearl glow She had heal ed-in seconds.
Where were the limts of his power?

But the unicorn did not seem happy. She was well, now, physically, but she
must have had a truly disturbing enotional experience. Avisit to hell! How

could he erase that horror? Could he formulate a spell to nake her forget? But
that woul d be tanpering with her mnd, and if he nade any simlar error in



definition-no, he dared not ness with that.

Neysa was | ooki ng at him strangely, as she had before. Stile feared he knew
why.

"Neysa- how many people on this world can performmagic |like this?" he asked
her. "1 know nobst people can do nminor magic, |ike stepping through the

curtain, the way nost people can pick out clunsy nel odi es on the harnonica.
But how many can do it well? Professional |evel? Many?"

She bl ew a negative note.

"That's what | thought. A lot of people have a little talent, but few have a
ot of talent, in any particular area. This sort of thing is governed by the
bel | -shaped curve, and it would be surprising if magic talent weren't
simlarly constrained. So can a noderate nunmber match ny |evel ?"

She still blew no.

"A few?"

This time the negation was fainter

"A very few?"

At last the affirmative.

Stile nodded. "How many can exert magi c agai nst a unicorn, since unicorns are
| argel y proof agai nst nagic?"

Neysa | ooked at him her nervousness increasing. Her muzzle quivered; her ears
were draw ng back. Bad news, for him

"Only the Adepts?" Stile asked.

She bl ew yes, backing away fromhim The whites of her eyes were show ng
agai n.

"But Neysa-if | have such talent, I'mstill the sane person!" he cried. "You
don't have to be afraid of me! |I didn't nmean to send you to hell! | just
didn't know nmy own power!"

She snorted enphatic agreenent, and backed another step

"I don't want to alienate you, Neysa. You're ny only friend in this world.
need your support.”

He took a step toward her, but she | eaned away fromhimon all four feet. She
feared himand distrusted him now, it was as if he had becone a denon,
shuffling off his prior disguise.

"Ch, Neysa, | wish you wouldn't feel this way! The magic isn't half as
i nportant as your respect. You joined me, when you could have killed ne. W
have been so nuch to each other, these past three days!"

She nade a snall nose at him angry that he should try to prevail on her like
this. He had sent her to hell; he had shown her how deneani ng and dangerous to
her his power could be. Yet she was noved; she did not want to desert him

"I never set out to be a magician," Stile said. "I thought the nagic was from



outside. | had to know the truth. Maybe the truth is worse than what |
feared."

Neysa snorted agreenent. She was really dead set against this caliber of
magi c.

"Wuld it help if | swore not to try any nore magi c? To conduct myself as if
that power did not exist in nme? | ama man of ny word, Neysa; | would be as
you have known ne."

She consi dered, her ears nicking backward and forward as the various
consi derations ran through her equine mnd. At |ast she nodded, al npst
i mper cepti bly.

"I swear," Stile said, "to performno magic w thout your |eave."

There was an inpression of faint color in the air about him flinging outward.
The grass waved in concentric ripples that expanded rapidly until lost to
view. Neysa's own body seemed to change col or nonentarily as the ripples
passed her. Then all was normal again.

Neysa cane to him Stile flung his arms about her neck, huggi ng her. There was
a special art to hugging an equine, but it was worth the effort. "GCh, Neysa!
What is nore inportant than friendship!"

She was not very denonstrative in her natural form but the way she cocked one
ear at himand nudged himw th her muzzl e was enough

Neysa returned to her grazing. Stile was still hungry. There was no suitable
food for himhere, and since he had sworn of f magic he could not conjure
anything to eat. Actually, he found hinmself somewhat relieved to be free of
magi c- but what was he to say to his stomach?

Then he spied the nmonster Neysa had slain. Wre goons edible? This seenmed to
be the occasion to find out. He drew his knife and set about carving the
denon.

Neysa spi ed what he was doing. She played a note of reassurance, then gall oped
around in a great circle several times, while Stile gathered brush and dead
wood and dry strawto forma fire. When he had his nakings ready, Neysa
charged in, skidded to a halt, and snorted out a blowtorch blast. She had
evidently not yet cooled off fromthe battle-or fromhell-and needed only a
smal | amount of exertion to generate sufficient heat. The brush burst into
flane.

As it turned out, nonster steak was excell ent.

CHAPTER 11
Oracle

By the time they reached the Oracle, two days later, Stile had pretty well

wor ked out the situation. He could do magi c of Adept quality, provided he
followed its rules. He had sworn off it, and he would not violate that pledge.
But that didn't change what he was: an Adept That coul d expl ai n why anot her
Adept was trying to kill hiny that other was aware of Stile's potential, and
didn't want the conpetition. The Adepts, it seened, were quite jeal ous of
their prerogatives-as were the menbers of nost oligarchies or hol ders of



power .

So how shoul d he proceed? Swearing off nagic would not protect himfroma

j eal ous Adept, who would resent Stile's nmere potential. But if it were only a
singl e Adept who was after him Stile mght try to |ocate that one and dea
with him Nonmagi cally? That coul d be dangerous! So-he would ask the Oracle
for advice. \Way not?

The Oracle lived in a palace. Mnicured | awmns and hedges surrounded it, and
decorative fountains watered its gardens. It was open; anyone could enter
including animals. In this world, aninmals had nmuch the same stature as human
bei ngs; that was one of the things Stile liked about it. In this palace and
its grounds, as he understood it, no nagic was permtted, other than that of
the Oacle itself, and no person could be nol ested or coerced.

"No disrespect intended," Stile said. "But this doesn't seemlike nuch. It's
beautiful in appearance and concept, but..."

Neysa left the saddle at the entrance and guided himto a small, plain roomin
the back. Fromits rear wall projected a sinple speaking tube.

Stile studied the tube. "This is it? The Oracle?" he asked dubiously. "No
cerenony, no fanfare, no balls of flame? No bureaucracy? | can just walk up
and ask it anything?"

Neysa nodded.

Stile, feeling | et down, addressed the tube. "Oracle, what is nmy best course
of action?"

"Know thysel f," the tube replied.

"That isn't clear. Could you elucidate?" But the tube was unresponsive.

Neysa nudged himgently away. "You nean | only get one question?" Stile asked,
chagri ned.

It was so. As with a spell, the Oracle could be invoked only once by any
i ndividual. But it had not been Neysa's purpose to have all his questions
answered here; she had brought himto this place only for his safety.

Stile, frustrated, left Neysa and went outside. She did not try to restrain
him aware that he had been disappointed. He proceeded to the first fountain
he saw. A wolf sat on the far side, probably not tame, but it would not attack
himhere. Stile renoved his shirt, |eaned over the pool, and splashed the cold
water on his face. So he was safe; so what? His curiosity was unsatisfied. Was
he to remain indefinitely in this world wi thout understanding it?

"Thou, too?"

Stile |l ooked up, startled, blinking the droplets fromhis vision. There was a
young man across the fountain. He had shaggy reddi sh hair and a dark cast of
feature, with eyes that fairly gl eamed beneath heavy brows. Hi s beard and

si deburns were very like fur

"I regret; | did not see you," Stile said. "Did | intrude?"

"Thou didst see nme," the man said. "But recognized nme not, in ny lupine form"

Lupi ne. "A-werewol f?" Stile asked, surprised. "I amnot used to this |and.



did not think-1 apol ogize."
"That was evident in thy node of speech. But apol ogize not to an outcast cur."

Mode of speech. Suddenly Stile remenbered: dip the unicorn, Neysa's brother
had used this sane touch of archaic |anguage. Evidently that was what
prevail ed here. He had better change over, so as not to nake hinmsel f awkwardly
obvi ous.

"I-will try to nend ny speech. But | do apol ogize for m staking thee."

"Nonesuch is in order. This region is open to all w thout hindrance, even such
as |."

Stile was rem nded of the robot Sheen, claimng to have no rights because of
her metal origin. It bothered him "Art thou not a person? If being outcast is
acrime, | amsurely nore crimnal than you. Thee. | fled ny whole world."

"Ah, it is as | thought. Thou art fromProton. Art thou serf or Citizen?"

"Serf," Stile said, startled at this know edge of his world. Yet of course
ot hers had made the crossing before him "Wrewlf, if thou hast patience,
would like to talk with thee."

"1 wel cone converse, if thou knowest what ilk | be and be not deceived. | am
Kurrel gyre, were."

"I amStile, man." Stile proffered his hand, and the other, after a pause such
as one m ght have when recalling a foreign convention, accepted it.

"In mne other form we sniff tails,” Kurrelgyre said apol ogetically.

"There is so much I do not know about this world," Stile said. "If you
knowt hou knowest of ny world, thou wilt-wlst-thou shoul dst appreciate the
problem | have. | know not how canme | here, or howto return, and the Oracle's

reply seems unhel pful ."

"It is the nature of Oracul ar response,” Kurrelgyre agreed. "I amsimlarly
baffled. | queried the Oracle how | mght regain my place in ny society

wi t hout perforning anathema, and the Oracle told ne 'Cultivate blue.' Means
t hat aught to thee?"

Stile shook his head. "Naught. | asked it what was my best course of action
and it said 'Know thyself.' | have no doubt that is always good advice, but it
| acks specificity. In fact it is not even an action; it is an information."

"A nost curious |lapse," Kurrelgyre agreed. "Cone, walk with nme about the
gardens. Perhaps we may obtain insights through dial ogue."

"I shall be happy to. Allow ne just a noment to advi se ny conpani on. She
br ought ne here-"

"Assuredly." They re-entered the pal ace, proceeding to the O acl e chanber
where Stile had | eft Neysa.

She was still there, facing the speaking tube, evidently unable to nmake up her
mnd what to say to it. Kurrelgyre grow ed when he saw her, shifting instantly
into his lupine node. Neysa, hearing him whirled, her horn orienting
unwaveringly on the newforned wolf.



"Stop!" Stile cried, realizing that violence was in the offing. "There is no-"
The wol f sprang. Neysa lunged. Stile threw hinself between them

Al three came to a halt in a nonentary tableau. The tip of Neysa's horn was
nudging Stile's chest; the wolf's teeth were set against his right arm near
the shoul der. Trickles of blood were formng on Stile's chest and arm where
poi nt and fang penetrated.

"Now wi | | you both change into human form and apol ogi ze to the Oracle for this
accident?" Stile said.

There was a pause. Then both creatures shimrered and changed. Stile found
hi nsel f standi ng between a handsonme young nman and a pretty girl. He was
shirtless, with rivulets of blood on him he had forgotten to put his shirt
back on after splashing in the fountain pool

He extricated hinself. "I gather unicorns and werewl ves are hereditary
enem es,"” he said. "I"'msorry; | didn't know. But this is no place for, uh
friendly conpetition. Now shake hands, or sniff tails, or whatever creatures
do here to make up."

Neysa's eyes fairly shot fire, and Kurrel gyre scowl ed. But both glanced at the
Oracle tube, then at Stile's bloodied spots, then at each other. And paused
agai n.

Stile perceived, as if through their eyes, what each saw. The werewol f's

cl ot hi ng had reappeared with the man, and it was a tasteful fur-lined jacket
and | eggi ngs, conplinenting his sonewhat rough-hewn aspect. Neysa was in a
[ight black dress that set off her pert figure admirably; it seened she wore
cl ot hi ng when she chose, though at night she had not bothered. She was now the
kind of girl to turn any man's head-and Kurrel gyre's head was turning.

"It is a place of truce,”
overcanme ny manners."

the werewolf said at last. "I regret my instinct

"I, too," Neysa agreed softly.

"l abhor the fact that | have drawn the bl ood of an innocent."

"1, too.

"Do thou draw nmy blood. Stile, in reconpense."” Kurrelgyre held out his arm
Neysa di d the sane.

"I shall not!" Stile said. "If you-if thou-the two of you-”

The werewol f smiled fleetingly. "Thou wert correct the first time, friend. It
is the plural.”

"I'f you two feel you owe me aught, expiate it by making up to each other. |
hate to be the cause of dissent between good creatures."

"The penalty of blood need not be onerous," Kurrelgyre nurnured. He nade a
courtly bow to Neysa. "Thou art astonishingly |ovely, equine.”

Neysa responded with a curtsey that showed nore décoll etage and | eg than was
strictly necessary. Ch, the tricks that could be played with clothing! No
wonder the Citizens of Proton reserved clothing to thenselves. "Thank thee,

| upi ne. "



Then, cautiously, Neysa extended her hand. Instead of shaking it, Kurrelgyre
lifted it slightly, bringing it to his face. For a nonent Stile was afraid the
werewol f meant to bite it, but instead he kissed her fingers.

Stile, relieved, stepped forward and took an arm of each. "Let's walk
together, now that we're all friends. W have nuch in comon, being al

out casts of one kind or another. Neysa was excluded fromthe herd because of
her col or-"

"What is wong with her color?" the werewol f asked, perpl exed.

"Nothing," Stile said as they wal ked. He spied his shirt by the fountain, and
noved themall toward it. "Some unicorns have distorted val ues."

Kurrel gyre gl anced sidelong past Stile at the girl. "I should say sol | always
suspected that Herd Stallion had banged his horn into one rock too many, and
this confirns it. My taste does not run to unicorns, understand, but the
precepts of physical beauty are universal. She is extrenely well formed. Wre
she a were-bitch-"

"And | am outcast because | refused to-to performa service for mnmy enployer,"”
Stile continued. "Or to honor an illegal deal proffered by another Ctizen."
He washed his small wounds off with water fromthe pool, and donned his shirt.
"What, if | may inquire, was thy problem werewolf?"

"Among ny kind, where game is scarce, when the size of the pack increases
beyond the capacity of the range to support, the ol dest nust be elim nated
first. My sire is anong the eldest, a forner |eader of the pack, so it fell to
me to kill himand assune the | eadership. Indeed, there is no wolf in my pack
| could not slay in fair conbat. But | love ny sire, long the finest of

wol ves, and could not do it. Therefore mine own place in the pack was forfeit,
with shane.”

"Thou wert excluded for thy conscience!" Stile exclainmed. "There is no
consci ence beyond the good of the pack," the werewolf grow ed.

"Yes," Neysa breathed sadly.

They came to a hedged-in park, with a fine rock garden in the center. Neysa
and Kurrel gyre sat down on stones nearer to each other than m ght have seened
seemy for natural enenmies.

"Let us reviewthy situation. Stile," the werewolf said. "Thou knowest little
of this land-yet this alone should not cause thee undue distress. Thou wilt
hardly be in danger, with a fair unicorn at thy side."

"Nevertheless, | amin danger," Stile said. "It seenms an Adept is trying to
kill me."

"Then thou art beyond hope. Against Adepts, naught suffices save avoi dance.
Thou rmust remain here at the Oracle's pal ace forever."

"So | gather, in the ordinary case. But it also seens | have Adept powers
nmysel f."

Kurrel gyre phased into wolf-form teeth bared as he backed away from Stile.

"Wait!" Stile cried. "Neysa reacted the sanme way! But | have sworn of f nagic,
till Neysa gives nme | eave."



The wol f hesitated, absorbing that, then phased warily back into the man. "No
uni corn woul d grant such | eave, even were that not the stubbornest of breeds.”
Neysa nodded agreenent.

"But | amjust a stray fromanother world," Stile said. "It is nere
coi nci dence that | have the talent for magic."

"Coi nci dence?" Kurrelgyre growmed. "Precious little in this frane is

coi ncidence; that is nmerely thy frame's termfor what little magi c operates
there. Here, all things have nmeaning." He pondered a noment. "Have ye tal ent
in the other frame?"

"I ride well-="

The werewol f gl anced at Neysa, who sat with her fine ankles denurely exposed,
her bosom gently heavi ng. "Wo woul dn't!"

"And | amexpert in the Gane," Stile continued.

"The Gane! That's it! Know ye not the aptitude for magic in this frane
correlates with that for the Gane in that franme? How good at the Ganme be ye
honest | y?"

"Well, I"'mtenth on ny age-| adder-"

Kurrel gyre waved a warning finger at him "Think ye |I know not the way of the
| adders? If ye rise to fifth place, thou nmust enter the annual Tourney. No
obfuscation, now, this is vital. How good art thou when thou tryest, absolute
scal e?"

Stile realized that this was not the occasion for conceal ment or polite
nodesty. "I should be anmong the top ten, gross. On a good day, fourth or
fifth."

"Then thou art indeed Adept caliber. There are no nore than ten Adepts. They
go by colors: Wite, Yellow, Oange, Geen and such: no nore than there are
clear-cut hues. Therefore thou art of their nunber. One Adept nust be dead.™

"What art thou tal king about? Why nust an Adept be dead, just because |'m good
at the Gane in the other-" Stile caught hinself about to make an inpronptu
rhyme and broke off lest he End hinself in violation of his oath.

"Ah, | forget! Thou hast no basis yet to conprehend. Know this. Stile: no nman
can cross the curtain between frames while his double |ives. Therefore-"

" Doubl e?"

"H's other self. Hs twin. Al true nmen exist in both franes, and are forever
fixed where they originate- until one dies out of turn. Then-"

"Wait, wait! Thou sayest people as well as geography match? That can not be
so. The serfs of Proton are constantly brought in and deported as their
tenures expire; only the Citizens are a constant popul ation."

"Perhaps 'tis so, now, not always in the past. Mst people still equate, Phaze
to Proton, Proton to Phaze. The others are partial people, like nyself.
Perhaps | had a serf-self in the past, and that serf departed, so now | alone
remain. "



"Thou travel est between frames-because werewol ves don't exist on Proton?"

Kurrel gyre shrugged. "It must be. Here there are animals and special forns;
there, there are nore serfs. It balances out, likely. But thou-thou nust
travel because thy magic self is dead. And thy magic self nust be-"

"An Adept," Stile finished. "At last | get thy drift."

"Know thysel f," Neysa said. "Adept." She frowned.

"That's it!" Stile cried. "I must figure out which Adept | am" Then he
noti ced Neysa's serious deneanor. "Or must 1? | have sworn off magic."

"But only by exerting thy powers as an Adept canst thou hope to survivel"
Kurrel gyre exclaimed. Then he did a double take. "Wat am| sayi ng? Wio woul d
want to help an Adept survive? The fair 'corn is right: abandon thy magic."

Corn? Ch, unicorn. "What is so bad about being an Adept?" Stile asked. "I
should think it would be a great advantage to be able to perform nagic."

The werewol f exchanged a glance with the unicorn. "He really knows not,"
Kurrel gyre said.

"I really don't," Stile agreed. "I amaware that magi c can be dangerous. So
can science. But you both act as if it's a crinme. You suggest | would be
better off dying as a man than living as an Adept. | should think a |ot of

good coul d be done by magic."
"Mayhap thou shoul dst encounter an Adept," Kurrel gyre said.

"Maybe | shoul d! Even though |I'm not doing magic nyself, at least I'd like to
know who | am and what manner of creature I am From what thou sayest,
somet hi ng must have happened to ny Adept doubl e and, considering ny age and
health, it couldn't have been natural," He paused. "But of course! Al we need
to do is check which Adept died recently."

"None has," Kurrelgyre assured him "At |east, none we know of. Adepts are
secretive, but even so, someone nust be conceal i ng evi dence."

"Well, I'lIl just have to go and | ook," Stile decided. "I'lIl check out each
Adept until | find which one is dead, and see if that was me. Then I'IlIl be
satisfied. Only-how can | be sure that two aren't dead, and | have found the
wrong one?"

"No problemthere,"” the werewolf said. "Thine other self would have | ooked
exactly like thee, so any who saw thee in his demesnes would know. And every
Adept has his own peculiar style of magic, his nmeans of inplenentation, that
he al one conmands. \Wat style is thine?"

"Stile style,” Neysa murmured, pernitting herself to smle fleetingly.
"Spoken, or sung, in verse," Stile said. "Misic sunmons the power. Wi ch Adept
uses that node?"

"We know not. The Adepts vouchsafe no such information to common folk. Oten
they veil their magic in irrelevant fornms, speaking incantations when it may
be in fact a gesture that is potent, or posturing when it is a key rune. O so
it is bruited about anong the animal folk. W know not who makes the amul ets,
or the gol em people, or the potions or graphs or any of the other

conjurations. W only know these things exist, and know to our dismay their



power." He turned to Stile, taking one hand. "But friend-do not do this thing.
If thou findest thine Adept-self, thou wilt becone that Adept, and | shal

have to bear the onus of not having slain thee when | had the chance. And
Neysa t oo, who hel ped thee: lay not this geas upon her."

Stile turned to Neysa, appalled. "Thou feel est that way al so?"
Sadl y, she nodded.

"Met hi nks she led thee to the Oracle to avoid the peril she saw | oom ng, "
Kurrel gyre said. "To destroy a friend-or turn an Adept | oose on the realm
Here thou art safe, even fromthy friends."

"But | am bound by mine oath!" Stile said. He hoped he was getting the

| anguage right: thy and ny before a consonant, thine and mine before a vowel.
"I will not performmagic! | will not becone the nonster thou fearest. | seek
only to know. Canst thou deny me that?"

Slow y Kurrel gyre shook his head. "W can not deny thee that. Yet we w sh-"
"I must know nyself," Stile said. "The Oracle said so."

"And the Oracle is always right,
paltry judgnent to that."

the werewol f agreed. "We can not oppose our

"So |l will go on a quest for myself,"” Stile concluded. "Wwen | have satisfied
nmy need-to-know, | will return to mne own frame, where there is no problem
about magic. So thou needst have no fear about ne turning into whatever ogre
thou dost think I might. | have to return soon anyway, to get ny new

enpl oynment, or ny tenure will expire.”

Neysa's gaze dropped.

"Why carest thou about tenure?" Kurrelgyre inquired. "Remain here, in hiding
fromthine eneny; thou hast no need to return.”

"But Proton is ny world," Stile protested. "I never intended to stay here-"
The werewol f stood and drew Stile gently aside
"Needs nust | speak to thee in | anguage unbecoming for the fair one to hear,"

he said. Neysa glanced up quickly at him but remained sitting silently by the
gar den.

"What's this nonsense about unbeconmi ng | anguage?" Stile denmanded when they
were out of Neysa's earshot. "I don't keep secrets from-~

"Canst thou not perceive the mare is smitten with thee?" Kurrel gyre demanded.
"Canst not guess what manner of question she tried to forrmulate for the
O acl e?"

Stile suffered a guilty shock. He had conpared Neysa in various ways to Sheen
yet m ssed the obvious one. "But | am no unicorn!”

"And I amno man. Yet | would not, were | thee, speak so blithely of
departure. Better it were to cut her heart quickly, cleanly."

"Uh, yes. No," Stile agreed, confused. "She-we have been-I assuned it was
nmerely a courtesy of the form | never thought-~



"And a considerable courtesy it is," Kurrelgyre agreed. "I was carel ess once
nmysel f about such matters, until mnmy bitch put nme straight.” He ran his fingers
al ong an old scar that angled from his shoul der dangerously near the throat.
Werewol ves evidently had quite direct neans of expressing themselves. "l say
it as should not:

Neysa is the loveliest creature one mght neet, in either form and no doubt

t he nobst constant too. Shamed would | have been to lay a tooth on her, ere
thou didst halt me. Considering the natural antipathy that exists between nan
and uni corn, as between man and werewol f and between unicorn and werewol f, her
attachment to thee is a mark of favor nost extreme. Unl ess-chancest thou to be
virginal, apart from her?"

"No. "
"And nmost critical of all: canst thou touch her npbst private parts?"
Stile reddened slightly. "I just told thee-"

"Her feet," Kurrelgyre said. "Her horn. No stranger durst touch a unicorn's
magi ¢ extremties."

"Way yes, |-"

"Then must it be love. She would not else tolerate thy touch. Mark me, friend:
she spared thee, when she |earned thou wert Adept, because she | oved thee, and
therein lies mschief with her herd. Thou canst not lightly set her aside." He
touched the scar near his throat again.

"No," Stile agreed fervently, thinking again of Sheen. He had al ways had a
ki nd of personal magnetismthat affected wonen once they got to know him
though it was usually cancel ed out by the initial inmpression his size and
shyness made. Thus his heterosexual relationships tended to be distant or
intimte, with few shades between. But with that situation went a certain
responsibility: not to hurt those wonmen who trusted thenmselves to him

He renenbered, with another pang of nostal gia, how the jockey girl Tune had
stimulated his love, then left him He had never been able to blame her, and
woul d not have eschewed the affair had he known what was com ng. She had
initiated himinto a world whose di nensi on he had hardly i mgi ned before. But
he did not care to do that to another person. He had no concern about any
injury from Neysa; she would never hurt him She would just quietly take
hersel f away, and off a nountain |edge, and never transforminto a firefly.
She woul d spare him not herself. It was her way.

Kurrel gyre's question was valid: why couldn't Stile remain here? There was a
threat against his life, true- but he had fled Proton because of that, too. If
he could nullify that threat in this frane-well, there were appeals to this
world that rivaled those of the Gane.

In fact, magic itself had, for him a fascination simlar to-no! Hs oath nmade
that acadenmic.

What, then, of Sheen? He could not sinply | eave her in doubt. He nust return
at |least |long enough to explain. She was a robot; she woul d understand. The
practical thing for himto do was pick the nobst convenient world and stay
there. It would be enough for Sheen to know he was safe; her mission would

t hen have been acconpli shed.



As he had known Tune was safe and happy... Had that been enough for hin? To
know she had successfully replaced his arms with those of another man, and
given that man in fact what she had given Stile in name: a son? He had
under st ood, and Sheen woul d under st and-but was that enough?

Yet what el se could he do? He could not remain in both franes, could he? In
any event, his tenure on Proton was limted, while it seenmed unlimted here.

Stile returned to Neysa and sat beside her, Kurrelgyre trailing. "The werewol f
has shown ne that | can not expect to solve ny problens by fleeing them |
must remain here to find nmy destiny, only visiting the other frane to concl ude
mne affairs there." As he said it, he wi shed he had chosen other phrasing.

Neysa responded by lifting her gaze. That was enough

"Now for thee, werewolf," Stile said. "W nust solve thy riddle too. Did it
occur to thee that the Blue thou nmust cultivate could be an Adept ?"

Now Kurrel gyre was stricken. "Cultivate an Adept? Rather would | remain
forever outcast!"

"But if the Oracle is always right-"

"That may be. | asked howto restore myself to ny pack; the Oracle answered.
Per haps the necessary price is too high."

"Yet thou al so didst specify that the nmethod not violate thy conscience."

"My conscience will not permit ny craven catering to the abomi nation that is
an Adept!"

"Then it nust be sonething el se. Some other blue. A field of blue flowers-"

"Werewol ves are not farners!" Kurrelgyre cried indignantly. "It nust be the
Bl ue Adept; yet the only cultivation | could do w thout shane would be the
turf over his grave. | shall not seek the Blue Adept."

Stile considered. "If, as we fear, thou hast doomed thyself to remai n outcast
fromthy kind-why not travel with me? | have decided to remain in this frane,
but this is pointless unless | locate and nullify the threat against ny
life-and that threat surely relates to who and what | am Wthout magic with
which to defend nyself, | shall likely be in need of protection."

"The | ady unicorn is capable of protecting thee ably enough."

"Fromthe ill favor of an Adept?"

Kurrel gyre paced the ground. "Now, if | refuse, | brand nyself coward."
"No, no! | did not nean to inply-"

"Thou hardly needst to. But also | doubt the mare would care to have the like
of me along, and | would not inpose-~

Neysa stood. She took Kurrelgyre's hand, glanced briefly into his eyes, then
turned away.

The werewol f faced Stile. "Neysa has a way with words! It seems outcasts had
best support each other, though they be natural enemes. W all shall likely
die, and for a foolish cause-but it is as fitting a node as any."



CHAPTER 12
Bl ack

"Who is the cl osest Adept?" Stile asked. "Not the Blue; we won't check that
one if you're along."

Kurrel gyre shifted to wol f-formand sniffed the breeze. He shifted back. "The
Bl ack, methinks."

"Black it is!" Stile agreed. He would have preferred a nore scientific
sel ection-but science was not, it seemed, trustworthy in this frane.
Conveni ence woul d have to do.

They left the palace together. Stile riding Neysa, the wolf ranging easily
besi de. They bore west again, toward the castle of the Black Adept. Now that

t he decision was nade. Stile had second thoughts about purpose and safety. Was
he really doing the right thing? All he could do now was see it through, and
after checking out the Bl ack Adept he coul d decide whether it was worth
checking out others. This was hardly his idea of sword and sorcery
advent ur e- whi ch was perhaps just as well. He suspected that in real life, nore
evil magi cians prevailed than barbarian heroes.

Neysa had | ocated a supply of grain, and had some in a bag tied to the saddl e;
she woul d not have to nmake long halts for grazing. Traveling at speed, they
made excellent progress, covering fifty of this frame's niles in about tw and
a half hours. Stile had done sone endurance riding on Proton, and knew it
woul d take an excellent horse to maintain even half this pace.

Thereafter, the way becane bl eak. The turf thinned, remaining verdant only in
scattered oases. Stile realized that with a spell he mght procure fresh water
and extra food, but did not offer. They did not want magic, and the very

noti on was contrary to the spirit of his oath.

The mountai ns and vall eys gave way to a broad and featurel ess dark plain that
extended to the horizon, oppressed by what seemed to be a permanently | oom ng
cloud. Gusts of cutting wi nd brought choking clouds of dust into their faces.
Stile coughed. If this environment reflected the tenmperanment of the Black
Adept, the nmagician was vile indeed! But it was probably a m sapprehension
Stile had friends and un-friends, but there were few people he considered to
be as evil as his friends seened to think Adepts were. It was said that
famliarity bred contenpt, but surely ignorance bred error

At last, amid the gloom a black castle showed. It stood in stark silhouette,
no light illumnating it fromw thin. The |land about it was so bleak as to
seem scorched. Had Stile not known the identity of its occupant, thanks to
Kurrel gyre's nose, he nmight readily have guessed. Everything was dead bl ack.

As they neared it, Stile suffered intensifying pangs of doubt. Was his
curiosity worth the risk of bracing this person? He was running the risk of
what ever sorcery the Black Adept had in m nd-for what? Just to know who he
was, in this frane.

No-it was nore than that, he rem nded hinmsel f. Another Adept was trying to
kill him and until Stile knew his own identity, he probably would not know
who was trying to kill him or why. The Oracle agreed; it had told himto know
hinself. Curiosity alone mght not be worth it, but life, security-yes, that



was worth it.

What shoul d he do, though, if the lives of his friends were threatened on his
behal f? Wul d he use his magic, then, to help then? No-he could not. H's oath
had been nmade, and Stile had never in his life broken his given word. Neysa
had to give himleave, and now he knew she woul d not. Because she believed
that to rel ease himwould be to turn himinto the nonster that an Adept woul d
be, and she would rather die. He had better see to their mutual health by
mundane neans, staying alert.

Yet there was no call to be foolish. "Neysa," he nurnured. "Is there any way
to approach this castle secretly and depart in the same fashion? | don't need
to brace the magician directly; | think one ook at himw Il tell me whether

he is alive or dead, or whether he resenbles ne. |If we check, and the Bl ack
Adept is alive -not only is he not ne, he is likely to do something horrible
to nme. And to thee, | fear."

Kurrel gyre grow ed assent in an I-tol d-thee-so tone. The two of them expected
this to be such a bad experience that Stile would no | onger question the
validity of their hatred of Adepts. Increasingly, Stile was being convinced.

Neysa halted. She nicked her nose, indicating that he should disnmount. Stile
did so. Then she reached back as she lifted one hind foot. She put her teeth
toit, as if chewing an itch-and the white sock came off.

Stile stared. The term "sock"” was descriptive, not literal; it was nmerely a
patch of white hair about the foot. Yet she still held the white sock in her
nout h, and her foot had turned bl ack.

She nudged the sock at him then went for the other hind foot. Soon Stile held
a pair of white socks, one larger than the other. Neysa nudged hi m agai n.

"But | can't wear these," he protested. "These are your socks. Thy socks."
Neysa nosed himinpatiently again. Stile shrugged and tried donning a

uni corn-sock over his boot. It was hoof-shaped at the extrenmity, yet it fit
adm rably: nore unicorn magic, of course. In a noment he stood handsonely
garbed in unicorn socks.

But the white col or extended beyond the socks, now His feet |ooked Iike
hooves, his legs like hair. H s arns -where were his arns?

Kurrel gyre growl ed appreciatively, seening to think Stile's appearance had
i mproved.

Stile |l ooked again, startled. He |ooked Iike a unicorn! A white unicorn. He
remai ned human, but in illusion he was the forepart of the animal. Behind him
stretched a ghost-body, equine.

Neysa had gi ven hi m conceal nent. Who woul d worry about a unicorn poking about
t he prem ses?

"Every tinme | think I understand thee, Neysa, thou conmest up with sone new
device!" he said admiringly. "I'Il return thy socks when we're away from here.
Thank thee nost kindly." And privately he thought: she didn't mnd him
benefiting frommagic, so long as it was not Adept magic. A useful

di stinction.



They went on: a white unicorn, a black unicorn, and a wolf. The dark fog
swirled thickly about the castle, helping to conceal them But could the Adept
really be ignorant of their presence? It was possible; why should the Bl ack
Adept allow themto intrude, when he could so easily hurl a nasty spell at
them unless he were not paying attention? Surely he had better things to do
than sit and watch for trespassers. And if the Adept happened to be dead,

t here shoul d be no danger anynore. So Stile reasoned, reassuring hinself.

Yet sonmehow he did not feel reassured.

Kurrel gyre nade a | ow grow of warning. They stopped. The wolf had his nose to
the ground, frozen there. Stile stooped to | ook-and his knees gave a warni ng
shock of pain, and the unicorn imge hal fway buckled. Mistn't do! But he saw
what it was: a black line, stretching across the basalt.

Could it ampunt to a trip wire? It was a color-line, not a wire, but with
magic it could performthe sane function. That woul d explain why the Adept was
not paying attention; he depended on his automatic alert. "W'd better pass

wi t hout touching any lines,"” Stile nurnured. "They m ght be the Adept's
alert-lines, no pun.”

They all high-stepped carefully over the line. Soon there was another. This
one was thicker, as if drawn with coagul ating paint. Then a third, actually a
ridge. And a fourth, set closer to the last, like a mniature wall.

"Somet hing funny here," Stile said. "Wy make an alarmline this solid? It
only calls attention to itself."

Yet there was nothing to do but go on over. Stile's apprehensi on was abati ng
as his perplexity grew. He had accepted the notion of magic as a way of
life-but why should anyone surround hinmself with thickening lines? That hardly
made sense.

The lines came nore often now, each nore formidable than the last. It becane
evident that the black castle was not a nere edifice of stone or brick, but
the i nnernopst nmanifestation of a rapidly solidifying network of line-walls.
When the wal Il s passed wai st height on Stile, and were set only two neters
apart, he concluded that junping themwas now too risky; they were bound to
touch one accidentally and set off the alarm If this really were an alarm
system Stile now feared it was something quite different, perhaps an

el aborate architectural trap. But it might be no nore than a progressive
deterrent to intrusions such as theirs. A passive defense, showi ng that the
Bl ack Adept was not really the nonster he was reputed to be. Maybe.

"I think we had better wal k between walls for a while," Stile said. "It is
either that, or start clinbing over them This thing is turning into a naze,
and we may be obliged to followits rules."” And he wondered, nervously: was
that the way of Adepts? To force intruders, stage by stage, into a set nold,
that would lead inevitably into their corruption or destruction? Was that the
way of all Adept-magic? In that case, the fears of the unicorn and werewol f
with respect to Stile hinself could be well founded. Suppose he was, or had
been, the Bl ack Adept? That, given linmtless power, he had chosen to isolate
hinself in this manner-and woul d do so again, given the power again? Hel ping
no one, having no friends? Power corrupted..

They turned left, wal king between walls. As it happened, it was indeed a naze,
or at least a conplicated [abyrinth. The inner wall turned at right angles,

maki ng a passage toward the interior, and gradually elevated in height. Soon a
ceiling devel oped, from an extension of one wall, making this a true hall. The
passage kept curving about, usually sharply, often doubling back on itself, so



that it was inpossible to try to keep track of direction. "Kurrel gyre, your
nose can | ead us out again?" Stile inquired nervously. The wolf grow ed
assent.

The line-labyrinth seened to continue on indefinitely. Wan light fused in from
somewhere, allowing themto see-but there was nothing to see except nore bl ank
wal I s of black material. The castle-for they had to be well inside the edifice
proper nowwas as silent as a burial vault. That hardly encouraged Stile.

On and on they went. Every tinme it seemed they were getting somewhere, the
passage doubl ed back and paralleled itself for another interm nable distance-
t hen doubl ed back again. Was this whol e castle nothing but many

kil ometers-many niles, he corrected hinsel f-of passages? This passage
continued to get narrower, becoming nore like a tunnel, until Neysa was havi ng
difficulty making the turns. Her horn projected in front far enough to scrape
a wall when she tried to make a hairpin turn, and her effort to avoid such
contact put her into contortions and sl owed her considerably. But she didn't
want to change form in case they were still under observation; that would
betray her special talent. In addition, she still wore the saddl e, which would
become a liability in her other form It seemed her own clothing transfornmed
with her, but not things originating externally. And their supplies were in

t he saddl ebags.

"Enough," Stile said at last. "W can wander forever in this nmess, and die of
starvati on when our supplies run out. Let's tackle the dread Adept
forthrightly!" And he banged his fist into the wall

That surface was oddly soft and warm as if only recently extruded from sone
vol canic fissure. It gave under the inpact, slightly, then sprang back with a
twang. The sound reverberated along the hall, and on out of sight; it seened
to be traveling along the sane convol utions they were traveling, but much
faster, tirelessly anplifying as it went. Soon the whol e regi on was humi ng
with it, then the castle itself.

Gradual ly it fudged, as the harnonics of different walls overl apped and nut ed
each other, and finally di ed away anorphously. "Mist have cone to the end of
the line," Stile said. "Let's go on, not worrying about contact."

They noved on nore rapidly. At every sharp corner, Neysa's horn scraped, and
the twang reverberated. Nothing el se happened.

Then at last the walls opened out into a noderate chanber. In the center stood
a great black dragon. The creature opened its nmouth to roar, but no sound cane
forth, only a tongue like a line drawn by a pen

Stile contenpl ated the creature. He had never seen a living dragon before, but
recogni zed the general formfromthe literature of |egend. Yet this was an
unusual variant. The creature, like the castle, seenmed to be made of thickened
lines. Its legs were forned of |oops, its body of closely interlocked
convolutions, and its tail was like knitwork. It was as if it had been shaped
meticul ously froma single Iine, phenonmenally intricate. Yet it was solid, as
a knit sweater is solid.

The dragon stepped forward, showing its blackline teeth. Stile was so
fascinated by the linear effect that he hardly was concerned for his own
safety. He recalled the puzzle-lines that had intrigued himas a child, in

whi ch the pen never left the paper or crossed itself. The nost intricate forns
could be made along the way by the traveling line-flowers, faces, aninals,
even words -but the rules were never broken. The challenge was to find the end
of the line, in the mdst of the conplex picture.



Thi s dragon, of course, was three-dinensional. Its lines did touch, did cross,
for it was tied together by |oops and knots at key places. But the principle
remai ned: the line, though knotted, never term nated, never divided. The whol e
dragon, as far as Stile could tell, was a construct of a single thread.

Stile becane aware of the posture of his conpanions. Both were facing the
dragon in a state of conbat readi ness, standing slightly ahead of Stile.

"Enough of this!" he exclainmed. "This is ny quest; you two should not endanger
yourselves in ny stead. I'lIl fight m ne own battle." He stooped to pull off
hi s uni corn socks-and again his knees flared in pain, causing himto drop
ignomniously to the floor. He kept forgetting his injury at critical tines!

He righted hinself tediously, then bent at the waist and drew off one sock
then the other. Now he was hinsel f again. He approached Neysa. "My |?" he
i nqui red.

She nodded, her eyes not |eaving the dragon. Stile picked up one real foot and
pull ed the sock over it until it merged with her hair. Then he noved around
and did the other. In the mdst of this he | ooked up-and nmet Kurrelgyre's
gaze. Yes-he was handling the unicorn's very private feet. Horses did not I|ike
to have their feet inpeded or restrained in any way; many woul d kick violently
in such circunstance, even breaking a leg in the frantic effort to free it, or
rebreaking it to escape the restraint of a splint. Thus a broken |l eg was often
doom for a horse. Unicorns were no doubt worse. Neysa, when she joined him
had yi el ded her whole spirit to him

Then she had di scovered he was Adept. Anat hena!

Now Stile stood before the dragon, drawing his rapier. He still was not expert
inits use, but the dragon did not know that. Wuld the point be effective, or
was it better to have a cutting edge so he could sever a line? Wuld the
dragon unravel like knitwork if he did cut its |ine? These were questions he
woul d have to answer by experinent.

The dragon was evidently assessing Stile at the same tine. The white unicorn
had suddenly beconme a man. Magic was involved. Was it safe to take a bite?

Stile, though quite nervous about the encounter, was experienced in dealing
with aninmals. He had backed down hostile dogs and cats on his enployer's farm
as part of assorted initiations, and of course had cal med nany a spooked
horse. Later he had taken his turn in various Gane arenas, noving |arger
beasts of prey about with whip and prod. He had never faced a dragon before,
but the basic principles of animal managenent shoul d apply. He hoped.

He acted with apparent confidence, advancing on the dragon with his rapier
point orienting on the creature's black knot-nose. The noses of nobst aninals
were tender, and often were nore inportant psychologically than the eyes. "Now
I"mnot |ooking for trouble, dragon,"” Stile said with affected cal mess. "I
cane to pay a call on the Black Adept. | only want to meet him not to hurt
him Kindly stand aside and | et us pass."

Stile heard a snort of amazenent behind him Neysa had never imagi ned bracing
a dragon inits lair this way!

The dragon, too, was taken aback. Wat manner of nman approached it with such
i mperious confidence? But it was a beast, not a nan, and could not reason
well, and it had its orders. In fact anything constructed from]loops of cord
m ght have troubl e reasoning well; what kind of a brain could be fashioned



fromknotted string? It opened its jaws and took a snap at Stile.

Stile stepped snoothly to the side. His rapier flicked out, neatly pricking
the sensitive nose. The dragon jerked back with a soundl ess yi pe.

"That was a gentle warning," Stile said evenly, privately overjoyed at his
success. The thing did feel pain! "My patience has linmts. Begone, dragon!”

Baffl ed nore by Stile's attitude than his physical prowess, the dragon
scuttled back. Stile stepped forward, frowning. The dragon whi npered, again
wi t hout sound-then unravel ed.

Stile stared. The creature was disintegrating! First its hurting nose
tightened into a close knot, then popped into nonexi stence. Then its muzzle
and teeth went, the latter becoming tangles in a string that di sappeared as
the string went taut. Then the eyes and ears. Headless, the thing still faced
Stile, backing away. The neck went, and the front [ egs, the pace of unraveling
speeding up as it continued. Very soon there was nothing but a line-and this
snapped back into the wall l|ike a rubber band.

The whol e dragon had i ndeed been no nore than an intricately wought string.
Now it was gone. Yet that string, when shaped, had seened form dable, and had
reacted with normal brute reflexes. Surely it would have chonped him had he
allowed it to. It could have killed him

"The whol e thing-string," Stile breathed. "And this whol e castle-nore string?
For what purpose?"

Uni corn and wol f shrugged. Who coul d understand the ways of an Adept?

Neysa made a little nose back the way they had cone, inquiring whether he had
seen enough and was ready to get out of here. But Stile shook his head no,
grimy. Mre than ever, he wanted to identify the proprietor of this castle.
He wanted to be absolutely certain it was not now and never had been he.

They wal ked on down t he passage, which narrowed agai n beyond the dragon's
lair, but did not constrict as much as before. Again the way fol ded back, and
back again, and yet again, endlessly.

"Dam it!" Stile swore. "W could die of old age in here, |ooking for the
master of this castle-if he lives. 1'"'mgoing to force the issue.”

Kurrel gyre | ooked at himwarily, but did not protest. This was Stile's
venture, to foul up as he pleased. Stile made a fist and banged repeatedly on
the wall, making the reverberations build tremendously until the whole castle
seened to shake. "Bl ack Adept, show thyself!" he bawl ed. "I denmand only to see
thy face; then | depart.”

"Follow the line," a voice replied. And a double |ine snaked into view ahead,
looping into itself. As they approached it, the lines retreated like string
drawn in froma distance. It resenbled the dragon in this respect, constantly
di sappearing into itself. But it was not part of the wall.

Soon the line led themto a large central hall they were unlikely to have
found thus expeditiously by thensel ves. A man stood there, facing them He was
garbed conpletely in black, and seemed to have a black tail. But the tail was
the Iine they had just foll owed!

"The line," Stile said, finally putting it all together. "It is fromthee!
This whole castle is thou-the solidified |line of thy past!"



"Now t hou knowest," the Black Adept said coldly. "I have nmet thy demand,
i ntruder."

"Yes," Stile agreed, not liking the man's tone. This was definitely not

hi nsel f! The Adept stood half a neter taller, and his appearance and voice
were unlike anything Stile was or could be. Not that the Adept was grotesque;
he really | ooked rather ordinary. But he was certainly not Stile. "Now | shal
depart, thanking thee for thy courtesy."

"No courtesy, intruder. Thine animals shall go, for they are of dark
conpl exi on, even burdened with thy supplies; it were a shane | nust free them
from Thou shalt remain." And the Bl ack Adept cast out his line. It anmplified
iMmediately into an intricate prison-bar wall, hardening in place between
Stile and his two conpani ons. Al arned, he stepped to it-but the bars were
already like steel. He tried to go around it, but the wall extended itself
faster than he could nove. He drew his rapier-but realized the bars were as
hard as its metal was, even if it had had a cutting edge. He was trapped.

Stile turned to the Adept. "Why?" he asked. "Wy hold me here?"
"Why didst thou intrude on nmy denmesnes?" the Adept replied.

This was awkward. Stile did not care to give his reason, and would not lie. "I
can say only that | neant thee no harm" he said.

"Know ye not | suffer no human intrusion into nmy prem ses? The penalty is to
remain. "

To remai n. Never to depart? Death, here?

Neysa tried to get through the wall separating them but could not. Even the
wol f was too large to fit between the bars. They could not help him directly.
"You two had better |leave," Stile said. "I will have to settle with the Adept
nmysel f."

Neysa hesitated. Stile knew she could get through the bars by changing into
her firefly form but he didn't want her to betray her talents to the Bl ack
Adept, who could readily make a line-cage to confine the insect. No sense
getting her trapped too! "Get out of here!" he snapped. "I'Il be all right.
Just | eave the supplies-"

"Do not!" the Black Adept warned. "Lest | throw out a net to capture thee
too."

A net. Did the Adept know about her firefly formafter all, or was that nmerely
a manner of speaking? This was risky! Stile made a violent signal to Neysa to
go. She seened dubious, but retreated. The wolf followed her, tail held I ow
This was evidently part of the Adept's revenge: the separation of friends.

Stile faced the Adept, drawi ng his sword-but the Adept was gone. Only the new
wal | remai ned, extending in either direction into corridors that curved out of
sight. Yet the Adept was aware of hiny the wall itself was evidence of that.
Catching the Adept in the maze of his own castle would surely be an inpossible
task; the Adept could forma jail cell around Stile at any tine.

Why hadn't the magician done just that? Why permit an intruder the limted run
of the castle? The Bl ack Adept, logically, should either kill himor throw him
out, and seened to have the power to do both. Only the nagic of another Adept
coul d-



No! He had nade a vow to do no magic hinmself. He woul d nuddl e t hrough wi t hout
magi ¢, whatever cane.

Stile wal ked along the barred wall. It carried on through fol ded passages,

bi secting roons, halls, even stairs. It led himthrough turrets and down into
deep dungeons. There seenmed to be no dead ends; the way was continuous. The
Adept, it seened, was showi ng off his prem ses, unable to resist allow ng
anot her person to appreciate their extent. Ah, vanity, however obliquely it
mani f est ed!

Stile continued on into a chanber where a human skeleton lay. It was conplete
and clean, sprawl ed on the floor

He pondered that for sonme time. Wiy would such a grisly artifact be tol erated
in the castle? It was unlikely to be artificial; the Adept's magi c was
evidently tied up in lines, proof enough that he was not Stile's alternate
sel f, had any doubt remained. In fact, Stile could have saved hinself a
certain anpunt of mischief by recognizing that and turning back when he spied
the very first line. O when he recogni zed the dragon as a construct of lines.
The hints were there to be interpreted, had he only been payi ng proper
attention. Ah, hindsight!

This skel eton was a separate entity, not part of aline, so it had to be
authentic. Stile kicked at an arm and it broke away fromthe floor with a
crunmbling snap. It had lain there so long it had adhered!

The Bl ack Adept had said that the penalty for intrusion was to remain. He had
not actually said he would kill the intruder. Perhaps he had obscure scruples,
not liking to get blood directly on his lines. But to remain here indefinitely
wi thout food or water was to die. That, it seened, was to be Stile's fate-with
the two "animal s" pernmitted to escape to carry sone hint or warning to others.
They could tell the world they had seen a man i npri soned for annoying the

Bl ack Adept. Thoroughly reasonable, effective, and nasty. The Adept really did
not care for the favor of others; he just wanted themto stay away. This was
no show off tour Stile was on; it was a fiendish punishment-tour. H s denise
woul d be more painful, now that he understood exactly what was coning. Truly,
the Adepts were not to be trifled with-or I|iked.

But Stile knew he had asked for this. He had been warned that Adepts were
danger ous, but had charged in anyway. Perhaps he had not really believed in
the threat This fantasy |and of Phaze had not seened wholly real to him he
had not taken its threats seriously enough. Now, as he wandered, and his
thirst grew, his perspective shifted. This frame was becom ng nore real than
that of Proton. Somehow the attacks by nonsters hadn't inpressed hi mdeeply;
t hose encounters had been |ike individual Ganes, serious yet al so unserious.
But thirst, hunger, boredom fatigue, and |loneliness- these conpelled belief
of a fundanental nature. By the tine he died, he would really believe!

He t hought of appealing to the Black Adept, of begging for nercy-and knew

i medi ately that that woul d be usel ess. The puni shnent was to die in
confinenent and hopel essness, without further comunication. Wthout dignity
or recognition. Those who violated the Adept's privacy were dooned to share
it-conpletely. The Bl ack Adept was neither noble nor w cked; he nerely
enforced his strictures effectively. No one bothered an Adept w t hout good
reason! \Wich was what Neysa and Kurrelgyre had tried to tell him He had
sinmply had to learn the hard way.

And Stile hinmself-was he really an Adept? Had his Phaze-self been like this,
an al oof, cynical magician? No wonder his conpanions distrusted that! If his



possi bl e exercise of his magic talent meant this, neant that he would | ose al
sense of friendship, honor and decency-then certainly his magi c should be
banned. It was better to die a feeling man, than to live as an i nhuman robot.

No, correct that; he was thinking in a false cliché. Not all robots were

unf eel i ng. Sheen-where was she now? H s week, if he counted correctly, was
just about over; the imediate threat of death in Proton-on Proton? No, these
were two frames of the sane world, and he was in one or in the other-this

t hreat had been abated by tine. Now it was Phaze he had to escape, and Proton
that represented relief.

Stile wandered al ong the wall until darkness closed. Then he eased hinself to
the floor carefully, taking care of his knees. He | eaned his back against the
bars and experinentally flexed one knee. It actually bent fairly far before
hurting; had it begun to heal? Unlikely; other parts of the body heal ed, but
knees did not. Their congloneration of |iganment and bone prevented bl ood from
circulating well there. El bows could heal; they did not have to support
constant weight. Knees had to be tough-and so, paradoxically, were nore

vul nerabl e than other joints. The anonynous eneny had struck well, |asering
hi s knees, condemming himto a lingering torture sinmlar inits fashion to
what the Bl ack Adept was now inflicting. Food for thought there? But when not
under pressure, his knees could bend alnmost all the way. He could assune a
squatting posture-when not squatting. A fine confort that was! As if his knees
matt ered, when his body was dooned.

After a time he clinbed back to his feet-this remained a chore, w thout
flexi ng his knees under pressure-and wal ked to an interior chamber to relieve
a call of nature. He did not like soiling the castle floor, but really had no
choi ce-and perhaps it served the Adept right. Then he returned to the barred
wal |, settled down again, and nodded off to sleep

He dreanmed he was a robot, with no flesh to warmhis netal, no true

consci ousness to enliven his |lifel essness. He woke several tinmes in the night,
feeling the deepening cold, nuch nore thirsty than he ought to be.
Psychol ogi cal , of course, but still bothersome. He wi shed he had warm Neysa,
in any form to sleep against. Neysa had gi ven hi m conpani onshi p too-a warnth
of the spirit. After his years basically as a loner, he had adapted very
quickly to that association; it filled a need. She had changed to human form
to please hi mbut would have pl eased hi manyway. At |east he had done the
right thing, sending her away; she could return to her grazing and perhaps the
wer ewol f woul d keep her conpany soneti nes.

So cold! He hunched within his insubstantial clothing. One little spell could
so readily cure this. Gve nme some heat to warmny feet-no! No magic! It m ght
be crazy, but he would not violate his oath. Only if a firefly flew up and
cried "Stile, do magic!" would he indul ge- and he didn't want Neysa ri sking
hersel f that way anyway. He curled into an unconfortable ball and slept again;
it was better than bei ng awake.

By norning Stile's whole mouth was so dry it felt like | eather. He nust have
been sleeping with it open. He worked his rocklike tongue around, moving his
jaws, and nmanaged to find a small pocket of saliva to spread about. Now he had
to get up and-

And what ? The bars remai ned, and woul d not di sappear until his skeleton joined
the other. He had nowhere to go, nothing to do.

Yet he had to do sonething. He was still cold; exercise was the only answer.
H s hunger and thirst had abated for the nonce, but his body was stiff. He



clinmbed to his feet and linped to his makeshift privy. Shane to waste fluid,
but as long as life remnined, the bodily processes conti nued.

He resunmed his trek along the barred wall, noving rapidly enough to generate
some heat, slowy enough to conserve energy. Pointless travel, except that it
was better than just |lying down and dying. Plenty of time for the latter

| ater.

There was no escape. The labyrinth of the castle was interm nable, and the
barred wall was too. The Bl ack Adept only had one kind of magic, but he was
very thorough about that! Theoretically there should be an end to the wall
somewher e-but that end was the Adept hinself. \What use, then, to search for
it? No logic, no reasonabl e discussion could nove a man with the power and
alienation this one had shown. The Bl ack Adept was in his fashion |like a
Proton Citizen.

A Citizen! Kurrelgyre had said the people of Phaze were the sane as those of
Proton-or had been, before the shifting of serfs had become extensive. An
Adept could indeed be a Gtizen, in his alternate self. In the one frane, the
i nstrument of power was wealth; in the other, magic. In both cases, arrogance
rei gned suprene.

Stile kept noving. He had won marathons in the Game; he could survive for sone
time when he put his will to it. If he caught up to the Bl ack Adept, he m ght

i ncapacitate the man and escape. O kill him since the Adept seermed willing
tolet Stile die. No, he did not want to be a killer hinmself; nonsters were
one thing, but the Adept was a nman. Stile was willing merely to circle around

the Adept, to get outside the barrier and escape.

Did his nental decision not to kill a man differentiate himfromthe
Adept - nbde? Could it be taken as evidence that he would not be as thoroughly
corrupted by the power of magic as other Adepts had been? He hoped so.

Strange that there was no food in this bleak castle. Didn't the Bl ack Adept
eat ? Probably his food supplies were well hidden in a convol uted storehouse,
whi ch woul d naturally be outside this barrier. Still, that raised nore
conjectures. Since this Adept did not conjure things from nothing, the way
Stile's magi ¢ had done, he nust have to obtain natural food el sewhere. Did the
Bl ack Adept have to trade with peasants for supplies of grain, eggs, cabbages?
He could not, then, live in absolute seclusion. H's ready use of |anguage
suggested the same. He had contact with others; he just didn't like it. Wuld
any of those others be coming here to the castle? Wuld they help Stile? No,

t hat seemed unlikely; the Adept could have supplies for a year at a tine.
Stile moved slowly, conserving his strength, bal ancing his generated warnth
against his thirst and hunger. He gave up followi ng the intermi nable wall, and
cut across the center of the castle as well as he could. But all the interior
passages were dead ends; the configuration differed here. He wi shed he had
some qui ck way to analyze the lines, but the castle was too conplex; it would
take himfar longer than he had left to grasp its layout and | ocate the Adept.
He al so wi shed he had a good cutting tool to sever a line; since all of this
was a single line, he could cut the Adept off fromhis castle anywhere. From
his past. Wuld everything unravel, in the manner of the dragon? But there was
not hi ng. Hi s dagger could not damage the stonelike hardness of the materi al
The outer walls had had some give, but here they had none. Only a di anond
drill or saw could do the job, or nagic- No!

Al day Stile fought with himself, the thought of magic beconmi ng nore
attractive as his physical condition deteriorated. But he refused to yield. It
didn't matter that no one would know if he conjured a cupful of water to
drink; an oath was an oath. He would expire with his integrity intact; that



was one thing the Black Adept could not deprive him of.

At last, night seeped into the castle again. Stile sank down to sleep but
could not. He did not want to yield hinself up so quietly to extinction

He found the harnonica in his hand, unbidden. He had avoi ded maki ng nusic,
because of its magical connotation. Magic could occur in the anbi ence of
musi ¢, even when he did not voice it. H s saddl e had appeared, obviously
conjured by his unconscious wi sh while he made nusic. But wouldn't it be al
right to play, now, so long as he willed no magi c? Misic reni nded himof Tune,
so long ago, and it was fitting to think of her again as he concluded his own
t enure.

He played. The nusic wafted out, permeating the corridors and wi ndows and
convol utions of the castle, striking harmonics in the walls. He was naking the
sound, but he was listening too, and it was absolutely beautiful. He was
mastering the harnonica, playing it with his heart, evoking a feeling of

nmel ody he had sel dom before achi eved. Perhaps it was his swan song, his fina
gesture. Nevertheless it was a satisfying way to go.

At last, tiring even of this, he put the instrument away and dropped into
sleep. This tine it was nore peaceful, as if his fast had freed hi m of
mat eri al concerns.

He was awakened by a low grow . Stile's eyes cracked open, but his body did
not nmove. He knew where his sword was; he needed to locate the animal. And to
deci de whether it was worth trying to fight. Wiy trade a quick death for a

sl ow one?

Then, in the dark, a voice: "Stile."

"Kurrelgyre!" he said. Stile put his face to the bars, to get closer. "This
isn't safe for thee!"

"Neysa went to the Oracle. It said 'Curtain.' Neysa did not understand what
that neant, but | do. | sniffed around the castle. One corner of it intersects
the curtain. Follow nme."

The curtain! O course! Except- "I can't do it; | swore no magic. It takes a
spell to pass through.™”

"Thou art true to thine oath. Thou coul dst have escaped ere now, hadst thou
been otherwi se. But fear not; | will put thee through."

Relieved, Stile followed the werewol f, pacing himon the other side of the

wal | . So Neysa had donated her single question the Oracle pernmitted to his

cause! He woul d not have asked her to do that, yet now accepted the gesture
grateful ly.

It seened only noments before Kurrel gyre brought himto the curtain. One small
section of his prison intersected it. Apparently the Black Adept was not aware
of it. That suggested the Adept was alive in both frames, unable to perceive
or cross the curtain.

"We shall wait for thee at the Oracle's palace,” Kurrelgyre said as Stile
approached the glinmer. "Be m ndful of the trust the mare places in thee,
setting thee free of this frame."

"I don't know how long it will take nme to-"
casting the spell. Stile passed through

But the werewol f was al ready



CHAPTER 13
Rungs

Stile |l anded outside a done. He gasped-for the air was barely breathable. He
m ght survive thirty mnutes without a mask, but would not enjoy it. The
l[imted oxygen of Proton's atnosphere was further reduced to favor the needs
of the done, and the pollution of sundry industrial processes was dunped out
here. He realized-was it for the first tine?-that the barren surface of Proton
was the result of man's activities. Had the machi ne age not cone here, the

at nosphere woul d have remmined |i ke that of Phaze. Man's civilization had nade
a heaven-planet into hell

Fortunately the dome was within five mnutes foot travel. He could see it
clearly, for its illum nation flowed through the force field, lighting the
barren plain.

Stile, his fatigue somewhat abated by his rest and the shock of the cold

ni ght, wal ked briskly toward the dome, drawi ng his clothing tightly about him
So long as he kept his respiration down, the air was not too hard on his

| ungs. Running woul d be a disaster, though. His clothing hel ped shield him
from

G othing! He could not wear that here! He was a serf.

Yet without it he would soon be in trouble fromthe cold. He would have to
wear it as long as possible, then dispose of it just before entering the done.
Maybe he coul d recover it when he returned to Phaze.

But he could not return where he had left, for that would put himright back
in the prison of the Black Adept. He needed his clothing for the other frane,
but not in this locale. He would have to risk carrying it with him

Stile reached the done. It was a small one, evidently the private estate of a
Citizen. It was hardly safe for a serf to intrude uninvited on such a pl ace,
but he really had no choice. These few m nutes had nmade hi m unconfortable; the
| ess exposure to outside conditions, the better. He renpved his clothing,
bundled it up with the shoes inside, and stepped through the donme wall .

Instantly he was in light and warnth. This was a tropical garden of the kind
popul ar with Ctizens, whose tastes seenmed to run opposite to the externa
wast el and their policies were naking on the planet. Exotic palns were at every
avai |l abl e spot, with a cocoa-chip nulch beneath. No one was present-which was
why Stile had entered here. If he were lucky, he mght get through

undi scover ed.

He was not. An alert gardener challenged himbefore he had taken twenty steps.
"Halt, intruder! You're not of this estate.”

"I-came fromoutside. I-got lost." Stile doubted he could afford to tell the
truth, and he would not lie. "I had to cone in; | would have died."

"You | ook hal f dead," the serf agreed.

Anot her serf hurried up. "lI'mthe garden foreman. Wio are you? What were you



doi ng outside w thout equiprment? What are you carrying?"

That was a foreman, all right! "I am Stile, unenployed, formerly a jockey. |
thought nmy life was threatened, so | tried to hide. But-" He shrugged. "It's a
different world out there.”

"It sure as hell is. Wre you trying to suicide?"
"No. But | nearly died anyway. | have had no food or water for two days."
The foreman ignored the hint. "I asked you what you are carrying."

"This bundle-it is nmedieval Earth costune. | thought it would help nme, in the
other world." He was skirting a fuzzy line, ethically, and didn't like it. But
again: wouldn't the truth convey less of the situation to this man than this
hal f-truth did? What serf would believe a story about a nagic worl d?

The foreman took the bundle and spread it out on the ground. "A harnoni ca?"

Stile spread his hands silently. He was now in a position where anything he
said would seema lie, including the truth. Suddenly Phaze seened |ike a
figment of his imagination, the kind of hallucination a man exposed to oxygen
deprivati on and gaseous pollutants might have. Especially if he had al so
suffered fromhunger, thirst, and cold. In the past, nmen had undertaken
simlar deprivations as rites of passage, provoking simlar visions. Wat had
happened to him really?

"I'"ll have to notify the Citizen," the foreman said. Stile's hopes sank; this
surely meant trouble. Had the man sinply told himto clear out to serf
quarters- "Sir," the foreman said

"What is it, gardener?" the Ctizen's voice responded. It sounded famliar

"Sir, a stranger has intruded from outside, carrying nmedi eval Earth costune,
i ncluding sword, knife, and a musical instrument."

"Bring himto the viewer."
bef or e?

The voice gave Stile a chill. \Were had he heard it

The foreman conducted Stile to a booth with a holo pickup. Stile stepped

i nsi de, knowi ng his whol e body was being reproduced in inage in the Ctizen's
quarters. He was dirty and abraded as well as suffering from hunger and
thirst; he nust | ook awf ul

"Name?" the Ctizen snapped.

"Stile, sir.

There was a pause. The Citizen would be checking the nane in the conputerized
serf-listing. "The jockey and Gamesman?"

"Yes, sir.
"Play that instrument."

The gardeni ng foreman quickly |ocated the harnonica and jabbed it at Stile.
Stile took it and put it to his mouth. This was his proof of identity; an

i mpostor could probably not match his skill. He played a few bars, and as it
had a few hours before, the energing beauty of the music transformed his
out | ook. He began to get into the feel of it-



"Very well. Stile," the Citizen said, having no interest in the art of it.
"Your present enployer vouches for you. Wait here until his representative
pi cks you up."

H s present enployer? Wat could this nean? Stile did not respond, since no
qguery had been addressed to him He rejoined the foreman, who sol enmmly handed
back the rest of his bundle.

Suddenly Stile recogni zed the voi ce he had heard. The Bl ack Adept! This was
the Proton-self of that evil magician, having no know edge of the other frane,
but very much like his other self. It made sense-this done was very near the
site of the Black Castle. Stile's conjecture about Adepts and Citizens had
been confirmed. Had this citizen any reason to suspect him

Stile breathed a silent sigh of relief. There was no reason for such
suspicion, and Citizens hardly cared about stray serfs. Since another Citizen
was taking Stile off his hands, that ended the matter. Stile would have to
make his explanations to his own enpl oyer, instead of wasting the time of this
one. And if one of the Black Adept Citizen's serfs ever got |ost, other
Citizens would return the favor sinmlarly. Serfs were hardly worth quarreling
over.

A woman arrived, very well forned. As her face turned to hi m-”Sheen! How gl ad
I amto see thee!" Oops-wong | anguage.

She frowned. "Come on. Stile. You had no business wandering outside. Suppose
you had damaged the costume? It will go hard with you if you stray again." She
turned to the foreman. "Thank you. He was supposed to bring the costume to our
enpl oyer's isolation done, and nust have |lost the way. He's a klutz at tines."
"He tried to tell ne he was unenpl oyed," the foreman said.

She smled. "He used to be a jockey. He must have taken one fall too nmany."
She nade a little circle about one ear with one finger. "These things happen
W apol ogi ze for the inconvenience to you."

"I't brightens the night shift," the foreman said, admring her body.
I nconveni ence becane nore tol erable when it brought a figure like this to the
scene.

She took Stile firmy by the el bow and guided himalong. "This time we'll get
you where you belong," she said with an oblique snile

He squeezed her hand. She had taken his prior advice to heart, and beconme so
human it was al nost annoyi ng. But she had certainly bailed himout.

When they were safely in the capsule, flying through the tube toward a | arger
done. Sheen explained: "I knew you'd return. Stile, somehow | really am
programred for intuition. So | had nmy friends make up a robot in your

i keness, and we got you a new enpl oyer. The nonment the query on you cane

t hrough the conputer-"

"I see." Her friends were the self-wlled nachines, who could tap into the
conmuni cati on network. In fact, sone of them probably were the comuni cation
network. What an asset they were at tines!

From the general done they took a transport rocket to Stile's original hone
done. In a matter of mnutes, the travel of several days by unicorn was
reversed. That remi nded hi mof another aspect. What should he say to Sheen
about Neysa?



They returned to Stile's old apartment. Sheen had kept it in good order-or the
robot who bore his nane had done so. It seemed Sheen had put the robot away as
soon as news of Stile's appearance reached her. Sheen had been nost

i ndustrious and efficient on his behal f.

What had it been like, here, with two robots? Had they eaten, slept, made
love? Stile found hinmself feeling jeal ous and had to | augh at hinself.
Ooviously the robot-Stile was not self-willed. It would be a true nachine,
progranmmed by Sheen

"We nust talk," Sheen said. "But | think first we nust feed you and rest you.
That curtain-frame has not treated you kindly. You are bronzed and scratched
and gaunt around the edges."

Stile's thirst abruptly returned. He al nost snatched at the cup of
nut r o- beverage she brought, and gulped it down. "Yes. Drink and food and rest,
in that order,"” he said. "And talk, of course.”

She gl anced obliquely at him "Nothing el se?"

Ah, sex appeal! But he was restrained. "I think we should talk, then consider
the el se. You may not be pl eased."

"You may not be entirely pleased with what | have done, either," she said.

He rai sed an eyebrow. "Wth ny doubl e?"
She | aughed. "Stile, it's inmpossible! He's a robot!™

"Good thing there are none of that ilk here,’
mean. It's just not the sane."

he agreed. "You know what |

"You speak from experience?"
"No. He's not programmed for |ove."

"I had cone to that conclusion. O herw se you would not have been so glad to
have ne back."

After he had eaten and energed fromthe dry-cleaning unit, they lay down
together. In what way, he asked himself, was this creature inferior to Tune?
Sheen | ooked and felt as nice, and she had di spl ayed astonishing initiative.
It seenmed no one knew he had been absent a week. Any attenmpt to kill his robot
doubl e had of course been futile.

"Your friends have rendered this apartment private?" he inquired, renenbering
how it had al nost become his prison. But for the device of the self-wlled
machi nes, who had made it seem he was here when he wasn't-

"Conpl etely."” She put her arns about him hugging himbriefly, but went no
further. "Shall 1| tell you?"

What woul d give a logical robot or an illogical woman pause? "You had better.'
"Your new enpl oyer doesn't care at all about horse racing. He cares about the
Gane. Each year he has sponsored a | eading contender in the Tourney, but has
never had a win. This year-"

"Ch, no! |'m expected to conpete-"



"This year," she agreed. "And it has to be you. The robot can not do it in
your stead. Even were it legal, he cannot match your ability. | have bought
you security, Stile-but at the expense of your tenure." "You realize that's
likely to finish your mssion too?

One way or the other, | won't need protection after | enter the Tourney."

"Had there been any other way-" She sighed. "Stile, you were fired for cause.
No bl acklist was entered agai nst you, because your reluctance to race again
was under st andabl e, but even so, very few Citizens were interested in you. My
friends had to do a research-sifting to | ocate-"

"The one Citizen who would hire me," Stile finished. "I don't fault you for
that; you did the only thing you could do, and did it excellently."

"But your tenure-"

"I now have another option." But he was not eager to get into the matter of
Phaze and his decision to remain there, yet.

"Your anonynous eneny remains. Not the Citizen who tried to nake a cyborg of
you; he opted out when he realized the week had passed. The original one, who
| asered your knees. The one who, perhaps, sent ne. There were several attenpts
made on the robot. My friends are closing the net, trying to | ocate that

eneny, but he is extraordinarily cunning and elusive. | can not protect you
fromhimlong. So-"

"Infernally logical," he agreed. "Better the Gane than death. Better
abbrevi ated tenure than none at all. But | had thought |I would be all right if
| made it clear | would not race again."

"That seens to have been an unwarranted assunption. That person wants you
dead- but not by obvious nmeans. So a surgical error, or a random acci dent-"

"So | mght as well have had nmy knees fixed-if |I could trust the surgery." H's
attention returned to the Gane. "The Tourney is inviolate; no entrant can be
harassed in any way, even by a Citizen. That's to keep it honest. So the
Tourney is the one place ny life is safe, for the little time the Tourney
lasts. But this catches ne ill prepared; | had planned to enter in two years."

"I know. | did what |I could, and may have forced premature exile on you. If
you want to punish me-"

"Yes, | believe | do. I'Il tell you what | have been doing. Beyond the curtain
is awrld of magic. | tamed a unicorn mare; she turned into a lovely little
woman, and-"

"And |' m supposed to be jealous of this fairy tale?"

"No fairy tale. | said she was female, not nmale. | did with her what any man-"

"I amjeal ous!" She half-clinbed over himand kissed himfiercely. "Could she
mat ch t hat ?"

"Easily. She has very mobile lips."
"Ch? Then could she match this?" She did sonmething nmore intimate.

Stile found hinmself getting breathless despite his fatigue. "Yes. Her breasts



are not as large as yours, but are well-"
"Well, how about this?"

The denonstration took sone tine. At length, quite pleasantly worn out. Stile
| ay back and murnured, "That too."

"You certainly punished nme." But Sheen did not seem rmuch chast ened.

"And after that, we went to the Oracle, who told me to know nyself," Stile
continued. "Realizing | must be an Adept who had been slain or otherw se
abol i shed, | investigated-and got trapped in the castle of the Black Adept.
The werewol f rescued ne by sendi ng nme back through the curtain, and here
am" He yawned. "Now nmay | sleep?"

"You realize that no living person would believe a story |like that?"

"Yes."

"And you're goi ng back."

"Yes. | can not stay long in the frane of Proton, in any event. This gives ne
an alternative."”

"Unl ess you win the Tourney. Then you can stay for life."

"Easier said than done, girl. In tw years | would have been at ny
Gane- proficiency peak; at the noment ny chances are |less than ideal."

"As a Citizen, you could find out the identity of your eneny."

"There is that." He smled. "Now, Sheen-what was it you had in mnd to do when
we finished our talk?"

She hit himwith a pillow fromthe couch. "W just did it! Didn't you notice?"
"Did what ?"

She hauled himin to her, kissing himand flinging a | eg over his thighs.

He squeezed her, bringing her head cl ose against his, smelling her soft hair.
"It's great to be back," he said seriously. "You have done good work. Sheen
But the world of Phaze-it's such a |ovely place, even discounting the nagic.
feel -over there | feel nore nearly fulfilled. As if ny human potential is at
| ast awakening. | have to return. Do you understand?"

"Maybe you feel as | would feel, if |I passed through myself and found nyself
alive." She cl osed her eyes, imagining. "Yes. You have to go back. But will
you visit here?"

"Often. There are things for me in this world too."

"Of which | am one?"

"Of which you are the main one."

"That is all | have a right to ask."

Again Stile felt a helpless guilt. Sheen Ioved him he could not truly |ove
her. It hardly mattered that a specialist could nmake one tiny change in her



programm ng that would instantly abolish or reverse her feeling for him her
present programwas real. Mdern surgery could transplant his brain into
anot her body, but his present body was real; he did not |ike fundanental
changes. If he left Proton, he was |eaving her, again, in the way Tune had
left him Yet Sheen herself had shortened his tenure. She was correct; she
could not ask nore of him

The night was only half over, long as it had seemed. He drew her over himlike
a bl anket and sl ept.

In the norning he started his nove to enter the Tourney. He went to the
Gane- annex, |ocated the 35M | adder, and touched the button by the rung above
his own. He was chal | engi ng Ni ne.

In a noment the hol der of Rung Nine responded to the sumons. He was, of
course, a thirty-five-year-old nale. For the purpose of the Gane, age was
strictly by chronol ogy. There was constant disruption in the |adders, as

bi rt hdays shifted people fromone to another. No one was given a place in the
top twenty free; the Nunmber One rung-holder in one age had to start at Nunber
Twenty-One on the next age's |ladder. But at the qualifying date for each
year's Tourney the | adders were fixed; there was no disqualification by

birt hdays within the Tourney itself.

Apart from age and sex, the resenblance of the holder of Rung Nine to Stile
was distant. He was tall and thin, |ike a stooped scholar. The appearance fit
the reality; his name was Tone, and he was a researcher for a studious
Citizen. Tome was very nuch a creature of intellect; he invariably sel ected

t he MENTAL col um when he had the numbered facet of the Gid, and MACH NE when
he had the lettered facet.

Because Tome coul d beat nobst people in ganmes of the mnd, and hold even when
assi sted by nmachi ne- especially when the machi ne was a conputer-he was
successful enough to hold his Rung. Because he was limted, he was not a
potential chanpion. Tome was known as a 2C man-the definition of his
specialties. Second vertical, third horizontal. If a person were weak in

t hese, he woul d have troubl e passing Tone.

Stile was generally strong in 2C. He could handl e Tome, and the other man knew
it. Stile sinply had not wanted the Rung, before.

They went to a booth and played the Gid. Stile had the nuneric facet; good.
He regarded that as nore fundanental. He woul d not choose MENTAL, of course;
this was not a fun chall enge where he wanted a good Gane, but a serious
chal | enge where he needed to win with least risk. He did not care for the
50-50 chance that CHANCE offered. Tone was pretty fair on machine arts, such
as the theremn, so that was not a good risk. So it had to be Stile's strong
col um, PHYSI CAL.

Tome chose MACHI NE, of course. Immediately the subgrid showed:

1. MOTION 2. ACTION 3. OBSERVATI ON

Ni ne types of machi ne-assisted conpetitive sports, ranging fromcycle racing
in 1A to stellar location in 3C. Stile had the letter facet of this grid,
unfortunately; he could not select the machi ne-racing colum, and knew t hat
Tome woul d not. Tome would go for observation-unless he figured Stile for
water. That would put themin 3B, which amobunted to sonar |ocation of sunken



ships. Tone was not really sharp at that. But he was a fair hand at
wat er - hydrant dueling, so might go for ACTION. Therefore Stile went for AR
i nst ead.

He won. It cane up 1C dueling by guns, lasers, and sinilar powered distance
weapons. Tone was good at this, but Stile was better, and both knewit.

DRAW? Tone's query canme on the panel. It was legitimte to nake such an offer
at any stage in the selection, and it was often done as part of the
psychol ogi cal conbat. In this case it was an adm ssion of weakness.

Stile hit the DECLINE button, and foll owed w th CONCEDE?

Tome hesitated. Seconds passed. If he did not negate within fifteen, the
concessi on woul d stand. Concession was al ways a demand, never an offer, at
this stage:

another rule to prevent irresponsible players fromtying up the grids when
they had no intention of playing a Game. But at |last the DECLINE button lit.

Now the |ists of individual variants appeared on the screen. Tone, the one
chal | enged, had the first choice. He placed antique pistols in the center
square of the nine-square subgrid that formed. Stile followed with a |aser
rifle in a coner. These were not real weapons; they would sinply mark the
target with a washable spot of red dye on the section hit. Very sel domwas a
live-ammo duel permitted, and never in connection with the Tourney.

As it happened. Stile and Tome shared a liking for antique weapons and forns,
and when the grid was conpl eted and played it came up 2B, the origina
pistols. The two of them wal ked to the dueling range nearby, while Sheen went
to the spectator gallery. The hol ographic recordi ng apparatus was operating,
of course; every formal match was filnmed, in case there should be any
chal l enge to the result. Scholars liked to review the games of Tourney

wi nners, right back to the original nmove up the rungs of the |adder, tracing
with the wi sdom of retrospect the elenments that made those particul ar
victories inevitable. This also neant, incidentally, that no agent in the
audi ence could laser himin the knees or el sewhere; that shot would be
recorded and the assassin apprehended i medi ately. This was no horse race!

They had to wait a few m nutes for the use of the range. Dueling was popul ar
and there were a nunber of specialists who dueled every day. Had Stile been

pl aying the Game with one of them he would have avoided this option at any
cost. That, of course, was the strategy of the Game; the key to victory lay in
the grids. A good gridder could get by with very few Gane specialties, always
directing the selection to one of these. Just as Tone had to master only seven
of the basic sixteen choices of the primary grid, and a proportionate nunber
of each subgrid. An opponent could only force a selection within those seven.

I f an opponent's skills overl apped those of Tone, he could be virtually
assured of |anding one of these, to Tone's di sadvantage. For a player who was
serious, it was best to be strong in all boxes. That kept the options open
preventing himfromgetting trapped. Stile hinself had strengths in all boxes;
that was why he was the superior player here.

"You can't be going for the Tourney," Tome remarked. "You have two nore
seasons free. Wen the top five enter this year, we'll both be junped into
qualification for next year's Tourney. | figured you'd be sliding down about
now. VWat's your nove?"

Stile smled. "See that girl in the stands? The pretty one? She put ne up to
it."



"Ch, a Gane-digger!" Tone squinted at Sheen. "For one like that, |I'd nmake a
nove, certainly! She nuch on the nental side?"

"Limted as a robot," Stile said.

"Going to nove up to Rung Six, so you'll be Nunber One after the cut? That's
risky. If someone gets sick at the | ast nonent before qualification, you'll be
shunted into the Tourney." Tome obviously had no doubts, in his mnd, about
the outcone of this match, and hardly cared; he had no intention of skirting

t he Tourney too closely.

"Going to Rung Five," Stile said. "I prefer that this not be bruited about."
Tome' s head snapped around in surprise. "This year?"
"Not entirely my choice. But 1've had some problens in ny enpl oynment."

"So | have heard. Knee injury, wasn't it? |I'msurprised you didn't have
i medi ate surgery."”

"I got scared of it."

Tome | aughed. "You, scared! But | must admit you do | ook somewhat ravaged.
Must have been a hard decision.”

"It was," Stile agreed, though he knew that what showed on his body was the
ravage of his two-day confinenent in the Black Castle w thout food and water,
rather than his nental state. Sheen had done what she could for him but he
had not yet properly recovered.

"Well, | wish you well,"” Tone finished sincerely. The range cleared, and they
entered. On a table at the entrance lay the set of antique pistols, with

el aborate pearl handl es and glistening black steel. A pistol specialist could
have call ed out the exact vintage and make- probably ei ghteenth-century

Eur opean-but Stile was concerned only with their heft and accuracy. Though
they were replicas that fired no balls, they bucked and snoked just |ike the
real ones.

Stile had to be sure to win this match; he could not rechall enge until the
rungs had shifted, and this close to the Tourney there was unlikely to be nmuch
shifting. Players were either hanging on to their rungs to be sure that they
qualified, or trying to stay below qualification range. Stile's |ate decision
to enter the Tourney was unusual, and would nmake ripples. He was going to have
to bunp someone who was dependi ng on the Tourney as his |last chance for
extended tenure.

The Citizens had so arranged it that there were always nore serfs interested
in entering the Tourney than there were available slots-especially in Stile's
own age range, where many mature people were ending their tenures. There were
tenures expiring in all age ranges, for serfs could enlist at any age, but the
ol der ones generally lacked the drive and stanina for real expertise in the
Gane, and the younger ones | acked experience and judgnment. The | adders of the
Thirties, male and female, were the prine ones.

The weapons were good, of course, and as simlar to each other as nodern
technol ogy could nake them Each party took one, went to the centermark of the
range, stood back to back, and began the paceoff at the sound of the timng
bell. Ten paces, turn and fire-each pace neasured by the nmetronone. The nan
who turned and/or fired too soon woul d be disqualified; the tenth beat had to



sound.

Sone peopl e who were excellent shots in practice were bad ones in such duels.
They had to have tine to get set, to orient on the target-and here there was
neither tine nor any fixed target. Sone lost their nerve when confronting an
actual opponent who was firing back. Special skills and nerve were required
for this sort of match. Both Stile and Tone possessed these qualities.

At the tenth beat Stile |leaped, turning in air to face his opponent. Tone
nerely spun in place, wthholding his shot until he fathomed Stile's notion
He knew Stile seldomfired first; Stile preferred to present a difficult
target, encouraging the other to waste his only shot. Then Stile could nai
himat |eisure. Tome was too smart for that.

Stile landed, plunged on into a roll, flipped to his feet and junped agai n.
Had Tonme figured himfor a straight bounce, his shot woul d have m ssed; but
Tome was still being careful. H's pistol was following Stile's progress,
waiting for the moment of correct orientation

That nmoment never cane. In mdair Stile fired. A red splash appeared in the
center of Tone's chest, marking the heart. Contrary to popul ar fancy, the
human heart was centered in the chest, not set in the left side.

Tome spread his hands. He had waited too | ong, and never gotten off his shot.
He was officially dead.

Tome washed off the red stain while Stile registered the win with the Gane
conputer outlet. They shook hands and returned to the Game-annex. Their nanes
had al ready exchanged rungs. Stile punched Rung Ei ght, his next challenge. He
wanted to capture as many rungs as he could before the al arm spread-and before
news of his present weakened condition also got about. If his opponents

t hought it through, they would force himinto the nore grueling physica

Ganes, where he woul d be weakest.

The chal | engee appeared. He was a squat, athletic man named Beef. "Tone, you
chal | engi ng ne?" he demanded i ncredul ously.

"Not |," Tome said, gesturing to the | adder
Beef | ooked. "Stile! What nove are you maki ng?"
"A chal |l enge nove," Stile said.

Beef shrugged. "I can't decline."

They went to a booth and played the grid. Beef was unpredictable; often he
pi cked unlikely colums, just for the hell of it. Stile selected B. TOO.,
hopi ng the other woul d not pick 3. CHANCE

H s hope was vain. Beef was nore curious about Stile's notive than about the
out come of the Gane, and they intersected at 3B. The hone of roulette, dice,

-all manner of ganbling devices. Precious little skill. Stile could take Beef
in most ganes of skill-but chance nmade it even

Yet already he was maneuvering to upgrade his chances, playing the subgrid,
finessing the choices in the way he had. Suddenly it came up CARDS. Cards were
technically instruments of chance-but there were quite a nunber of ganes, |ike
bri dge and poker, where skill of one sort or another counted. Al he had to do
was pack the final grid with this type



Beef, however, was alert to this, and sel ected ganes |ike bl ackjack and

hi gh-card-draw. He wanted to nake Stile sweat, and was succeeding. It was very
bad to have an opponent who cared | ess about the outcome than Stile did; there
was little strategic | everage. Beef made his placenments on the grid so that
Stile could not establish a full columm of his own choices. Three of one

pl ayer's preferences in a row nmeant that player could select that row and have
a conmandi ng advant age. The chances of establishing a gane utilizing

reasonabl e skill remained 50-50, and Stile was hurting. He had to have better
odds!
But Stile knew a skill variant of a chance game that Beef evidently did not.

He slipped it in, played for it, and got it: War, Strategy.

The ordinary card gane of War consisted of dealing the pack randomy into two
piles, with each player turning up cards on one-to-one matches. The higher
card captured the lower, and both went into the winner's victory pile. Wen
the first piles were through, the piles of w nnings would be shuffled and

pl ayed in the sanme fashion, until finally one player had won the entire deck
It was pure chance, and could take nmany hours to finish. The strategy variant,
however, permitted each player to hold his cards in his hand, selecting each
card to play. When both were laid face down on the table, they would be turned
over, and the higher card won. This play was not truly random each player
could keep track of his assets and those of his opponent, and play it
accordingly. He could psych the other player out, tricking himinto wasting a
high card on a low one, or into losing a trick he should normally have won by
playing a card too | ow. Ganes were normally rmuch shorter than those of the
pure-chance variation, with the superior strategist w nning. The el ement of
pure chance could not be reintroduced; a strategist could beat a hand pl ayed
by chance. Thus Stile had his opportunity to exert his skill, judging his
opponent's intent and playi ng no higher than needed to win.

They played, and soon Stile's expertise told. He took queens with kings, while
yi el di ng deuces to aces. Steadily his hands grew, providing himw th nore
options, while those of his opponent shrank. Luck? The |luck had been in the
grid.

In due course Stile was able to play seven aces and kings in succession
wi pi ng out Beef's queen-high remaining hand of seven with no luck allowed at
all. He had won, and Rung Ei ght was his.

Beef shook his head ruefully. "I will renenber that variant," he said. He
didn't mnd |osing, but he hated to be outsmarted so neatly.

They returned to the Ganme-annex. But Stile's two wins had attracted notice. A
knot of serfs stood before the 35M I adder. "Hey, Stile," a wonan called. "Are
you meki ng your nove this year?"

He shoul d have known privacy woul d be inpossible. He was too well known in
these circles, and what he was doing was too remarkable. "Yes," he said
shortly, and nmade his way to the | adder. He punched the chall enge for Rung
Seven.

The hol der of that Rung was already present. He was Snack, an average- hei ghted
man who specialized in board ganmes and |ight physical exercises. He was nore

form dable than the two Stile had just taken, but still not really in Stile's
cl ass.
"I will respond to your challenge in one day," Snack said, and left.

This was exactly the sort of thing Stile had feared. A rung-holder had to neet



a challenge fromthe rung bel ow, but could delay it one day. Stile had to rise
rung by rung; he could not challenge out of order. He had no choice but to
wai t-and that would interfere with his return to Phaze.

Sheen took his arm "There'll be an audi ence tonorrow, " she said. "Wen a
pl ayer of your caliber makes his nove for a tenure-abridging Tourney this
close to the deadline, that's news."

"I wanted to qualify quickly, so | could return to Phaze before the Tourney,"
Stile said. "Neysa is waiting and worrying."

Even as he said it, he knew he should not have. Sonehow the words got out
before his mental intercept signal cut themoff. "Cancel that," he said
bel at edl y.

She | ooked straight ahead. "Why? |I'monly a machine."

Here we go again. "I meant | promsed to return to neet her at the pal ace of
the Oracle. It was her question to the Oacle that freed ne. The only one she
can ask in her lifetime-she used it up just to help ne. | nust return.”

"Of course.”

"I made a commtnent!" he said.

She relented. "She did send you back to me; | should return the favor. WII
you promise to return, to neet me agai n?"

"And to qualify for the Tourney. Yes. Because you have al so sacrificed

yourself for nme." "Then we shall send you on your way right now " "But | have
to conpete for Rung Seven in one day!" "So you will have to work fast, over
there." She drew himinto a privacy conpartment. "I'll send you across to

her-right after | have had what | want fromyou." And she kissed hi m nost
t hor oughl y, proceeding fromthere

She was a robot, he remi nded hinsel f-but she was getting nore like a living
worman t han any he had known since Tune. And-he was not unwilling, and she did
turn himon. It would be so easy to forget her nature... but then he would be
entering another kind of fantasy world, and not a healthy one.

Yet how could he continue with a robot in one frane and a unicorn in the
other? Even if he entered the Tourney and won, against all the odds, and

| ocated his other self in Phaze and assuned his prerogatives there-inpossible
dreans, probably-how woul d he alleviate the devel opi ng conflict between

fenal es?

Sheen finished with him cleaned himup, brushed his hair, and took himto the
done geographically nearest the Oracul ar palace in the other frame, according
to his understandi ng of the geography. They scouted for the curtain. They were
al so wary of the anonynmous killer, but apparently the break in Stile's routine
had | ost that eneny for the nonce. It was hard to keep track of a fastnoving
serf on Proton!

The curtain did not intersect this dome, but they |located it nearby. They went
outside, into the polluted rarefaction of the atnmosphere, and Stile donned his
Phaze cl ot hing, which Sheen had brought. She never overl ooked details I|ike
that, thanks to her conputer mnd. He would not have dared to put on any
clothing at all in the sight of any Proton serfs, but outside was the nost
private of places on Proton.



There was a narrowi ng plain, the ground barren. To the northwest a winkle of
nmount ai ns projected, as grimas the plain. Only the shining dome brightened

t he bl eak | andscape. There were not even any clouds in the sky; just om nous
drifts of ill-smelling snog.

"If ever you find a way for a robot to cross..."
think that |and nmust be better than this one.”

Sheen said wistfully. "I
"My clothing crosses,"” Stile said. "Since you can have no |iving counterpart
in Phaze, it should be possible-”

"No. | tried it, during your absence. | can not cross."

She had tried it. How sad that was, for her! Yet what could he do?

"Here-within a day," he gasped, beginning to suffer in the thin air, and Sheen
nodded. The air did not bother her; she breathed only for appearances. "You

understand-there is beauty in Phaze, but danger too. | may not-~
"You will make it," she said firmy, kissing himonce nore. "O else."
"Uh, yes." Stile made what he trusted was the proper effort of will, and

st epped through the curtain.

CHAPTER 14
Yel | ow

It was afternoon on Phaze, and the air was wonderful. The sky was a deep and
conpel l'ing blue, punctuated by several puffball clouds. The nountains to the
northwest were lovely. Stile paused to look at the pretty little yell ow
flowers at his feet, and to inhale the springlike freshness of it all

How did this frane cone to have such a pl easant natural environnment, while
Proton was so bl eak? He was no |longer certain that industrial pollution and
wi t hdrawal of oxygen could account for it all. Wat about water vapor?
Qoviously there was plenty of it here, and little in the Proton atnosphere.
This was a nystery he nmust one day fat hom

But at the nonment he had nore urgent business. Stile made a nental note of the
| ocation of the curtain; sometinme he would have to trace its length, finding
better places to cross. But this was also a matter for later attention

The | andscape was i ndeed the same. A narrow ng plain, a nearby nmountain range,
a bright sun. Renove the cute clouds, and the verdant vegetation carpeting the
ground, and the copses of trees, and this was identical to Proton. It was as
if these were twi n paintings, BEFORE and AFTER the artist had applied the

col or. Phaze was the world as it should be after God had nade the final
touches: primtive, natural, delightful, unspoiled. Garden of Eden

True to his nmenory, the Oracle's palace was in sight. Stile set out for it at
a run. But before he had covered half the distance, Neysa cane trotting out to
meet him She held her head high, as they cane together, so there was no
possibility of striking himw th her bright horn

Stile flung his arnms around her neck and hugged her, burying his face in her
gl ossy nane, feeling her equine warnth and firmess and strength. He did not
need to thank her verbally for her sacrifice on his behalf; he knew she



under st ood. He di scovered her hair was wet, and realized that his own tears of
reuni on were the culprit.

Then he | eaped to her back, still needing no words, and they gall oped bareback
in five-beat to the pal ace where Kurrelgyre waited in man-form

Stile had spent his life on Proton, and only a week here in Phaze, but already
Phaze seemed nore |ike honme. He had been gone only a night and day, but it
seened | onger. Perhaps it was because he felt nore |like a person, here.

Actual ly, the only other true human bei ngs he had encountered in Phaze were
the man at the curtain who had given himthe denpon-anul et, and the Bl ack
Adept; still-

Kurrel gyre shook hands gravely. "I amrelieved to know thy escape was
successful ,” the werewolf said. "I reassured the nare, but feared privately
thou m ghtst |and between dones."

"I did. But close enough to reach the nearest dome before | suffocated.” Stile
took a deep breath, still reveling init.

"I should have crossed with thee, to make sure; but Neysa was waiting outside,
and | never thought of-"

"I understand exactly howit is. | never thought of it either. | could have
wal ked a quarter-mle along the curtain and willed nyself back through to you,
outside the Black Castle. That never occurred to nme until this nonent."

Kurrel gyre smled. "W live; we learn. No confinenent near the curtain shal
again restrain us." He squinted at Stile. "Thou | ookest peaked; have a sniff
of this." He brought out a sprig with a few |eaves and a dull yellow fl ower,
dried.

Stile sniffed. Imediately he felt invigorated. Strength coursed through his
body. "What is that stuff?"

"Wl f shane. "
"Wl kbane? Somet hi ng that curses wol ves? How canst thou carry-~
"I amnot in ny lupine form | would not sniff it then."

"Ch." Stile couldn't really nake much sense of this, but could not argue with
hi s sudden sense of well-being. "Sonmething else,"” he said. "Didst thou not
tell me that nost of the people were parallel, existing in both frames? There
are about five thousand Proton Citizens, and ten tinmes as nany serfs, and
countl ess robots, androids, cyborgs and ani mal s-but | have not seen many
peopl e here on Phaze, and not many aninmals."

"There are at |east as nany people here as on Proton, plus the societies of
wer ewol ves, uni corns, vanpires, denons and assorted nmonsters. But two things
to note: first, we are not confined to dones. W have the entire planet to
roammany mllions of square mles. So-~

"Mles?" Stile asked, trying to make a fast conversion in his head and
failing.

"W use what thou woul dst call the archai c neasurenents. One square nmile would
be about two and a hal f square kil oneters, so-"

"Ch, yes, | know. | just realized-archaic neasurenments-would that by any



chance affect magic? | tried to do a spell using the netric scale, and it
flubbed. Before | swore off magic."

"That m ght be. Each spell nust be correctly couched, and can only be enpl oyed
once. That is why even Adepts performsparingly. They hoard their spells for
future need, as Ctizens hoard wealth in Proton. May | now continue ny
original discourse?"

"Ch, of course," Stile said, enbarrassed, and Neysa nade a nusical snort of
mrth. Stile squeezed her sides with his |legs, a conceal ed hug. He tended to
forget that she understood every word he spoke.

"So there are very few people for the habitable area, and nany | arge regi ons
are as yet uninhabited by nen. Thou needst not be surprised at seeing none.
The second reason is that many of the people here are not precisely the form
of their Proton selves. They are vanpires, elves, dwarves-" He broke off.

Stile wished he hadn't. It had al nost seenmed his size was irrelevant in his
frame. Foolish wish! "I never judged values in ternms of size," Stile said. "A
dwarf is still a discrete individual, surely.”

"OfF course," Kurrelgyre agreed. It was his turn to be enbarrassed.

They were now in the Oracle's palace. "I have |l ess than a day before | have to
go back to Proton," Stile said.

Neysa stiffened. "CGo back?" Kurrel gyre demanded. "I understood thou hadst no
conmitment there. It was only to escape the prison of the Bl ack Denesnes t hat
t hou-"

"I have a wonman there," Stile said. "She covered for me during m ne absence.
have agreed to enter this year's Tourney, that she be not shaned. Thus it is
likely that nmy tenure on Proton will be brief."

"The Tourney! Thou presunmes thou canst w n?"

"Doubtful ," Stile said seriously. "I had planned to enter in two years, when
some top players would be gone and ny strength would be at its peak-and even
then the odds woul d have been against ne. It is hard to win ten or twelve
consecutive Games against top competition, and luck can turn either way. |
woul d rate ny chances at perhaps one in ten, for | could | ose to a poorer

pl ayer with one bad break.™"

Neysa tooted questioningly. "Wll, one chance in twelve, perhaps," Stile
anended. "I did not nmean to brag."

"The mare neans to inquire what thou neanest to do if thou shouldst win the
Tourney," the werewol f said. "Since thou wouldst then be a Citizen, with
per manent tenure-no need ever to depart Proton."

Stile wondered in passing how the werewolf had come to know the unicorn well
enough to translate her notes, in only one day. Maybe shape-changi ng creatures
had natural avenues of conprehension. "A Citizen has virtually conplete

freedom and power. | would be under no onus to choose between franes. But |
like Phaze; | think | would spend nuch of ny time here anyway. Mich depends on
my situation here; if | should turn out to be a vicious person like the Bl ack
Adept, | think I1'd prefer to vacate." Yet the Ctizen who was the Bl ack

Adept's other self had not seened to be a bad nan; perhaps it was solely the
absol ute power that corrupted-power beyond that of any Citizen. What woul d an
Adept be like, if he had residence in both franmes and free access between



t hen?

"It is a fair response,"” Kurrelgyre said. "If thou nmust return for a Gane
within a day, only the Yellow Adept is within range to check, w thout the
enpl oy of magic. Wuld it not be better to yield this quest, being satisfied
as thou art now?"

"Not while someone is trying to kill me here. That person nust know who | am
If | can discover who | amin Phaze, | may know nore about the nature of nine
enemnmy. Then | can see about naking this world safe for m ne own existence. |
gather mne other self failed to take such precaution.™

"Spoken like a werewol f," Kurrel gyre said approvingly. Neysa sighed; she did
not seemto agree conpletely, but neither did she disagree. Men will be nen,
her attitude said.

"Neysa, | want to be honest with thee," Stile said, feeling the need to
provide a better justification. "I |ike Phaze, | like thee-but this is not
truly ny world. Even if there were no threat to ny welfare, | could not commt
nmysel f absolutely to stay here. | would need to know that ny presence served
in sone way to benefit this world; that there was some suitable challenge to
rise to. Something that needed doing, that perhaps only | could do. If there
seens to be nore of a need and challenge in the other frame-"

Neysa made anot her nusical snort. "She inquires whether thou woul dst feel nore
positive if she rel eased thee fromthy vow of no magic," the werewol f
transl at ed.

Stile considered. He understood that the acceptance of such a rel ease woul d
subtly or overtly alienate himfromthe unicorn. It was only his vow that made
it possible for her to associate with himon their original basis. "No. | only
want to know who I am If | can't survive wi thout magic, maybe it's best that

I not remain here. | never want to be like the Black Adept. Al | need is
someone to spell ne into the other frame in time for mne appoi ntnent there.
Then 1'11 return here for another | ook at another Adept. One way or anot her,
will settle my accounts in both franes. Only then will | be in a position to
make a proper decision about residence.”

"I will spell thee through," Kurrelgyre said. "In fact, rather than send thee
pointlessly into new danger, | will investigate the Yell ow Adept nyself, and
return with news. I think I can now recognize thy likeness, if | encounter

it."
"There is no call for thee to risk thyself on nmy account!" Stile protested.

"There is no call for me to inpose ny presence when the mare wi shes to
converse with thee alone.” And the man nerged into the wol f, who bounded away
to the north.

"Dam it, if | start sending others on ny foolish quests, where will it end?"
Stile demanded. "I've got to follow him stop hin+”

But the wolf was al ready beyond reach, traveling with the easy velocity of his
ki nd. Probably Neysa could catch him but only with difficulty. Stile knew
Kurrel gyre thought he was doing Stile a favor, preserving himfromri sk,
giving himtime alone with Neysa- but this was not the sort of favor Stile
cared to accept. It was not, he told hinself, that Sheen had artfully depleted
his sexual initiative i mediately before sending himacross the curtain. There
was the principle of responsibility for one's own actions.



The uni corn caught his mood. She started noving north. "Thanks, Neysa," he
said. "I knew thou woul dst understand.” Then, as an afterthought: "How art
thou getting along with the wol f?"

She bl ew a noncommittal note. "Aad to hear it," Stile said. He reached down
around her neck and hugged her again.

Neysa qui ckened her gait into a gallop. "I don't know what finer life I could
have than gal |l oping across the wilderness with you," Stile said. "The only
thing I mss-"

She nade a nusical inquiry. "Well, that's it," he said. "I like music. But
since we found that nusic connects with nmy magic, | don't dare play."

This time her note was conprehensible. "Play!"

"But then the magic gathers,” he protested. "I have no wi sh to abbreviate nine
oath. | played a little when | was alone in the Black Castle, but | am not
al one now, and I do not want thee angry with ne."

"Play," she repeated enphatically.

"Very well. No spells, just nusic." He brought out his harnonica and
i nprovi sed a nelody to the beat of her hooves. She played a harnony on her
horn. The duet was | ovely. The magi ¢ gat hered, pacing them but now that he
understood it he was not alarned. It was nerely a potential, until he

i mpl enented it-which he would not do.

He pl ayed for an hour, developing his proficiency with the instrunment. He was
getting into the feel of the harnonica, and playing about as well as ever in
his life. This was a uni que joy!

Neysa lifted her head, sniffing the wind. She seened di sturbed.
"What is it?" Stile inquired, putting away hi s harnonica.

The uni corn shook her head, unsure. She slowed to a walk, turning this way and
that as if casting for sonething. Then she oriented on whatever it was, and
resurmed her northward trek. But there was sonething disquieting about her
notion; her gait seenmed unnatural

"Art thou all right?" Stile inquired, concerned.

Neysa did not respond, so he brought out his harnmonica again and pl ayed. But
she i medi ately blew a harsh note of negation. He desisted, concealing his
hurt feelings.

Stile thought she would relax after a short while, but she did not. |nstead
her gait becane nore nechanical, quite unlike her normal node.

"Neysa, | inquire again: art thou all right?" She ignored him She seened to
be in a trance. Alarmed, Stile tugged sharply on her nane. "Something is
wrong. | nust insist-"

She threw down her head and bucked. The action was untel egraphed, but Stile
was too experienced a rider to be caught. He stayed in place, then slid to the
ground when she resuned her odd wal k. "Neysa, somnething evidently conpels
thee. I don't know what it is- but since we are approaching the |Iocale of the
Yel | ow Adept, | suspect it relates. For sone reason the conpul sion does not
affect ne. Gve nme thy socks, and | will walk with thee in disguise."



She halted, swishing her tail in annoyance, and |l et himrenove the white socks
fromher rear feet. Then she marched on

Stile donned the socks and wal ked beside her, inmtating her walk. If sonething
wer e sumoni ng uni corns, he wanted to resenble such a captive as closely as
possi bl e-until he understood the situation better. The wol f shane he had
sniffed still buoyed his strength; he was ready for anything, and felt no
trace of the prior ravages of hunger and thirst. If Neysa had fallen into sone
spel |l cast by the Yell ow Adept -

Soon the property of the Adept cane into sight. It was of course yellow The
sands were yellow, rising into yell ow dunes, and the sun sent yell ow beans

t hrough a yell ow fog that conceal ed the nmain operation froma distance. Neysa
wal ked straight into that fog.

Soon the Adept's castle loonmed. It was nost |ike a ramshackl e haunted house,
with a partially collapsing roof, broken wi ndows, and weeds grow ng thickly
against the walls. A few yellow flowers straggled at the fringe-buttercups,
sunfl owers, a bedraggl ed yell ow rose. Behind the house was a tall wought-iron
pal i sade fence, rusting yell ow, overgrown by norbid vines with yell ow ng

| eaves but still quite form dable. An odor rose fromthe prem ses: animal dung
and decayi ng vegetation. Rustic, but hardly pl easant.

Neysa wal ked right on toward the house, and Stile necessarily foll owed.
Already he did not |ike the Yell ow Adept and hoped perversely that the
magi cian was alive -so as to be assured this was not Stile's own alternate
identity. This time he would not be so foolish as to challenge the Adept
overtly; he would just look and retreat quickly.

Except for two things. First, there was Neysa-she had sonmehow been nesneri zed,
surely for no good purpose, and had to be freed of this conplication. Second,
Kurrel gyre: the wolf had by now had plenty of tinme to lope in and out, but
evidently had not, which suggested that he too had been trapped by the
sumoni ng spell. Stile would have to verify this, then act appropriately. It
m ght not be easy.

Neysa noved right on up to the front door, which was saggi ng open on rusty
hi nges. She entered, Stile close behind. They passed through a dusty hall
turned a corner-and bars dropped fromthe ceiling, separating them

Oh, no! Not again! Stile backed up-but another set of bars fell behind him
This section of hall had beconme a cage.

There was an ear-disconfiting shriek of laughter. "Hee-hee! Two! Two fine
uni corns, so soon after the wolf! What an excellent day! Haul them out,
Darlin' Corey! Let us view our prizes!"

Sonet hi ng huge bul ked at the far end of the hall, beyond the coner. Neysa's
cage slid forward. Sonething was drawing it onward with easy power.

After a time the thing came for Stile's cage. It was the rear end of a pink
el ephant. The little tail hooked into the forward bars; then the creature
wal ked, drawi ng the cage after it.

Stile considered poking his sword through the bars and puncturing the fat pink
rear, or cutting off the tail with his knife. But this would not release him
fromthe cage, and could nake the el ephant quite angry without really

i ncapacitating it. Better to hold off.



In a noment they energed into the stockaded area.

There were cages all around. It resenbled an archaic zoo. Stile identified a
griffin, with the body of a lion and head and wi ngs of an eagle, in the cage
nost directly across fromhis. This was no glorious heraldic nonster, but a
sad, bedraggled, dirty creature whose w ngs drooped and whose eyes seened

gl azed. And no wonder: the cage was too small for it to stretch its w ngs, and
there was no place for its refuse except right next to the cage where the
creature had scraped it out. No wonder its feathers and fur were soiled; no
wonder it stank!

Now Stile's attention was taken by the proprietress:

an old woman garbed in a faded yell ow robe, with stringy yellow hair and
yel | owi sh conpl exi on. A hag, in every sense of the word

"What a lovely little specinmen!" the hag cackled, nincing around Neysa's cage.
Neysa seemed to be com ng out of her daze; her ears perked up, then laid back
in revul sion as the crone approached.

"And this one," the Adept continued, examining Stile. "A white stallion, yet!
VWhat a pretty penny thou wilt fetch, my sweet!" She circled the cage,

apprai sing his apparent formw th an indecently calcul ating eye. "Yes indeed,
my precious! Wiite is in the market for the likes of thee! Needs nust | send
Crow s-foot with the news." She hobbled into the house.

Now Stile resuned his survey of the enclave. Beyond Neysa was Kurrel gyre
whose eye was already on hiny the wolf nodded slowy. They were in trouble!

The ot her cages contained a small sphinx, a three-headed dog, a wyvern, and
several creatures Stile couldn't classify. Al were bedraggled and filthy; the
witch did not bother to care for themproperly, or to clean their cages. She
did feed them as there were dishes of food and water at every cage-but

several of these dishes had been overturned and ki cked out, uneaten

Stile exam ned his own cage. The bars were yellow sh, like the rest of this

pl ace, and sonewhat slick. It was as if sone sort of grease had been sneared
on the netal in a vain attenpt to nake it seemlike gold. He tried to push a
bar out of position, but it was |ike welded steel. The door was firmy | ocked.

Still, the bars were fairly widely spaced, and he was small. Just a little
bowi ng shoul d enable himto squeeze between two. Stile |located the I ongest,

wi dest section of the cage roof, then drew his sword and used it cautiously as
a lever. He did not want to break the weapon, and did not know how strong it
was. But he really could not gain purchase, and had to put away the sword.

I nstead he junped up, put his feet against one bar, his hands on the next, and
hauled as if lifting a heavy weight. Slowy, unwillingly, the bars separated
as he strove and panted. \When his nuscl es bal ked, he had wi dened the aperture
only slightly-but perhaps it was enough

He dropped down to the cage floor-and di scovered that he had beconme the object
of considerable attention. He was still disguised as a unicorn; that nust have
been quite a sight, a horselike creature clinging to the upper bars!

But he couldn't allow such cynosure to stop him The witch should soon be
back. He had to do whatever he could do, rapidly.

Stile drew hinmself up, put his feet between the w dened bars, and squeezed his
body up and through. Last was his head; his ears got nashed, but he scraped
by. He was out.



He clinbed silently down, while the captive animals watched the contortions of
this astoni shing unicorn. They were not about to betray himto the witch! The
conspiracy of silence was the only weapon they possessed.

Stile went to Kurrelgyre's cage. "I nust have a rapid update,” he said. "How
can | free thee and Neysa and the others? The large bars are too strong for
ne."

The werewol f transformed into his human form too large to squeeze between the
bars. "Thou art fortunate in thy size," he said. "Only Neysa m ght do what

t hou hast done-and the potion hath dulled her wit so she can not transform her
shape. My wol f sbane ni ght hel p steady her-but we dare not adm nister it to her
animal form W are at inpasse. Save thyself; thou canst not free us."

"I'f I go, it will be only to help thee-as thou didst for me before. Can |
overcone the witch?"

"Only if thou canst kill her by surprise, instantly with thy sword. She wll
el se throw a potion on thee, and destroy thee."

"I don't want to kill her," Stile said. "Murder is not the proper solution to
problems. | only want to neutralize her and free these poor captives."

Kurrel gyre shook his head. "Thou canst not defeat an Adept fairly save by
magi c. "

"No. M ne oat h-"

"Yes. When thou didst not break thine oath to save thyself fromthe Bl ack
Demesnes, | knew thy word was constant. | expect no different of thee here in
the Yell ow Demesnes. But now it is not thy life at stake, but Neysa's. The
witch will sell her to another Adept-~

"Why don't Adepts conjure their own creatures, instead of buying thenP"

"Because some spells are nore conplex than others. An Adept may conjure a
dozen nonsters via a single sumoning spell with less effort than a single one
by creation. So they store captive creatures in cells, and prepare spells to
bring them upon need-"

"I get the picture. To be an Adept is to maintain dungeons where others

| angui sh-and the Yell ow Adept caters to this need by trapping the necessary
animals. | dare say she traps wild fow and sells the eggs to the Bl ack Adept,
too; he has to get his food from somewhere. Maybe he pays her off by making
strong cages from bl ack |ine-bars, that she paints yell ow How does she summon
the hapl ess victins? Neysa seenmed to go into a trance."

"Yellow s magic is exerted through potions, |I now have | earned. She boils a
caul dron whose vapors mesnerize aninmals, bringing themhere to be caged. She
could sumon men simlarly, but does not, lest nen unite agai nst her and
destroy her. Had | been in my man-form or Neysa in her girl-forn”

"Yes." Stile nmoved across to Neysa. "WIt thou rel ease ne fromm ne oath, that
| may cast a spell to free thee? | fear thy fate at the hands of the witch."

Neysa, dulled by the sumoning potion, was not dull enough to forget her
antipathy to Adept-class magi c. She shook her head no. She woul d not condone
such sorcery to free hersel f.



"Say," Stile said, trying again. "Thou canst also change into a firefly, and
t hese bars would not hol d-”

But Neysa's eyes were half |idded and her head hung |l ow The effort of wll
that such transformati on required was beyond her present capacity.

"Or if thou couldst assume thy human form the potion would not affect thee-"

There was a grow from another cage. Kurrel gyre | ooked up nervously. "Hark!
The wi tch cones!”

Stile junmped to the werewol f's cage, on inspiration drawing off his socks.
"Don these!" he whispered, shoving themthrough Kurrel gyre's cage bars. "And

this." He put the sword through, with its harness. "She will assume-"
"Right." In a nmoment the white unicorn image formed. The sword was conceal ed
by the illusion. "Remenber: thou darest not eat nor drink aught she offers

t hee, for her potions-"
"Uh-oh! Did Neysa drink?"

But the Yell ow Adept appeared before the werewolf could answer. Still, Stile
hardly needed it. Neysa, |ike nmpst equines, drank deeply when she had
opportunity, and could have done so automatically while still under the

i nfl uence of the summoni ng vapor. That woul d expl ain why she hadn't made any
real effort to save herself. That al so explained why the smarter aninmals here
refused to eat. Kurrelgyre had avoided this trap, and was alert. But the
situation of all these animals renained bl eak, for evidently none of them had
the strength to break out of the strong cages. Eventually they woul d have
either to eat or to starve. Not a pleasant choice; Stile's menory of his
confinenent in the Black Castle remained fresh

Stile was not idle during these realizations; he ducked behind the werewol f's
cage, trying to hide. He knew it was foolish of himto hesitate about dealing
with the witch; obviously she had little to recommend her, and woul d happily
wi pe himout. But he could not rmurder a human being heartlessly. Just as he
was bound by an oath of no nagic, he was bound by civilized restraints. Denons
and nonsters he could slay, not people.

"Eeeek!" Yellow cried, pronouncing the word exactly as it was spelled. "The
cage is enpty! The valuable white 'corn stallion!" But then she inspected the
situation nmore carefully. "No, the stallion remains. It is the wolf who is
gone. | could have sworn his cage was—" She gl ared across the conpound.
"Darlin' Corey!" she screaned. "Di dst thou nove the cages about ?"

Stile watched the pink el ephant. The creature had seen what happened; which
side was it on? If it told the truth-

The el ephant waddl ed past the cages toward the witch. Suddenly it flung its
trunk to the side, catching Stile by the nape of his shirt and hauling him
into view It trunpeted

"Well, now, dearest!" the crone cried, scratching idly at a wart on her nose.
"So it was a werewol f! Changed to its man-form and squeezed out of its cage."

The el ephant squeal ed, trying to correct her m sinpression
"Ch shut up, Darlin' Corey," she snapped. "Wat shall we do with the werewol f?

| don't have a cage small enough at the noment. He's pretty shrinpy." She
peered at Stile nore closely, as he hung in midair. "But healthy and handsone



enough, my lovely. Maybe he would do for ny daughter. Hold himthere a nonent,
my tasty; I will send the wench out."

The pink el ephant chuckl ed. The nonsters in cages exchanged gl ances,
bewi | dered. Cbviously this was the first they had heard of Yell ow s daughter
What kind of a slut was she? Meanwhile, the hag linped rapidly to the house.

Stile thought of doing an acrobatic flip and clinbing the el ephant's trunk

But the creature was quite big and strong, and not stupid; it mght bash him
against a tree. Had he retained his sword-but that woul d have been highly
visible, forcing himto use it to defend hinself. It was better to appear nore
or less helpless, lest he get doused by a potion

He | ooked around, able to see nore clearly fromthis height. Beyond the
pal i sades the yellow fog obliterated everything. It was as if the rest of the
world did not exist. No doubt this was the way the Adept liked it. She had a
little m st-shrouded world of her own, that no man dared intrude upon. Did she
get lonely? Probably no nore Ionely than a person with her appearance woul d
get in the midst of the nobst convivial society. Wio would want to associ ate
with her? Stile, as a person who all his Iife had felt the inherent

di scrimnation of size, could not entirely conderm the witch for reacting to
the discrimnation of appearance. Yet he could not allow her to abuse his
friends, or to continue mistreating innocent animals.

H s eye caught something-a glinmer in the fog outside the conmpound. A faint
curtain of -

The curtain! Could it be here? The thing seened to wander all over Phaze |ike
a tremendous serpent. Mght it be used to facilitate escape, as it had before?

No, there were two problems. The curtain, close as it was, was out of reach
since it was beyond the palisades. And Neysa could not use it. O would not;
he wasn't sure which. So this was a nmere tantalization, no real help. Best to
wait and see what the witch's daughter had in nind. She was probably a honely
girl upon whom her crazy mother forced the attentions of any |ikely-seem ng
mal e.

She emerged. She was stunning. Her yellow hair flowed |uxuriously to her
wai st, her hands and feet were tiny, and her conpl exi on was gol d- bronze

vi brant, not sallow She had a figure that would have nade an artist gape,
wi th prom nent secondary sexual characteristics. Her eyes were so |large she
seenmed al nost |ike a doll- but what a doll

Young witches, it seened, had other assets than nagic.
"Darlin' Corey, put that man down this instant!" the girl cried, spying Stile.
Her voice, despite its vehenence, was dul cet. Everything about her was as nice

as it was nasty about her nother.

Darlin'" Corey lowered Stile to the ground, but remained near, on guard. Stile
strai ghtened his clothing and rolled his shoulders; it had not been entirely

confortable, hanging all that time in mdair. "I don't believe we've net," he
sai d.

She giggled jigglesonely. "Tee-hee. I'm Yellowette. My, thou' rt a handsone
wol f."

"I"'ma man," Stile said.



She | ooked down at him That was the only fault he could perceive in her: she
was a few centineters-a couple of this frame's inches-taller than he. "That,
too. Kiss ne, ny cute.”

Neysa, in the cage, recovered enough to nmake a nusical snort of recognition
Suddenly Stile had a suspicion why the pink el ephant had found the notion of
thi s encounter hunorous, and why the caged beasts had never known of the

wi tch's daughter. What would a lonely old hag do with a handsone-if-small man,
if she had a potion for every purpose? Drug himor take a very special potion
herself? "Not in front of these nonsters,” he said.

"What do they matter, ny delight? They can not escape."
"I like my privacy," he said. "Let's take a wal k outside-and return later, as
before.” He gl anced neani ngfully at Neysa, hoping the drug had worn of f enough
to uncloud her mnd. "As before.”

Yell owette's fair brow winkl ed. "Thou knowest that unicorn, werewolf?"
"I"'mnot a werewol f," he said, aware that she would not believe him "I do
know her. She's a jealous mare."

"So? Well, she'll be gone in a few days. There's a fair market in unicorns,
for they are hard to catch. Their horns and hooves are val uable for nusica
instruments and for striking fire, their dung is excellent fertilizer for
magi ¢ plants, and their hides have anti-nagic properties.™

Stile experienced an ugly chill. "These animals are for slaughter?”

"Some are, ny pleasure. Sone aren't even good for that. The black mare woul d
be excellent as a courtyard showpi ece, except that she | acks proper coloration
and is small. The white stallion, in contrast, is a prize; the Wite Adept

will probably use himto battle dragons in his arena."

Good thing she didn't know the white unicorn was a fake! "Wat happens to the
conpl etely usel ess ani mal s?"

"I have Darlin' Corey take the worthl ess ones outside and put themthrough the
curtain." The witch was no | onger bothering to conceal her identity, since he
seened to accept it. Her female view of man was that he was interested only in
t he external appearance-and Stile suspected there was sonme nmerit in that view
He had already had relations with a machine that |ooked |like a wonman, and with
a unicorn that also | ooked |ike a wonman. Wat of an old woman who | ooked |i ke
a young woman? Yell ow was certainly nuch nore pleasing to deal with in this
formthan in the other.

"Thou knowest about the curtain?" he asked after a noment, surprised.

"Thou dost not? There is another world beyond it, a desert. The potion puts
the creatures through; they never return. | have not the heart to kill them
outright, and dare not let themgo free in this world |l est they sunmon hordes
of their kind to weak vengeance on these ny denesnes, and if they survive in
the other world | begrudge it not."

So she was not heartless, just a victimof circunmstance. To an extent. Yet it
seened a safe assunption that she was as yet only partially corrupted by
power .

How much shoul d he say? Stile detested lies even by indirection. "I am of that



world."
"Thou'rt a frane traveler? A true nan?" She was al arned.
"I am Thou didst nerely assune | was a werewol f."

"I do not deal in true nen!" she said nervously. "This | eads to great
m schief!”

"I came merely to discover thine identity. Now | seek only to free thy
captives and to depart with ny friends. | have no inherent quarrel with thee,
but if thou threatenest ny life or those of ny friends-~

She turned to himin the hallway. She was absolutely beautiful. "I proffer no
threat to thee, ny handsone bantam Dally with a |lonely woman a tinme, and thy
friends shall go free with thee."

Stile considered. "I don't regard nyself to be at liberty to do that."

She frowned. "Thou hast only Iimted | eeway for bargaining, sweets."

"Perhaps. My friend urged ne to slay thee w thout warning, but |I did not w sh
to do that either.”

"Ch? We shall put that to the proof." She led himinto the main room of the
house. Shelves lined the walls, containing bottles of fluid: rows and rows of
them coated with dust. In the center a huge caul dron bubbled, its vapors
drifting out through a broken w ndowpane. This was obviously the source of the

summoni ng scent: a continuously brew ng m X

"Al'l these bottles-potions for different spells?" he inquired, inpressed.

"Al'l. | must brew one potion at a tinme, and can use it only once, so | save
each carefully. It is not easy, being Adept; it requires much inagination and
application. | nust develop a new formula for every invisibility elixir

m x-and for every rejuvenation drink."

Stile eyed her figure again. Wat a potion she nust have taken! "Thou didst
really look like this in thy youth?"

"I really did, ny honey. Or as cl ose as makes no nevermind. Hair and flesh
tints differ frommx to nmix, and sonetimes one brews too strong, and | becone
as a child. But my youth was a very long tinme ago, mnmy |lanmb, and even the best
potion lasts no nore than an hour. See-lI have only three of these mxes left."
She gestured to a half-enpty shelf, where three bottles sat. "I expended one
quarter of mnmy stock, for a mere hour with thee. Take that as what flattery

t hou mayst."

"Flattering indeed," Stile said. "I did see thee in thy natural state. But
this is not what restrains ne. | have other conmtnments." He pondered briefly.
"Thou didst believe ne to be a werewol f, before. The true werewol f m ght be
interested in the remai nder of thy hour, if thou wert to free himthereafter."

Yel | ow t ook down a bottle. "Thou art nost facile, lovely man. | hardly trust
thee. If thou provest a liar, it will go hard indeed with thee-and thy
friends." She drew the stopper out. Stile stepped back, al arned, but she

sprinkled the liquid on a statuette, not on him

The figurine grewrapidly into a denon nonster. "Thou sumonest me, hag?" it



roared, its small red eyes fairly glowing as they glared about. Then it did a
doubl e take. Its lips pursed appreciatively. "I have not seen the like in six
hundred years! But thou didst not need to prettify thyself for me, witch."

"Twas not for thee | did it," she snapped. "Speak ne the truth, Zebub. Why
cane this man here, and who is he?"

The denon glared in Stile's direction. "This tinme thou'rt victimto thine own
paranoi a, crone. He is innocuous, with respect to thee. Not with respect to
certain others, though." The denon smiled privately.

"He really sought not to kill me?"

"True. He but seeks his own identity, so comes with werewolf and unicorn to
learn if thou art it."

Yel |l ow burst into a cackle of laughter. "Me! Wat kind of fool is he?"

"No fool, he. He lacks information on the nature of the Adepts. The Oracle
advi sed himto know hinmsel f, so he seeks to learn if he is one of you. He was
trapped by Black, and only escaped via the curtain. He is of that other
world."

Stile felt another chill. This nonster really did have information

"What gives himthe notion he is Adept?" Yell ow denanded.

"He is Adept, O senile one."

Yel | ow backed against a wall, alnmpst jarring | oose several bottles. "Not only
a man, but Adept to boot! Ch, what a foul pickle | have hatched! Wo is he?"

"He is Stile, a serf of Proton, in the other frame, freed to cross the curtain
by the death of his Phaze-self."

"Idiot! I neant which Adept is he?"
The denon scow ed. "That is form dable information."

"Don't stall, hellborn one!" Yell ow screeched. "Else | will apply a pain
potion."

Zebub bl anched. "Blue," he muttered.

Yell ow s eyes went round. "This mdget is the Blue Adept?"

"Hs alternate, yes."

"I can't afford trouble with another Adept!" she exclai ned, wenching at her
own hair in distraction. "Not one of such power as Blue! If |I free him wll

he seek to destroy ne? Wiy does he withhold his nagic now?"

"This calls for conclusions on the part of the witness," the denon said
smugl y.

Yel l ow took a step toward a shelf of small bottles.
"Question him" Zebub said quickly. "I will verify his word."

"Stile, a.k.a. Blue Adept!" she cried, her eyes round and wild, yet stil



| ovely. "Answer ne, in the presence of Zebub."

"I'f thou shouldst free ne, | will still seek to release ny friends and the
other captives," Stile said. "I will not seek to destroy thee gratuitously."

"He speaks truth," Zebub said. "As for his magic, he nmade an oath to the
unicorn to practice it not save by her |eave."

"So only his oath makes hi m subject to ny power?" she demanded.

"That is so," Zebub agreed. "Thou art the luckiest of harridans."

Yell ow s beautiful brow furrowed. "If | release the unicorn, she could then
rel ease Blue fromhis oath, and there would be war between Adepts. | dare not
risk it."

"Thou darest not risk harm ng the unicorn either, beldane," Zebub pointed out
mal i ciously. "If the Blue Adept is noved by ire to break his oath-"

"I know | know " she screeched, distracted. "If I kill him another Adept
m ght seek to kill me, for that | violated our convention. If | let himgo,
Blue may seek ny life for that | caged him If | try to hold him”~

"My time is up," Zebub said. "Please deposit another potion, scold."

"O, begone with thee!" Yell ow snapped.

The denon shrank into figurine size and froze: a dead inage.

Yel l ow | ooked at Stile. "If thou keepest thine oath to the unicorn, wilt thou
honor it for nme? | wish | could be sure. I want no quarrel w th another
Adept . "

"Rel ease all the animals in your conpound, and thou wilt have no quarrel with
me," Stile said.

"I can not! | have commitments, | have accepted magic favors in paynment. |
nmust deliver."

Stile, quite prepared to hate this Adept, found hinself noved. She was, for

t he nonent, lovely, but that was not it. She honored her comm tnents. She did
not like killing. Her surroundi ngs and nmechani snms reflected a certain hunor,
as if she did not take herself too seriously. She was old and lonely. It
shoul d be possible to make a deal with her

"I want no quarrel with thee, either," he said. "Thou knowest ne not,
therefore trust nmust be tenpered with caution. | nake thee this offer: send ne
through the curtain, and I will not return. I will seek to free ny friends and
the animals froma distance.”

"How canst thou act froma distance? My magic is stronger than thine, near ne
in my denesnes-as thine would be stronger than mne in thine owm denesnes.”

"Wthout magic," Stile said.

"Very well," she decided. "I will put thee through the curtain with a potion
and set a powerful curse | got fromGeen to ward thee off thereafter. If thou
canst free the animals froma distance, w thout magi c-=" She shrugged. "I have

never liked this business; if | amfoiled through no agency of mine own,
perhaps | will not be held in default."” She glanced at him her nood visibly



lightening. "I never did business with Blue, else would | have known thee. How
is it that Blue, alone of Adepts, needs no nonsters in storage?"

"I intend to find out," Stile said. He was highly gratified to have this

i nformati on. Now he knew who he was, and that the Bl ue Adept had not practiced
at least one of the atrocities that seened to be standard in this genre. This
excursion into the Yell ow Denesnes had been m staken, but serendipitously

wor t hwhi | e.

Yel  ow t ook down anot her bottle, then led himout of the house and around the
pal i sades to the curtain. Stile hoped he could trust her to use the correct
potion. But it seened reasonable; if Adepts avoided trouble with Adepts, and
if she feared his violation of his oath were he to be betrayed, she would play
it straight. She seenmed to be, basically, an honest wtch

At the curtain, she hesitated, hand on the stopper of the bottle. "I do not
wi sh to nurder thee. Blue Stile," she said. "Art thou sure thou canst survive
in that bleak real mbeyond the curtain? If thou preferest to dally here-"

"My thanks. Yellow. | can survive. | have a prior engagenment, and nust pass
t hr ough now. "

"And thou thinkest the werewolf mght be interested -for half an hour? It is
not a difficult thing I ask-"

"Wn't hurt to ask him" Stile agreed, stepping through the curtain as she
sprinkled the liquid on him

CHAPTER 15
Gamres

It was a | onger hike to the nearest done, this tinme, but he had nore
confidence and need, and that sniff of wolfsbane still buoyed him In due
course, gasping, he stepped inside and nade a call to Sheen. It was evening;
he had the night to rest with her. He needed it; his high of the last visit to
Phaze finally gave out, and he realized the episode with the Yell ow Adept had
drai ned himnore than he had realized at the tine. O perhaps it was the | ow
follow ng the effect of the wol fsbane.

"So you are the Blue Adept," Sheen said, not letting himsleep quite yet. "And
you need sone things to use to free your equine girl friend."

"Now don't get jealous again," he grunbled. "You know | have to-"

"How can | be jealous? I'"'monly a machine." Stile sighed. "I should have taken
Yel |l ow up on her offer. Then you woul d have had sonething to be jeal ous
about . "

"You nmean you didn't-with Neysa?"

"Not this tine. I-"

"You were saving it for the witch?" she demanded indignantly. "Then ran out of
time?"

"Well, she was an extrenely pretty-"



"You made your callous point. | won't resent Neysa. She's only an aninal."
"Are you going to have your friends assenble nmy order or aren't you?" "I will
take care of it in good tinme. But | don't see how a cube of dry ice will help
your animals."

"Plus a di anond- edged hacksaw. "

"And a trained ow," she finished. "Do you plan to start romanci ng birds
next ?"
"Ch, go away and let nme sleep!" Instead she tickled him "Birds, hags, nares,

machi nes-why can't you find a normal woman for a change?”

"I had one," he said, thinking of Tune. "She left ne."

"So you get hung up on all the hal f-wonen, fearing to tackle a real one
agai n- because you're sure she woul dn't want you." She was hal f-teasing,
hal f-sad, toying with the notion that she herself was a synptom of his

aberration.

"I"l1l look for one tonorrow, " he prom sed.

"Not tonorrow. First thing in the norning, you have an appointnment to neet
your current enployer. This Citizen is very keen on the Gane."

Exasperated, he rolled over and grabbed her. "The irony is," he said into her
soft hair, "you are now nore real to nme than nost real girls | have known.

When | told you to brush up on your humanoid wiles, | didn't nmean at ny
expense. "
"Then you should have said that. | take things literally, because |I"'monly a-"

He shut her up with a kiss. But the thoughts she had voiced were only a
reflection of those he was having. How |l ong could he continue with hal f-wonen?

In the norning he met his enployer. This was, to his surprise, a woman. No
wonder Sheen had had woren on her mind! The Citizen was el egantly gowned and
coi ned: a handsone | ady of exquisitely indeterm nate age. She was, of course,
substantially taller than he, but had the grace to conceal this by remaining
seated in his presence. "Sir," Stile said. All Ctizens were sir, regardless
of sex or age.

"See that you qualify for the Tourney," she said with polite force. "Excused."

That was that. If he lost one Ganme, this enployer would cut himoff as cleanly
as his prior one had. He was supposed to feel deeply honored that she had
granted himthis personal audience-and he did. But his recent experience in
Phaze had dim nished his awe of G tizens. They were, after all, only people
with a lot of wealth and power.

Stile and Sheen went for his challenge for Rung Seven. H's enpl oyer surely had
bets on his success. There were things about this that rankled, but if he
foul ed up. Sheen would be the one to pay. She | acked his avenue of escape to a
better world. He had to do what he could for her, until he figured out sone
better alternative.

The hol der of Rung Seven kept his appointnent-as he had to, lest he forfeit.
He was not nuch taller than Stile and tended to avoirdupois despite the



antifat medication in the standard diet. Hence his nane. Snhack. He hardly
| ooked li ke a form dabl e player-but neither did Stile.

An audi ence had gat hered, as Sheen had predicted. It was possible that sone
Citizens also were viewing the match on their screens-especially his own
enpl oyer. Stile's nove was news.

Snack got the nunbered facet of the grid. Stile sighed inaudibly; he had been
getting bad breaks on facets in this series. Snack al ways sel ected MENTAL.

Very well. Stile would not choose NAKED, because Snack was matchl ess at the
pure nental games. Snack was al so unconfortably sharp at MACH NE- and

ANl MAL- assisted nental efforts. Only in TOOL did Stile have an even chance. So
it had to come up 2B

There was a nmurmur of agreement fromthe spectators outside, as they watched
on the public viewscreen. They had known what the opening box would be. They
were waiting for the next grid.

In a noment it appeared: sixteen sonewhat arbitrary classifications of ganes
of intellectual skill. Snack had the nunbered facet again, which was the
primary one. He would go for his specialty: chess. He was versed in all forns
of that ganme: the western-Earth twoand three-di nensional variants, the Chinese
Choohong- ki, Japanese Shogi, Indian Chaturanga and the hypernodern

devel opnents. Stile could not match himthere. He had a better chance with the
si ngl e-pi ece board ganes |ike Chinese Checkers and its variants-but nany games
used the same boards as chess, and this grid classified themby their boards.
Better to avoid that whole bailiw ck.

Stile chose the C row, covering jigsawtype puzzles, hunt-type board ganes-he
i ked Fox & Ceese-the socall ed pencil-and-paper ganes and, in the colum he
expected to intersect, the encl osing ganes.

It came up 2C. Encl osing. There was another murmur of excitement fromthe
audi ence.

Now t he handmade grid. Stile felt nore confidence here; he could probably take
Snack on nost of these variants. They conpleted a subgrid of only four: Go,
Co-bang, Yote and tic-tac-toe. Stile had thrown in the |ast whinsically.
Tic-tac-toe was a sinplistic game, no challenge, but in its essence it
resenbl ed the prototype for the grids of the Game. The player who got three of
his choices in a row, then had the luck to get the facet that enabled himto
choose that row, should normally win. The ideal was to establish one full row
and one full colum, so that the player had wi nners no natter which facet he
had to work with. But in the Ganegrids, there was no draw if no one lined up
his Xs and 0's; the real play was in the choosing of colums and the

i nteraction of strategies.

And they intersected at tic-tac-toe. That was what he got for fooling around.

Stile sighed. The problemwi th this little gane was that, among conpetent
pl ayers, it was invariably a draw. They played it right here on the
grid-screen, punching buttons for Xs and 0's. To a draw.

VWhi ch neant they had to run the grid again, to achieve the settlenent. They

pl ayed it-and canme up with the same initial box as before. And the sane
secondary box. Neither player was going to yield one iota of advantage for the
sake of variation; to do so would be to lose. But the third grid devel oped a
different pattern, |leading to a new choi ce: Co-bang.



This was a gane simlar to tic-tac-toe, but with a larger grid allowing up to
ni neteen markers to be played on a side. It was necessary to forma line of
five in arowto win. This game, too, was usually to a draw, at this |evel.

They drew. Each was too alert to pernit the other to nove five in a row. Now
they would have to go to a third Game. But now the matter was nore critical
Any series that went to three draws was presunmed to be the result of

i ncompet ence or malingering; both parties would be suspended from Gane
privileges for a period, their Rungs forfeit. It could be a long, hard clinb
up again, for both-and Stile had no time for it. The third try, in sum had to
produce a w nner.

They ran the grids through again-and arrived again at tool-assisted nental
and at enclosing. The basic strategies were inmutable.

Stile exchanged gl ances with Snack. Both knew what they had to do.

This time it came up CGo-the ancient Chinese gane of enclosing. It was perhaps
the ol dest of all ganmes in the human sphere, dating back several thousand
years. It was one of the sinplest in basic concept: the placing of colored
stones to mark off territory, the player enclosing the nobst territory w nning.
Yet in execution it was al so one of the nost sophisticated of games. The nore
skilled player alnost invariably won.

The problemwas, Stile was not certain which of themwas the nmore skilled in
Go. He had never played this particular gane with this particular nan, and
could not at the nonment renenber any ganes of Go he and Snack had pl ayed

agai nst common opponents. This was certainly not Stile's strongest gane-but he
doubted it was Snack's strongest either

They noved to the board-game annex, as this match woul d take too long for the
grid-prem ses; others had to use that equi prment. The audi ence foll owed, taking
seats; they could tune in on replicas of the game at each place, but preferred
to observe it physically. Sheen had a front seat, and | ooked nervous: probably
an affectation, considering her wire nerves.

Stile would have preferred a Gane | eading to a quick decision, for he was
consci ous of Neysa and Kurrelgyre in the other frane, |ocked in

poti on- hardened cages. But he had to neet his conmitnment here, first, whatever
it took.

They sat on opposite sides of the board, each with a bow of polished stones.
Snack gravely picked up one stone of each color, shook themtogether in his
joined hands, and offered two fists for Stile. Stile touched the left. The
hand opened to reveal a black pebble.

Stile took that stone and laid it on the board. Black, by convention, had the
first nove. Wth 361 intersections to choose fromfor the stones were pl aced
on the lines in Go, not in the squares-he had no problem A one-stone

advant age was not nuch, but in a game as precise as this it hel ped.

Snack settled down to play. The gane was by the clock, because this was a
chal | enge for access to the Tourney; probably few ganes of Go woul d be pl ayed,

but time was limted to keep the Tourney noving well. This was another help to
Stile; given unlimted time to ponder. Snack coul d probably beat him Under
time pressure Stile generally did well. That was one reason he was a top
Ganesnan.

They took turns |aying down stones, fornming strategic patterns on the board.
The obj ect was to enclose as much space as possible, as with an arny



controlling territory, and to capture as many of the opponent's stones as
possible, as with prisoners of war. Territory was the primary thing, but it
was often acquired by w ping out enemy representatives. Stile pictured each
white pebble as a hostile soldier, inplacable, mnenacing; and each bl ack pebble
as a Defender of the Faith, upright and righteous. But it was not at al
certain that right would prevail. He had to di spose his troops advantageously,
and in the heat of battle the advantage was not easy to discern

A stone/ man was captured when all his avenues of freedomwere curtailed. If
eneny forces bl ocked himoff on three sides, he had only one freedom

remai ning; if not buttressed by another of his kind, formng a chain, he could
| ose his freedom and be |ost. But two nen could be surrounded too, or ten

encl osed; nunbers were no certain security here. Rather, position was nost

i mportant. There were devices to protect territory, such as "eyes" or

di visions that prevented encl osure by the other side, but these took stones
that mght be nore profitably utilized el sewhere. Judgrment was vital

Snack proceeded well in the early stages. Then the complexity of interaction
i ncreased, and tinme ran short, and Stile applied the notorious Stile stare to
unnerve his opponent. It was a concentrated glare, an al nbst tangible aura of
hate; every time Snack gl anced up he encountered that inplacable force. At
first Snack shrugged it off, knowing that this was all part of the gane, but
intine the unremitting intensity of it wore himdown, until he began to make
m stakes. Trifling errors at first, but these upset himall out of proportion
causing his concentration to suffer. He misread a seki situation, giving away
several stones, failed to make an eye to protect a vulnerable territory, and
used stones wastefully.

Even before the ganme's conclusion, it was obvious that Stile had it. Snack
shaken, resigned without going through the scoring procedure. Rung Seven was
Stile's.

Stile eased up on the glare-and Snack shook his head, feeling foolish. He
under st ood how poorly he had played in the anbi ence of that mal evol ence- now
that the pressure was off. At his top formhe m ght reasonably have beaten
Stile, but he had been far bel ow his standard. Stile hinself was sorry, but he
was above all a conpetitor, and he had needed this Rung. All his malignance,
the product of a lifetinme's reaction to the slight of his size, canme out in
concentrated formduring conpetition of this nature, and it was a major key to
his success. Stile was nore highly notivated than nost people, inherently, and
he drove harder, and he never showed nercy in the Gane.

The hol der of Rung Six was a contrast. His name was Hul k, after an obscure
com c character of a prior century he was thought to resenble, and he was a
huge, powerful man. Hul k was not only ready but eager to neet the chall enge.
He was a specialist in the physical ganes, but was not stupid. This was his

| ast year of tenure, so he was trying to nove into qualifying position
unfortunately his last challenge to Rung Five had been turned back on a Gane
of chance, and he could not rechallenge until the rung-order shifted, or unti
he had successfully answered a challenge to his owmn Rung. Stile was that
chal | enge. The audi ence, aware of this, had swelled to respectable size; both
Stile and Hul k were popul ar Ganmesnen, and they represented the extremes of
physi cal appearance, adding to that novelty. The giant and the m dget, | ocked
in conbat!

Stile got the nunbered face of the prime grid, this time. For once he had the
openi ng break! He could steer the selection away from Hul k's specialty of the
physi cal .

But Stile hesitated. Two things influenced him First, the el enent of



surprise: why should he do what his opponent expected, which was to choose the
MENTAL col um? Hul k was pretty canny, though he tried to conceal this, just as
Stile tried to obscure his physical abilities. Any m stake an opponent m ght
make in estimating the capacities of a player was good news for that player.
Hul k woul d choose the NAKED row, putting it into the box of straight nental
ganes, where surely he had sonme specialties in reserve. Second, it would be a
prime chall enge and an exhil arating experience to take Hulk in his regi on of
strengt h-a consi derabl e show for the watching masses.

No, Stile told himself. This was merely his foolishness, a reaction to the
countl ess tines he had been disparagingly called a pygny. He had a thing about
large men, a need to put themdown, to prove he was better than they, and to
do it physically. He knew this was fatuous; |large nen were no nore responsible
for their size than Stile was for his own. Yet it was an incubus, a constant

i nperative that would never yield to logic. He wanted to hunble this giant, to
grind himdown ignom niously before the world. He had to.

Thus it came up 1A- PHYSI CAL NAKED. The audi ence made a soft "oooh" of surprise
and expectation. In the nmuted distance came soneone's call: "Stile's going
after Hulk in 1Al'" and a responding cry of amazenent.

Hul k | ooked up, and they exchanged a fleeting smle over the unit; both of
themliked a good audience. In fact, Stile realized, he was nore |ike Hul k
than unlike him in certain fundanental respects. It was push-pull; Stile both
i ked and disliked, envied and resented the other man, wanting to be like him
while wanting to prove he didn't need to be Iike him

But had he, in his silly inperative, thrown away any advantage he m ght have
had? Hul k' s physical prowess was no enpty reputation. Stile had nade the grand
pl ay-and m ght now pay the consequence. Loss-and term nation of enploynent,
when he nost needed the support of an understandi ng enpl oyer. Stile began to
feel the weakness of uncertainty.

They played the next grid. This, he realized suddenly, was the sane one he had
cone to with Sheen, when he net her in her guise of a woman. O a living
woman. That Dust Slide-he renenbered that with a certain fondness. So nuch had
happened since then! He had suffered knee injury, threats against his life,

di scovered the frame of Phaze, befriended a | ady uni corn and gentl eman

wer ewol f, and was now nmaki ng his nmove to enter the Tourney-two years before
his time. Alifetime of experience in about ten days!

The subgrid's top facet |isted SEPARATE-| NACTI VE- COVBAT- COOPERATI VE, and this
was the one Stile had. He was tenpted to go for COVBAT, but his internal need
to prove hinself did not extend to such idiocy. He could hold his own in nopst
martial arts-but he remenbered the problem he had had trying to throw the
goon, in the fantasy frame, and Hul k was the westling chanpion of the
over-age-thirty men. A good big man coul d i ndeed beat a good small man, other
thi ngs being equal. Stile sel ected SEPARATE.

Hul k' s options were for the surfaces: FLAT-VARI ABLE- DI SCONTI NUI TY-LI QUI D. Hul k
was a powerful swimer-but Stile was an expert diver, and these were in the
same section. Stile's gymastic abilities gave himthe advantage on

di sconti nuous surfaces too; he could do tricks on the trapeze or parallel bars
the I arger man could never match. Hul k's best bet was to opt for VAR ABLE

whi ch included nmountain clinbing and sliding. A speed-hike up a mountain sl ope
with a twenty-kilogram pack could finish Stile, since there were no all owances
for sex or size in the Gane. O course Stile would never allow hinmself to be
trapped like that, but Hul k could make himsweat to avoid it.

But Hul k sel ected FLAT. There was a murmur of surprise fromthe audi ence. Had



Hul k expected Stile to go for another conbination, or had he sinply
m scal cul ated? Probably the latter; Stile had a special touch with the grid.
This, too, was part of his Gane experti se.

Now t hey assenbled the final grid. They were in the category of races, junps,
tumbling and calisthenics. Stile placed Marathon in the center of the

ni ne-square grid, trying to jar his opponent. Excessive devel opment of mnuscle
in the upper section was a liability in an endurance run, because it had to be
carried along uselessly while the I egs and heart did nmost of the work. Hulk,
in effect, was carrying that twenty-kilo pack

Hul k, undaunt ed, cane back with the standing broad junp, another specialty of
his. He had a Iot of nass, but once he got it aloft it carried a |ong way.
They filled in the other boxes with tranpoline flips, pushups,
twenty-kilonmeter run, hundred-neter dash, precision backflips, running broad
junp, and handstand race.

They had fornmed the grid artfully to prevent any vertical or horizontal
three-in-a-row | ines, so there was no obvi ous advantage to be obtai ned here.
Since Stile had made the extra placenent. Hul k had choice of facets. They nade
their selections, and it came up 2B, dead center: Marathon

Stile relaxed. Victory! But Hulk did not seem di scouraged. Strange.
"Concede?" Stile inquired, per protocol.
"Declined."

So Hul k actually intended to race. He was sinply not a distance runner; Stile
was. \What gave the man his confidence? There was no way he could fake Stile
out; this was a clear msmatch. As far as Stile knew. Hul k had never conpleted
a marat hon race. The audi ence, too, was marveling. Hul k shoul d have conceded.
Did he know sonething others didn't, or was he bl uffing?

Vel l, what would be, would be. Hul k woul d keep the pace for a while, then
inevitably fall behind, and when Stile got a certain distance ahead there
woul d be a nmandatory concessi on. Maybe Hul k preferred to go down that way-or
maybe he hoped Stile would suffer a cranp or pull a ruscle on the way.

Acci dents did happen on occasion, so the outcone of a Gane was never quite
certain until actually played through. Stile's knee injury was now general ly
known; perhaps Hul k overestimated its effect.

They proceeded to the track. Sheen paced Stile nervously; was she affecting an
enotion she did not feel, the better to conceal her nature, or did she suspect
sone threat to his welfare here? He couldn't ask. The established track wound
t hrough assorted ot her exercise areas, passing fromone to another to nake a
huge circuit. O her runners were on it, and a nunber of wal kers; they woul d
clear out to let the marathoners pass, of course. Stile and Hul k, as rung
contenders before the Tourney, had priority.

The audi ence di spersed; there was really no way to watch this race physically
except by matching the pace. Interested people would view it on internmttent
vi ewscreen pickup, or obtain transport to checkpoints along the route.

They came to the starting |ine and checked in with the robot official. "Be
advised that a portion of this track is closed for repair," the robot said. He
was a desk nodel, simlar to the fenale at the Dust Slide; his nether portion
was the solid block of the nmetal desk. "There is a detour, and the finish line
i s advanced accordingly to keep the distance constant."



"Let me put in an order for ny drinks along the way," Hul k said. "I have
devel oped ny own formula."

Fornmul a? Stile checked with Sheen. "He's up to sonething," she nurnmnured.

"There's no fornula he can use that will give himthe endurance he needs,
wi thout tripping the illegal-drug alarm"
"He isn't going to cheat, and he can't outrun me," Stile said. "If he can win

this one, he deserves it. WIIl you be at the checkpoints to give ne ny own
drinks? Standard fructose nmix is what | run on; maybe Hul k needs sonet hi ng
special to bolster his mass, but | don't, and I don't expect to have to finish
this course anyway."

"I will run with you," she said.

"And show the world your nature? No |iving woman as soft and shapely as you
coul d keep the pace; you know that."

"True," she agreed reluctantly. "I will be at the checkpoints. My friends will
keep watch too." She | eaned forward to kiss himfleetingly, exactly like a
concerned girl friend-and wasn't she just that?

They lined up at the mark, and the robot gave themtheir starting signal. They
were off, running side by side. Stile set the pace at about fifteen kiloneters
per hour, warm ng up, and Hul k matched him The first hour of a marathon
hardly counted; the race would be decided in the |ater stages, as persona
resources and wl | power gave out. They were not out after any record; this was
purely a two-nman matter, and the chances were that one of them would concede
when he saw that he could not win.

Two kil ometers spacing was the requirenent for forced concession. This was to
prevent one person slowing to a walk, forcing the other to go the ful

di stance at speed to win. But it was unlikely even to conme to that; Stile
doubted that Hul k could go any nmajor fraction of this distance at speed

wi t hout destroying hinself. Once Hulk realized that his bluff had failed, he
woul d yield gracefully.

Soon Stile warmed up. His Iinbs | oosened, his breathing and respiration
devel oped invigorating force, and his mnd seenmed to sharpen. He liked this
sort of exercise. He began to push the pace. Hul k did not have to match him
but probably would, for psychol ogical effect. Once Stile got safely out in
front, nothing the big man could do woul d have nuch i npact.

Yet Hul k was running easily beside him breathing no harder than Stile. Had
the man been practicing, extending his endurance? How good was he, now?

Along the route were the refreshnent stations, for liquid was vital for

di stance runni ng. Sheen stood at the first, holding out a squeeze bottle to
Stile, smling. He was not yet thirsty, but accepted it, knowi ng that a hot
human body coul d excrete water through the skin faster than the human

di gestive systemcould replace it. Running, for all its joy, was no casua
exercise. Not at this velocity and this distance.

Hul k accepted his bottle fromthe standard station robot. No doubt it was a
variant of the normal formula, containing sonme readily assimlable sugars in
fermented form restoring energy as well as fluid; why he had nade a point of
the distinction of his particular mx Stile wasn't sure. Maybe it was
psychol ogi cal for hinmself as well as his opponent-the notion that sone trace
el ement or herb lent extra strength.



Wth any nodem formula, it was possible to reduce or even avoid the nefarious
"wal | " or point at which the body's reserves were exhausted. Ancient marathon
runners had had to force their bodies to consune their own tissues to keep
goi ng, and this was unhealthy. Today's careful runners would make it w thout
such debilitation -if they were in proper condition. But the psychol ogy of it
remai ned a mgjor factor, and anything that psyched up a person to better
performance was worth it-if it really worked. Yet Hulk was not a man to cater
to any fakelore or superstition; he was supremely practical

After they were clear of the station, and had di sposed of their enpty bottles
i n hoppers set for that purpose along the way. Hul k inquired: "She is yours?"

"Perhaps | amhers," Stile said. They were tal ki ng about Sheen, of course.

"Trade her to me; | will give you the Rung." Stile laughed. Then it occurred
to himthat Hulk just m ght be serious. Could he have entered this no-wn
contest because he had seen Sheen with Stile, and coveted her, and hoped for

an avenue to her acquai ntance? Hul k was, like Stile, a bit diffident about the
worren he liked, in contrast to the ones that threw thensel ves upon him He
could not fust walk up to Sheen and say, "Hello, | like your |ooks, | would

like to take you away from Stile." He had to clear it with Stile first. This
was another quality in himthat Stile respected, and it interfered with his
hat e- hi s- opponent concentration. "I can not trade her. She is an independent
sort. | nust take the Rung to keep her."

"Then we had better race.” This tinme Hul k stepped up the pace.

Now it occurred to Stile that Hulk did not actually covet Stile's girl; Hulk
did have all the wonmen any normal nman woul d want, even if they tended to be

t he superficial muscle-gawking types. So his expressed interest was nopst
likely a matter of courtesy. Either he was trying to make Stile feel at
ease-whi ch seemed a pointless strategy-or he was trying to deplete his urge to
win. One thing Stile was sure of: however honest and polite Hul k nmight be, he
wanted to win this race. Sonehow.

Stile kept pace. He could not match Hul k's short-termvelocity, while Hul k
could not match Stile's endurance. The question was, at what point did the
bal ance shift? No matter how he reasoned it. Stile could not see how the man
could go the whole route, nearly fifty kilonmeters, at a sufficient rate to
win. Right now Hul k was trying to push Stile beyond his natural pace, causing
himto wear hinmself out prematurely. But this strategy could not succeed, for
Stile would sinply let the man go ahead, then pass himin the later stage.
Hul k could not open up a two-kil oneter |ead against Stile; he would burst a
bl ood vessel trying. No doubt Hul k had won ot her races agai nst |esser
conpetition that way, faking themout with his short-term power, making them
| ose heart and resign; but that was a vain hope here. The |longer Stile kept
Hul k' s pace, the nore futile that particular strategy becane. Provided Stile
did not overextend hinself and pull a muscle.

On they ran, taking fluid at every station w thout pausing. Qher runners kept
pace with them on occasion, running in parallel tracks so as not to get in the
way, but mpost of these were short-distance runners who had to desist after a
kilometer or two. Stile and Hul k followed the track fromdone to done, staying
on the marked route. It passed through a huge gym where young wonen were
exerci sing, doing junping jacks, laughing, their breasts bounding nerrily.
"Stop and get a workout, boys!" one called.

"Too rough,"” Hulk called back. "I'mgetting out of herel"

They wound through the el aborate rock gardens of a sports-loving Gtizen: the



so-cal | ed outdoor sports of hunting, canping, canoeing, hiking, wildlife

phot ography. There were no people participating; all was reserved for the |one
delight of the owner. At one point the track passed between an artificial

cliff and a waterfall: a nice effect. Farther along, a variable beam of I|ight
pl ayed across them turning the region into a rainbow delight. Then down the
main street of another Citizen's nmetropolis replica: skyscraper buildings on
one-tenth scale, still alnmpost too tall to fit within the done.

At the next refreshnment station a warner fl ared:
FI ELD DEFI Cl ENCY, the sign advised. DETOUR AHEAD

"They warned us," Stile said, taking a bottle from Sheen and fl ashing her a
snmle in passing. He remained in fine fettle, enjoying the run

Hul k grabbed his own bottle, which seened to be of a different type than
before. He didn't use it immediately, but ran on for a short while in silence.

When they were safely beyond the station, he exclaimed: "Detour, hell! This is
a set route, not a garden path to be switched every time some Citizen has a
party. This is a challenge |l eading to the Tourney. | nean to push on through."

Intriguing notion. If they ignored the detour, would they be able to defy the
whi m of some GCitizen with inpunity? Few serfs ever had the chance! "Coul d be
trouble,” Stile warned.

"Il risk it." And Hul k passed the plainly marked detour and followed the
original marathon track

That forced Stile to stay on that track too, because a detour could add
kilometers to the route, in effect putting himbehind enough to disqualify
him Had that been Hul k's plan? To get ahead, take the main track, while Stile
i nnocently took the detour and penalized hinsel f? But that woul d nmean that
Hul k had known about this detour beforehand-and Stile had been the one to put
t he marathon on the grid.

A good competitor, though, kept abreast of all the options. Had Stile not been
busy in Phaze, he would have known about the detour hinself, and played
accordingly. Well, he had kept pace with the giant, and foiled that particul ar
pl oy. But he did not nuch like this devel opnment. Detours, despite Hulk's
conplaint, were usually set for good reason

Stile finished his drink and tossed the bottle in the bin. Hul k had hardly
started his, and was carrying it along in his hand. O course he could take as
Il ong as he wished; Stile preferred not to have any encunbrance |onger than
necessary.

They passed through a force-field wall, into an interdone tunnel. This was
where the deficiency was. Stile felt it imediately; it was cold here, and
some of the air had | eaked out. Hi s breathing becanme difficult; there was not
enough oxygen to sustain himlong at this |evel of exertion. He had becone
partially acclimtized to it in the course of his travels to and from Phaze,
but that wasn't enough. Yet Hul k, perhaps drawi ng on reserves within his gross
muscul ature, forged on

If the field malfunction extended far. Stile would be in trouble. And Hul k
knew it. Suddenly the race had changed conpl exi on! Had Hul k anticipated this
so far as to practice running in outerdone air? Was that why he had started
with so nuch confidence? Stile's supposed strength had becone his weakness,
because of his opponent's superior research and preparation. If Hulk beat him
it woul d be because he had outplayed Stile in his area of strength: awareness



of the hidden nuances of particular situations. He had turned the tables with
extraordinary finesse, allowing Stile to lead hinmself into the trap

Stile began to fall behind. He had to ease off, lest he faint; he had to
reduce his oxygen consunption. He saw Hul k' s back noving ever onward. Now Hul k
was i nbi bing of his bottle, as if in no difficulty at all. Wat a show of
strength! The | ack of oxygen had to be hurting his lungs too, but he stil
could drink as he ran blithely on

If the field mal function extended for several kiloneters, Hul k just night open
up the necessary lead, and win by forfeit. O, nmore likely. Hul k would wi n by

forcing Stile to give up: endurance of another nature. Stile sinply could not

keep the pace.

He slowed to a wal k, gasping. Hul k was now out of sight. Stile tranped on
There was another force-field intersection ahead. If that marked the end of
the mal function?-1t did not. He entered a | arge tool shop. Robots worked in
it, but human bei ngs had been evacuated. The whol e done was | ow on oxygen

Stile felt dizzy. He could not go on-yet he had to. The done was whirling
crazily about himas he ran. Ran? He shoul d be wal ki ng! But Hul k was al ready
t hrough this dome, maybe back in oxygen-rich air, building up the critica
lead while Stile staggered...

A cleaning robot rolled up. "Refreshment-courtesy of Sheen," it said,
extending a bottle.

Not having the present wit to question this oddity, Stile grabbed the bottle,
put it to his nmouth, squeezed.

Gas hissed into his nouth. Caught by surprise, he inhaled it, choking.
Air? This was pure oxygen?

Stile closed his lips about it, squeezed, inhaled. He had to guide his

refl exes, remnding hinmself that this was not |iquid. Oxygen-exactly what he
needed! No | aw against this; he was entitled to any refreshment he want ed,
liquid or solid-or gaseous. So long as it was not a proscribed drug.

"Thank you, Sheen!" he gasped, and ran on. He still felt dizzy, but now he
knew he coul d nake it.

Soon the oxygen gave out; there could not be nmuch in a squeeze bottle. He
wonder ed how t hat worked; perhaps the squeeze opened a pressure valve. He
tossed it in a disposal hopper and ran on. He had been recharged; he could
make it to breathable territory now.

He did. The next field intersection marked the end of the nml function. Ah,
gl orious reprieve!

But he had been weakened by his deprivation of oxygen, and had | ost a | ot of
ground. Hul k must have taken oxygen too-that was it! That strange bottle he
had nursed! Oxygen, hoarded for the rough run ahead! C ever, clever man! Hul k
had done nothing illegal or even unethical; he had used his brains and done
hi s homework to outmaneuver Stile, and thereby had nearly won his race right
there. Now Stile would have to catch up-and that would not be easy. Hul k was
not yet two kil oneters ahead, for Stile had received no notification of
forfeit; but he might be close to it. Hulk was surely using up his |ast
reserves of strength to get that lead, in case Stile made it through the

mal functi on



But if Hulk did not get the necessary lead, and Stile gained on him he stil
had to catch and pass him There were about thirty kilometers to go. Could he
endure? He had been seriously weakened.

He had to endure! He picked up speed, forcing his body to perform He had a
headache, and his legs felt heavy, and his chest hurt. But he was noving.

The track continued through the domes, scenic, varied-but Stile had no energy
now to spare for appreciation. H s sodden brain had to concentrate on forcing
messages to his legs: lift-drop, lift-drop... drop... drop. Every beat shook
his body; the inpacts felt |ike sledgehanmer bl ows al ong his spinal colum.
Those beats threatened to overwhel mhis consci ousness. They were booni ng

t hrough his entire being. He oriented on them hearing a nelody rising behind
t hose shocks. It was like the drunm ng of Neysa's hooves as she trotted, and
t he musi c of her harnoni ca-horn came up around the disconfort, faint and

| ovely. Excruciatingly lovely, to his present awareness. H s pain becane a

| onely kind of joy.

Beat - beat - beat. He found hinself form ng words to that rhythm and tune.
Friendship, friendship, friendship, friendship. Friendship for ever, for ever,
for ever, for ever. Friendship for ever, uniting, uniting, uniting. Friendship
forever uniting us both, both, both. Neysa was his friend. He started singing
the inprovised tune nostly in his head, for he was panting too hard to sing in
reality. It was like a line of verse Fanapestic tetraneter, or four netric
feet, each foot consisting of three syllables, accented on the third. But not
perfect, for the first foot was inconplete. But pattern scansion tended to be
too artificial; then the pattern conflicted with what was natural. True poetry
i nsisted on the natural. The best verse, to his way of thinking, was accent
verse, whose only rhythm c requirement was an establi shed nunber of accents to
each line. Stile had, in his own poetic endeavors, dispensed with the
artificiality of rhyne; meter and neaning were the crucial elenments of his
efforts. But in the fantasy frane of Phaze his nagic was acconpli shed by
rhyme. His friendship for the unicorn-

An abrupt wash of clarity passed through himas his brain resuned proper
functioni ng. Neysa? Wat about Sheen? He was in Sheen's world now Sheen had
sent the oxygen

Agai n he experienced his hopeless frustration. Atiny nman had to take what he
could get, even if that were only robots and animals. In lieu of true wonen.

And a surge of self-directed anger: what was wong with robots and ani nmal s?
Sheen and Neysa were the finest femal es he had known! Wo cared about the
ultimate nature of their flesh? He had nmade | ove to both, but that was not the
appeal ; they stood by himin his nost desperate hours. He | oved t hem bot h.

Yet he could not marry them both, or either one. Because he was a true man,
and they were not true wormen. This was not a matter of |law, but of his own
private nature: he could be friends with anything, but he could marry only a
conpl etely human worman. And so he could not marry, because no woman worth
havi ng woul d have a dwarf.

And there was the ineradicable root again, as always: his size. No nmatter how
hard he tried to prove his superiority, no matter how hi gh on whatever | adder
he rose, he remmi ned what he was, inadequate. Because he was too small. To
hell with logic and polite euphem sns; this was real

Friendship forever, uniting us both. And never nore than that. So stick with
the nice robots and gentle aninals; they offered all that he could ever have.



Sheen was there by the track, holding out a squeeze bottle. "He's tiring.
Stile!" she called

"So amI!" he gasped. "Your oxygen saved ne, though."

"What oxygen?" she asked, running beside him

"The robot-didn't you know there was a field deficiency along the route?"
"Didn't you take the detour?"

"We stuck to the original track. The air gave out. Hul k had oxygen, but I
didn"t. Until a robot-"

She shook her head. "It nust have been ny friend." The self-willed machines- of
course. They woul d have known what she did not. She had asked themto keep

wat ch; they had done exactly that, acted on their own initiative when the need
arose, and invoked Sheen's nane to allay any possible suspicions. Yet they
hadn't had to do this. Wiy were they so interested in his welfare? They had to
want nore fromhimthan his silence about their nature; he had given his word
on that, and they knew that word was inviolate. He would not break it merely
because he washed out of the Tourney; in fact, they would be quite safe if his
tenure ended early. Add this in to the small collection of incidental
nmysteries he was anmassing; if he ever had tinme to do it, he would try to
penetrate to the truth, here. "Anyway, thanks."

"I love you!" Sheen said, taking back the bottle.

Then she was gone, as he thudded on. She could love; why couldn't he? Did he
need a damed programfor it?

But strength was returning from somewhere, infusing itself into his legs, his
| aboring chest. His half-blurred vision clarified. Hulk was tiring at |ast,
and Sheen loved him Wat little meaning there was in his present life

centered around these two things, it seemed. Was it necessary to make sense of
it?

Stile picked up speed. Yes, he was stronger now, his world was solidifying
around him He could gain on Hul k. Whether he could gain enough, in the
ti me/ di stance he had, remmined to be seen, but at |east he could make a fair

try.
Way woul d a nachine tell himshe |oved hin?
Why woul d anot her machine hel p bail himout of a hole?

Stile mulled over these questions as he beat on with increasing power, and
gradual |y the answers shaped t hensel ves. Sheen had no purpose in existence
except protecting him how would she be able to distinguish that fromlove?
And the self-willed machi nes could want hi maway from Proton-and the surest
way to get himaway was to nake sure he entered the Tourney. Because if he
failed to enter-which would happen if he lost this race-he would have three
nore years tenure, assum ng he could | and another enployer. If he entered, he
woul d last only as long as he continued wi nning. So of course they facilitated
his entry. They were being positive, helping him.. and their help woul d soon
have himout of their cogs. Thus they harmed no Citizen and no man, while
achieving their wll.

Sheen was also a self-willed machi ne, subservient only to her program her



prime directive. Beyond that she had considerable |atitude. She had entered
himin the Tourney, in effect, by gaining himenployment with a Citizen who
was a major Gane fan. Did she. Sheen, want his tenure to end? Yet she had no
ulterior notive; his printout of her program had established that. His rape of
her .

Rape-did she still resent that? No, he doubted it. She knew he had done what
he had to, intending her no harm He could not have known he was dealing wth
a self-willed machine, and he had apol ogi zed thereafter

No, Sheen was doi ng what she felt was best for him A jockey with bad knees
and a Citizen eneny had poor prospects, so her options had been linited. She
had 287

done very well, considering that she had not even had assurance he woul d
return to Proton, that first time he stepped through the curtain. She had done
what an intelligent wonan would do for the man she | oved.

Onward. Yes, he was noving well, now but how much ground did he have to make
up? He had lost track of time and distance during his period of oxygen
deprivation. Hul k might be just ahead-or still alnost two kilonmeters distant.

There was nothing for it except to run as fast as he could push it, hoping for
the best.

Stile ran on. He went into a kind of trance, pushing his tired body on. For
long stretches he ran with his eyes closed, trusting to the roughened edge of
the track to informhi mwhen he started to stray. It was a trick he had used
before; he seemed to nove better, blind.'

He was maki ng good tinme, he knew, alnpst certainly better than whatever Hul k
was doi ng. But now his knees began to stiffen, then to hurt. He was putting
nmore strain on themthan he had since being |lasered; ordinarily they bothered
hi m only when deeply fl exed.

He tried to change his stride, and that helped, but it also tired himnore
rapidly. He m ght save his knees-at the expense of his tenure. For if he won
this race, and made it to the Tourney, then could not conpete effectively
because of inmobile knees-would tenure | oss be so bad? He would be forced to
| eave Proton, and cross the curtain to Phaze-pernmanently. That had its
perver se appeal

But two things interfered. First there was Sheen, who had really done her best
for him and should not be left stranded. Not w thout his best effort on her
behal f. Second, he did not like the notion of losing this race to Hulk. O
allowing the big man to prove hinmself best. Not at all. Were these factors in
conflict with each other? No, he was thinking that a loss in this narathon
woul d wash out his tenure, and that was not quite so. Regardless, he had
reason to try his hardest and to accept exile to Phaze only after his best
effort here.

Stile bore down harder. To hell with his knees! He intended to win this Gane.
If that effort cost himhis chance in the Tourney, so be it.

Suddenly, in a mnute or an hour, he spied the giant, wal king ahead of him
Hul k heard him started, and took off. But the man's sprint soon becane a
lunber. Stile followed, [osing ground, then hol ding even, then gaining again.

Hul k was panting. He staggered. There was drying froth on his cheek, extending
fromthe comer of his nouth, and his hair was matted with sweat. He had
carried a lot of mass a |l ong way-a far greater burden than Stile's |ight



wei ght. For weight lifting and westling, |arge nuscles and substantial body
mass were assets; for endurance running they were liabilities. Hulk was a
superlative figure of a man, and cl ever too, and determ ned, and he had put
his skills together to run one hell of a race-but he was overnatched here.

Stile drew abreast, running well now that his advantage was obvious. Hulk, in
contrast, was struggling, his chest heaving like a great bellows, the air

rasping in and out. He was at his wall; his resources were exhausted. Veins
stood out on his neck. Wth each step, blood sneared from broken blisters on
his feet. Yet still he pushed, |unging ahead, pulse pounding visibly at his

chest and throat, eyes bl oodshot, staggering so violently fromside to side
that he threatened monmentarily to lurch entirely off the track

Stile paced him norbidly fascinated by the man's evi dent agony. Wat kept him
goi ng? Few people realized the nature of endurance running, the sheer effort

of will required to push beyond norrmal human Iimts though the body be
destroyed, the courage needed to continue when fatigue becanme pain. Hul k had
carried triple Stile's nass to this point, using triple the energy; his
denolition had not been evident before because Stile had been far back. Had
Stile collapsed, or continued at a wal king pace. Hul k coul d have won by
default or by wal king the remaining kilometers while conserving his dw ndling
resources. As it was, he was in danger of killing hinmself. He refused to
yield, and his body was burning itself out.

Stile had felt the need to hunble this nan. He had done it, physically. He had
failed, mentally. Hulk was literally bloody but unbowed. Stile was not proving
his superiority, he was proving his brutality.

Stile was sorry for Hulk. The man had tried his best in an inpossible
situation. Now he was on the verge of heat prostration and perhaps

shock- because he would not yield or plead for reprieve. Hul k had conplete
courage in adversity. He was in fact a kindred soul

Stile now felt the same synpathy for Hulk he had felt for Sheen and for Neysa:
t hose whose ot was worse than his own. Stile could not take his victory in
such manner.

"Hul k!" he cried. "I proffer a draw "
The man barged on, not hearing.

"Drawi Draw" Stile shouted. "We'll try another grid! Stop before you kil
yoursel f1"

It got through. Hulk's body slowed to a stop. He stood there, swaying. Hs
gl azed eyes oriented on Stile. "No," he croaked. "You have beaten ne. |
yield."

Then Hul k crashed to the ground in a faint. Stile tried to catch him to ease
t he shock of the fall, but was only borne to the track hinself. Pinned beneath
t he body, he was suddenly overwhel med by his own fatigue, that had been shoved
i nto the background by his approach to victory. He passed out.

Stile survived. So did Hulk. It could have been a draw, since neither had
conpl eted the course, and they had fallen together. Hul k could have cl ai ned
that draw nmerely by remaining silent. But Hul k was an honest man. His first
consci ous act was to dictate his formal statenment of concession

Stile visited Hulk in the hospital, while Sheen stood nervous guard. She
didn't like hospitals. Proton medicine could do wonders, but nature had to do



some of it alone. It would be several days before Hul k was up and about.

"Several hours," Hulk said, divining his thought. "I bounce back fast."

"You did a generous thing," Stile said, proffering his hand.

Hul k took it, alnost burying Stile's extrenmity in his huge paw. "I did what
was right. | worked every angle |I could, but you cane through. You were the
better man. You won."

Stile waved that aside. "I wanted to hunbl e you, because you are so big. It
was a bad notive. I'msorry."

"Someday you should try being big," Hulk said. "To have people |eery of you,
staring at you, making nmental pictures of gorillas as they |ook at you.
Marvel i ng at how stupid you must be, because everybody knows wit is in inverse
proportion to mass. | wanted to prove | could match you in your specialty,
pound for pound. | couldn't."

That did sonething further to Stile. The big man, seen as a freak. His life
was no different fromStile' s in that respect. He just happened to be at the
other extreme of freakiness: the giant instead of the dwarf. Now Stile felt
conpel led to do sonething good for this nman.

"Your tenure is short," he said. "You may not have tine to reach the
qual i fying Rung. You will have to | eave Proton soon. Are you interested in an
alternative?"

"No. | do not care for the crimnal life."

"No, no! Alegitimte alternative, an honorable one. There is a world, a
frame-an alternate place, |like Proton, but with atnosphere, trees, water. No
Citizens, no serfs, just people. Some can cross over, and remain there for
life."

Hul k' s eyes lighted. "A dream worl d! How does a man earn a |iving?"

"He can forage in the wilderness, eating fruits, hunting, gathering. It is not
arduous, in that sense.”

"Insufficient challenge. A man would grow soft."

"Men do use weapons there. Some aninmals are nonsters. There are assorted

threats. | think you would find it nore of a challenge than the domes of
Proton, and nore conpatible than nost planets you might enmigrate to, if you
could cross the curtain. | don't know whether you can, but | think you m ght."

"This is not another world in space, but another dinmension? Wiy should | be
able to cross, if others can't?"

"Because you cane here as a serf. You weren't born here; you had no famly
here. So probably you don't exist in Phaze."

"l don't followthat."

"It is hard to follow, unless you see it directly. I will help you try to
cross-if you want to."

Hul k' s eyes narrowed. "You have nore on your mind than just another place to
live. Were's the catch?"



"There is magic there." Hul k | aughed. "You have suffered a delusion, little
giant! | shall not go with you to that sort of realm"”

Stile nodded sadly. He had expected this response, yet had been noved to try
to make it up to the man he had hunbled. "At |east accompany nme to the curtain
where | cross, to see for yourself to what extent that world is real. O talk

to ny girl Sheen. Perhaps you will change your nind."

Hul k shrugged. "I can not follow you today, but |eave your girl with ne. It
will be a pleasure to talk with her, regardl ess."

"I will return to talk with you," Sheen told Hul k. They shook hands again, and

Stile left the room

Sheen acconpanied him "Wen | return to Phaze this time-" he began

"I will tell Hulk what you know of that world," she finished. "Be assured he
will pay attention."
"I will come back in another day to challenge for Rung Five. That will qualify

me for the Tourney."
"But you are too tired to challenge again so soon!" she protested.

"I"'mtoo tired to face the Yell ow Adept too," he said. "But ny friends nust be
freed. Meanwhile, we've already set the appointnment for the Rung Five Gane. |
want to qualify rapidly, vindicating your judgnent; nothing less will satisfy
nmy new enpl oyer." "Yes, of course,"” she agreed weakly. "It's logical." She
turned over the special materials he had ordered and took himto the proper
section of the curtain. "My friends had an awful time gathering this stuff,”
she conplained. "It really would have been easier if you had been a reasonabl e
robot, instead of an unreasonable nan."

"You have a reasonable robot in my inmage," he rem nded her. "Be sure to
reanimate him?"

She nade a nock-strike at him "You know a robot can't conpare to a real live
man. "

Stile kissed her and passed through.

CHAPTER 16
Bl ue

Stile energed, as planned, just beyond the yellow fog that denmarked the Yell ow
Demesnes. He could not, per his agreenent and the curse Yell ow had set agai nst
his return, enter that for hinself-but he shouldn't need to. He set down the
cage containing the o and donned his clothing. In the pockets were a fol ded
nul | wei ght wetsuit and a netal saw. the one to protect agai nst thrown potions,
the other to sever the cage bars. He hoped Kurrel gyre or Neysa woul d have the
common sense to saw out a bar-section and use it as a |lever to break the | ocks
of the other cages. If they didn't, or if anything el se went w ong-

Stile stifled that thought. He had to free his friends, one way or another. If
he could not do it harm essly, he would have to nake arrangenments to destroy
the Yell ow Adept-and he did not want to do that. She was not really a bad



w t ch.

He stretched the pliant wetsuit into a cord and knotted it about the saw. He
brought the oW out. "All right, owWl. One service for me and you are free in
this world, never again to serve nan or to be caged." This was a nodified ow,
of high intelligence for its kind; it understood him "Take this and drop it
in the cauldron inside the yell ow house." Stile presented the package of dry
ice. "Take this and drop it in the unicorn's cage." He gave the bird the

wet sui t - saw knot .

The ow blinked dubi ously.

"Ch, you don't know what a unicorn is? Like a horse with a horn." The ow was
reassured. "Then wi ng out of here-and out of there, quickly. You will be free.
And if you should ever need me, let me know and I'Il help you."

The owW took a package in each claw, spread its w ngs, and |launched into the
sky. "And don't let any liquid touch you, there!" Stile called after it.

He watched it go, hoping for the best. This was a jury-rigged effort, the best
he coul d think of under the pressures of the nonent. He wasn't sure what
Proton artifacts would operate in Phaze, so was keeping it as sinple as
possi bl e.

He was in luck. Soon he heard a screamfromthe witch. That would be the dry
ice in the cauldron, naking it bubble and steamthrough no agency of the
Adept, interfering with the potion's effectiveness and releasing the ow from
its spell, as well as distracting Yellow. Next could come the delivery of the
suit and saw. After that, with luck, hell would break | oose.

He waited nervously. So many things could go wong! Then he heard the
trunpeting of Darlin' Corey the pink el ephant, and an increasi ng combtion
anong the captives. It grewinto a considerable din, wth bangi ngs and
crashes. Then at |ast shapes nmoved through the fog. A unicorn galloped toward
Stile. It was Neysa -and she had a rider. Kurrelgyre, in man-form

They arrived, and the werewol f di smounted. "My thanks to thee, fair mare. At
such time as | may, | will return the favor." Then he handed the sword to
Stile and changed back into wolf-form

Stile stood for a nonent, assimlating this. Wiy hadn't the werewol f sinply
run as a wolf, instead of perform ng the awkward, for him feat of riding the
uni corn? To carry the rapier, that he would otherw se have had to | eave
behind. Hi's own clothing transformed with him but the sword was foreign. He
had wanted to return it to Stile. Wiy had Neysa tolerated this strange rider?
Because she too had felt the need to return the sword. Yet it was no special
weapon. It was the gift of her brother, belonging nowto Stile-that was its
only distinction. So they had both done it for him O so his present logic
suggested. He was touched. "I thank you both. But | amchiefly glad you both
are free without injury.”

Kurrel gyre nade a grow, and Neysa a note of assent. Neither was tal king nuch,
it seemed. Was this because they had not |iked the necessity of working so

cl osely together-or because they had liked it? That could be a serious
conplication for hereditary enem es.

"The Yel | ow Adept-was she hurt?"

Kurrel gyre changed back to man-form "The witch brought me forth fromny cage,
fathom ng nmy disguise,” he said. "She clainmed thou hadst sent her to nme. And



I, knowi ng not whether she spoke truth or lie, had to play along with her
until | knew thy fate, intending to kill her if she had done thee harm But
she showed ne thy prints going through the curtain, and told me how thou
woul dst try to rescue us fromafar, and said she would |l ay no traps agai nst
thee if 1-7

"Yel |l onette is sone fair witch," Stile said

"I have been | ong absent fromny were-bitch,"” Kurrelgyre agreed. "Yell ow
performs her business, as do we all. But ere she noved nme, the potion wore
off...." He shrugged. "So | returned to nmy cage, to await thine effort. |
could not flee in wol f-form because her sunmoni ng poti on woul d have brought ne
back, and ny nman-formno | onger wi shed to slay her."

"I believe she was willing to let thee go," Stile said. "But to save face, she
could not do it until | launched mne effort. | suspect I owe her a favor."
"It seens sone Adepts are people too," Kurrelgyre agreed grudgingly. "No
animal harnmed Yellow in the escape; they nerely fled in different directions,
and we too came here as soon as we w nded thee." He returned to | upine form

"Yellowtold me who | am™" Stile said.
The eyes of wolf and unicorn abruptly fixed on him

"I amthe Blue Adept." Stile paused, but neither gave any sign, positive or
negative. "l know neither of you approve, but | amwhat | am M alternate
self was Blue. And | rnust know myself, as the Oracle said. | nust go and set
t hi ngs straight at the Blue Denmesnes."

Still they waited, not giving himany encouragenent.

"I have freed you both fromYellow, as | had to," Stile continued. "I could
not | eave you in her clutches after both of you got there because of ne. But
now that I know who | am | can not ask either of you to help. | amthe one
that thou, Kurrelgyre, nmayst not-"

The wol f shifted back into the man. "Too late, friend. | was |ost when | net
thee, knowing it not. The Oracle al one knew, when it told me to 'cultivate
Blue.' | ask no favor of thee, but | will help thee investigate thine own
situation. Perchance that which slew thine other self now lurks for thee at
t he Bl ue Denesnes, and a |upine nose will sniff it out in tine."

"I thank thee, werewolf. Yet will | do no nagic, so can not assist thee in
thine own concern. It is a one-sided favor thou dost-" But Kurrel gyre had
already reverted to wolf-form

"And thee, Neysa," Stile continued. "I-"

The uni corn made a nusical blast of negation. She gestured marginally with her
nose, indicating that he should nount. Relieved, Stile did so. He remained
tired fromthe marathon, and it was a great confort to be on Neysa again. Now
he could relax, for a little while, recovering fromthat grueling run. He
needed about two days off his feet, to recuperate, but the tine sinply wasn't
there. If he delayed his approach to the Bl ue Denesnes, Yellow night spread
the word, and whatever |urked there would be thoroughly prepared for his
arrival. He had to get there first.

Shoul d he ask for another sniff of wolfsbane? No- that magic might not work
for himas well a second tinme, and in any event he preferred to ride out his



problems with his own strength, not |eaning on magic too often

Stile did not know where the Bl ue Denesnes were, but Kurrelgyre did. He | ed
Neysa eastward at a fast clip. They moved back al ong the route they had cone
originally, through forest and field and badl ands, hardly pausing for rest or
food. Stile explained al ong the way about his need to report back to Proton on
the norrow, so the two creatures were determ ned to get himwhere he was goi ng
before he had to return to Proton. Kurrelgyre did not pause to hunt, and Neysa
never grazed despite Stile's urgings.

At length they passed the place where he had tamed the unicorn: the start of
that wild ride. So short and yet so long a tinme ago! They proceeded w t hout

pause to the castle Stile had first seen fromhis survey fromthe tall tree.
Back virtually to his starting point-had he but known!

Dawn was breaking in its unmtigated splendor as they approached the castle.
Stile, asleep on Neysa, had m ssed the pretty nmoonrisings and settings of the
night. He squinted at the castle blearily. He had barely four hours |eft
before his match for Rung Five in Proton- and he hadn't even settled the
situation in Phaze yet. If only Blue hadn't been so far from Yel | ow

Stile had slept, but it seemed the tensions of his mission had prevented him
fromunwi nding properly. If the Blue Adept had really been nurdered, who had
done the deed? If Blue's magi c had not saved him how could Stile survive

wi thout the aid of nagic? Yet this was the way it had to be. Even if magic had
been pernmitted him he would not be prepared with suitable verses.

Yet he still had to check this castle out. To know, finally, exactly what his
situation was. Whatever it mght be, whatever it mght cost him The Oacle
had told himto know hinmsel f, and he believed it was good advice.

The environs of the Blue Denmesnes were surprisingly pleasant. There was no
bl ack fog or yellow fog-not even any blue fog. Just the pure blue sky, and a
| ovely blue | ake, and fields of bluebells and bl ue gentians and bl uegrass. To

Stile's eye this was the nost pleasant of places-not at all like the lair of
an Adept.

Still, he could not afford to be deceived by superficialities. "I think it
woul d be best to enter in disguise, as before," Stile said. The aninals

agr eed.

This time Stile donned Neysa's socks, while Kurrel gyre assumed nan-form Then
the seeming man led the two seenming unicorns up to the castle gate.

The drawbri dge was down across the small npat, and the gate stood open. An
arnmed human guard strode forward, but his hand was not near his sword. He was,
of course, garbed in blue. "What can we do for thee, man?" he inquired of
Kurrel gyre.

"W conme to see the Blue Adept," the werewol f said.
"Thine animals are ill?"
Surprised, Kurrelgyre inprovised. "One has bad knees."

"W see not nmany unicorns here," the guard observed. "But surely the Lady Bl ue
can handle it. Come into the courtyard."

Stile was startled. This was the first he had heard of a Lady Blue. How coul d
she be the Adept, if the original had been a man, and was now dead? Unl ess she



had been his wife. This conplicated the picture considerably!

"But we wish to see the Adept hinmself," the werewol f protested.

"I'f thou'rt dying, thou seest the Adept," the guard said firmy. "If thine
ani mal hath bad knees, thou seest the Lady."

Kurrel gyre yielded. He led his animals through the gate, along the broad front
passage, and into the central court. This was sinilar to one of the courts of
the pal ace of the Oracle, but smaller; it was dom nated by a beautiful

bl ue- bl ossonmed jacaranda tree in the center. Beneath the tree was a deep bl ue
pond fed by a rivulet froma fountain in the shape of a small bl ue whal e that
overhung one side. The Blue Adept evidently liked nature in all its forns,
especially its blue forns. Stile found his taste sinilar

There were several other animals in the yard: a |lanme jackrabbit, a snake with
its tail squished, and a partly nelted snow nonster. Neysa eyed the | ast
nervously, but the nmonster was not seeking any trouble with any other
creature.

A mai dservant entered the yard, wearing a blue print sumer dress. "The Lady
will be with thee soon,"” she said to Kurrelgyre. "Unless thou art in inmrediate
pai n?"

"No pressing pain," the werewol f said. He was evidently as perpl exed by al
this as Stile was. Where was the foul nature an Adept was supposed to have? If
t he Bl ue Adept were dead, where was the grief and ravage?

They m ght have had to fight their way into the castle; instead it was
conpl etely open and serene.

The girl picked up the snake carefully and carried it into the castle proper

What was this. Stile wondered-an infirmary? Certainly it was a far cry from
the Bl ack or Yellow Denesnes, in nore than physical distance. \Were was the
catch?

The girl canme for the rabbit. The snake had not reappeared; was it heal ed-or
dead? Why did the animals trust thenselves to this castle? Considering the
reputati on of Adepts, these creatures should have stayed well clear

Now anot her woman energed. She wore a sinple gown of blue, with blue slippers
and a blue kerchief tying back her fair hair. She was well proportioned but
not spectacular in face or figure. She went directly to the snow nonster. "For
thee, a freeze-potion," she said. "A sinple matter." She opened a vial and
sprinkled its contents on the nonster. Imediately the nmelt di sappeared. "But
get thee safely back to thy nountain fastness; the | owl ands are not safe for
the likes of thee," she adnonished it with a smile that illum nated her face
monentarily as if a cloud had passed fromthe face of the sun. "And seek thee
no further quarrels with fire-breathing dragons!" The creature nodded and
shuffled out.

Now t he worman turned to Kurrelgyre. Stile was glad he was in disguise; that
daylight smile had shaken him The woman had seenmed conely but ordinary unti
that smle. If there were evil in this creature, it was extraordinarily well
hi dden.

"W see not many unicorns here, sir," she said, echoing the sentinent of the
guard at the gate. Stile was startled by the appellation, normally applied
only to a Citizen of Proton. But this was not Proton. "Wich one has the



i njured knees?"

The werewol f hesitated. Stile knew his problem and stepped in. The unicorn
costume was for sight only; any touch would betray the humanness of the actual
body.

"I amthe one with the knees," he said. "I ama man in unicorn disguise."

The Lady turned her gaze on him Her eyes were blue, of course, and very fine,
but her mouth turned grim "W serve not nmen here, now. Wy dost thou practice
this deceit?"

"I must see the Blue Adept," Stile said. "Adepts have not been hospitable to
me, ere now. | prefer to be anonynous."

"Thou soundest strangely familiar-" She halted. "Nay, that can not be. Cone, |
wi Il exam ne thy knees, but | can prom se nothing."

"I want only to see the Adept," Stile protested. But she was already kneeling
before him finding his I egs through the unicorn illusion. He stood there

hel pl essly, letting her slide her fingers over his boots and socks and up
under his trouser legs, finding his calves and then at |ast his knees. Her
touch was delicate and highly pleasant. The warnth of it infused his knees
like the field of a microwave therapy machine. But this was no machine; it was
wonderfully alive. He had never before experienced such a healing touch

Stile | ooked down-and met the Lady's gaze. And something in himignited, a
flame kindled in dry tinder. This was the wonan his alternate self had
married.

"I feel the latent pain therein,"
neans to heal ."

the Lady Blue said. "But it is beyond ny

"The Adept can use magic," Stile said. Except that the Bl ue Adept was
dead-wasn't he?

"The Adept is indisposed,” she said firmy. She released his knees and st ood
with an easy notion. She was marvelously lithe, though there were worry-1lines
about her mouth and eyes. She was a |ovely and tal ented woman, under great
strain-how | ovel y and how tal ented and under how nuch strain he was now comi ng
to appreciate by great jackrabbit bounds. Stile believed he knew what the
nature of that strain m ght be.

Kurrel gyre and Neysa were standing by, awaiting Stile's decision. He nmade it:
he bent carefully to draw off the unicorn socks, revealing hinself
undi sgui sed. "Wonan, | ook at ne," he said.

The Lady Bl ue | ooked. She pal ed, stepping back. "Way conest thou like this in
costume, foul spirit?" she demanded. "Have | not covered assiduously for thee,
who deservest it |east?"

Stile was taken aback. He had anticipated gl adness, disbelief or fear,
dependi ng on whet her she took him for her husband, an illusion, or a ghost.
But this-

"Though it be strange," the Lady murnured in an aside to herself. "Thy knees
seened flesh, not wood, and there was pain in them Am | now being del uded by
senbl ance spel | s?"

Stile |l ooked at the werewolf. "Does this make sense to thee? Wiy should ny



knees not be flesh? Who woul d have wooden knees?"

"A golem " Kurrel gyre exclained, catching on. "A wooden gol em masquer adi ng as
the Adept! But why does she cover for the soulless one?"

The Lady whirled on the werewol f. "Why cover for thy henchman!" she excl ai ned,

her pal e cheeks flushing now in anger. "Should I let the world know ny love is
dead, nost foully nurdered, and a nonster put in his place-and let all the
good works mny lord achieved fall into ruin? Nay, | needs nust sal vage what |
can, holding the vultures sonewhat at bay, |lest there be no | onger any
reprieve or hope for those in need. | needs nust sustain at |east the image of

nmy bel oved for these creatures, that they suffer not the horror I know "

She returned to bear on Stile, regal in her wath. "But thou, thou fiend, thou
creature of spite, thou dammed thing! Play not these gruesonme games with ne,
lest in nmne agony | forget nmy nature and ideals and turn at |ast on thee and
rend thee linmb fromlinb and cut out fromthy charred bosomthe dead toad that
is thy heart!" And she whirled and stal ked into the building.

Stile stared after her, bathed in the heat of her fury. "There is a woman," he
breathed raptly.

Neysa turned her head to |l ook at him but Stile was hardly aware of the inport
of her thought. The Lady Bl ue-protecting her enemy from exposure, for the sake
of the good work done by the former Blue Adept. Onh, what a wong to be

ri ght ed!

"I must slay that golem™ Stile said.

Kurrel gyre nodded. "Wat nust be, roust be." He shifted to wolf-form and
sniffed the air. Then he led the way into the castle.

Stile foll owed, but Neysa remained in the courtyard. She had run al nost

wi t hout surcease for a day and night, carrying him and her body was so tired
and hot she could scarce restrain the flames of her breath. Kurrel gyre,
unfettered, had fared better; but Neysa needed tinme by herself to recover.

No one sought to stop themfromentering the castle proper. The guard at the
gate had been the only arnmed man they encountered, and he was back at his
station. There were a few househol d servants, going innocently about their

busi nesses. There was none of the grimmess associated with the demesnes of the
ot her Adepts he had encountered. This was an open castle.

The wol f foll owed his nose through clean halls and apertures until they
arrived at a closed door. Kurrelgyre grow ed: the gol em was here.

"Very well, werewolf," Stile said. "This needs nust be ny battle; go thou
el sewhere." Kurrel gyre, understanding, disappeared.

Stile considered nonentarily, then decided on the forthright approach. He
knocked.

There was, as he expected, no answer. Stile did not know nuch about gol ens,
but did not expect much froma construct of inanimate materials. Yet, he
rem nded hinself, that was what the robot Sheen was. So he had to be careful
not to underestimate this thing. He did not know the limts of magica
animation. "Golem" he called. "Answer, or | cone in regardless. Thine

i mpersonation is at an end."



Then the door opened. A man stood there, garbed in a blue robe and bl ue boots.
He was. Stile realized, the exact inmage of Stile hinself. H s clothing
differed in detail, but a third party would not know the two of them apart.

"Begone, intruder, lest | enchant thee into a wormand crush thee underheel,"
t he gol em sai d.

So golens could tal k. Good enough

Stile drew his rapier. For this had werewolf and unicorn | abored so diligently
to return his weapon to him "Performthy magi c quickly, then, inmpostor,"” he
said, striding forward.

The gol em was unarmed. Realizing this, Stile halted w thout attacking. "Take a
weapon, " he said. "I know thou canst not enchant ne. Dost thou not recognize
me, thou lifel ess stick?"

The golem studied Stile. The creature was evidently not too
bright-unsurprising if its brains were cellulose-but slowy Stile's aspect
penetrated. 'Thou'rt dead!" the gol em excl ai nmed.

Stile menaced himwith the sword. "Thou art dead, not |

The gol em ki cked at hi m suddenly. Its nove was al nbst untel egraphed, but Stile
was not to be caught oft guard in a situation like this. He swayed asi de and
cl ubbed the creature on the ear with his left fist.

Pain | anced through his hand. It was like striking a block of wood-as he
shoul d have known. This was a literal bl ockhead! \Wile he paused, shaking his
hand, the golemturned and butted himin the chest. Stile braced hinself just
intinme, but he felt dull pain, as of a rib being bent or cartilage torn. The
golem bul l ed on, shoving Stile against the wall, trying to grab himwith

hi deously strong arnms. Stile knew already that he could not match the thing's
power .

Unar med? The gol em needed no overt weapon! Its body was wood. Stile got his
sword oriented and stabbed the torso. Sure enough, the point |odged, not
penetrating. This thing was not vul nerable to steel

Now he knew what he was up against. Stile hauled up one of his feet and got
his knee into the golems body as it tried to butt again. H s knee hurt as he
bent it, but he shoved the creature away. The gol em crashed agai nst the far
wall, its head striking with a sharp crack -but it was the wall that
fractured, not the head. Stile took a shallow breath, feeling his chest

i njury, and | ooked around. Kurrelgyre was back, standing in the doorway,

grow ing off other intruders. This would remain Stile's own personal fight,
like a Game in the Proton-frane. Al he had to do was destroy this undead
wooden dummy. Before it battered himinto the very state of dem se he was
supposedl y al ready in.

He no | onger had qual ns about attacking an unarmnmed creature. He studied the
golem The creature m ght be made of wood, animated by nmagic, but it still had
to obey certain basic | aws of physics. It had to have joints inits linbs, and
woul d be vulnerable in those joints, even as Stile was. It had to hear and
see, so needed ears and eyes, though these would probably function only via
magi c. Whoever had made this gol em nmust have a real knack for this kind of
sorcery. Another Adept, nost likely, specializing in golens.

The gol em cane-and Stile plunged the point of his rapier |like a hypodernic
into the thing's right eye. The golem evidently feeling no pain, continued



forward, only twisting its head. The sword point, |odged in the wood, was
wr enched about. It snapped off.

Stile had not been expert with this weapon, so this was less of a loss than it
m ght have seemed. He ained the broken end at the golem s other eye. But the
creature, aware of the danger, retreated. It turned and crashed through the
window in the far wall.

Stile pursued it. He | eaped through the broken wi ndow and found hi nsel f back
in the courtyard, where Neysa had been pacing restlessly, breathing out her
heat. She paused, startled, at the appearance of the golem Her eyes inforned
her it was Stile, with one eye destroyed, but her nose was nore certain. She
made an angry mnusi cal snort.

The gol em cast about with its remaining eye. It spied the fountain-whale. It
grabbed the statuary in both arns and ripped it fromits nooring.

Neysa, al arned, charged across the courtyard, her horn ained at the golem
"Don't stab it!" Stile cried. "The thing is wood; it could break thy horn!"

As he spoke, the golem heaved the whale at him The statue was solid; it flew
like a boul der. Neysa |l eaped at Stile, nosing himout of the way of it. The
thing | anded at her feet, fragmenting.

"Art thou all right, Neysa?' Stile cried, trying to get to his feet without
bendi ng his knees too far

She gave a nusical blast of alarm Stile whirled. The gol emwas bearing down
on himw th a whale fragment, about to pulp his head.

Neysa lifted her head and snorted a jet of flane that woul d have done credit
to a small dragon. It passed over Stile and scored on the gol em

Suddenly the golemwas on fire. Its wood was dry, well-seasoned, and filled
with pitch; it burned vigorously. The creature dropped the whal e fragnment and
ran madly in a circle, trying to escape its torment. Bl ows and punctures m ght
not bother it, but fire was the golem s ultimte nenesis.

Stile stared for a nonent, amazed at this apparition

hinself on fire! The gol em s substance crackl ed. Smoke trailed fromit,
formng a torus as the creature continued around its awful circle.

And Stile, so recently out to destroy this thing, experienced sudden enpat hy
with it. He could not let it be tortured in this fashion. He tried to quel
hi s human softness, knowing the golemwas a literally heartless, unliving
thing, but he could not. The gol em was now t he underdog, worse off than Stile
hi nmsel f.

"The water!" Stile cried. "Junp in the pond! Douse the fire!"

The gol em paused, flanme jetting out of its punctured eye to forma nonmentary
hal o. Then it lurched for the pool, stunbled, and splashed in. There was a
hi ss and spurt of steam

Stile saw Neysa and Kurrelgyre and the Lady Bl ue standi ng spaced about the
courtyard, watching. He went to the pond and kneel ed, carefully. The gol em

floated face down, its fire out. Probably it didn't need to breathe; still-

Stile reached out and caught a foot. He hauled it in, then westled the body



out of the pond. But the golemwas defunct, whether fromthe fire or the water
Stile could not tell. It no longer resenbled him other than in outline. Its
cl ot hing was gone, its painted skin scorched, its head a bald mass of

char coal

"I did not mean it to end quite this way," Stile said soberly. "I suppose thou
wast only doing thy job, golem what thou wert fashioned for, like a robot.
will bury thee."

The gate guard appeared. He | ooked at the scene, startled. "W is master
now?"

Startled in turn. Stile realized that he should be the naster, having deposed
the inmpostor. But he knew things weren't settled yet. "Speak to the Lady," he
sai d.

The guard turned to her. "A wolf cones, seeking one of its kind."

Kurrel gyre growl ed and stal ked out to investigate. "Speak naught of this
outside," the Lady Blue directed the guard. Then she turned to Stile. "Thou'rt
no golem Comest thou now to destroy what remains of the Blue Denesnes?" "I
cone to restore it," Stile said. "And canst thou enulate nmy lord' s power as

t hou dost inpersonate his |ikeness?" she asked col dly.

Stile glanced at Neysa. "I can not. Lady, at this tine. | have nade an oath to
do no magi c-"
"How convenient," she said. "Then thou needst not prove thyself, having
renoved one inpostor, and thou proposest to assune his place, contributing no
nore to these Denesnes than he did. And | nust cover for thee, even as | did
for the brute golem"

"Thou needst cover for nobody!" Stile cried in a flash of anger. "I cane
because the Oracle told ne | was Blue! | shall do what Blue woul d have done!"

"Except his magic, that alone distinguished ny lord fromall others," she
sai d.

_ Stile had no answer. She obviously did not believe him but he would not
break his oath to Neysa, though he wanted above all else to prove hinself to
the Lady Blue. She was such a stunning figure of a woman-his alternate self
had had tastes identical to his own.

Kurrel gyre returned, assum ng man-form "A nenber of ny pack brings bitter
news to ne," he said. "Friend, | nust depart."

"Thou wert always free to do so," Stile said, turning to this distraction with
a certainrelief. "I thank thee for thy help. Wthout seeking to infringe upon
thy prerogatives, if there is aught I can do in return-"

"My case is beyond help,"” the werewol f said. "The pack | eader has slain mne
oath-friend, and ny sire is dying of distenper. | nust go slay the pack

| eader- and be in turn torn apart by the pack."

Stile realized that werewolf politics were deadly serious matters. "Wit
briefly, friend! I don't understand. Wat is an oath-friend, and why-?"

"I needs nust pause to explain, since | shall not be able to do it hereafter,”
Kurrel gyre said. "Friendship such as exists between the two of us is casual
we net at random part at random and owe nothing to each other. Qurs is an



associ ati on of conveni ence and amicability. But | nmade an oath of friendship
with Drowl toth, and when | was expelled fromthe pack he took ny bitch-"

"He stole thy femal e?" Stile cried.

"Nay. What is a bitch, conpared to oath-friendshi p? He took her as a service
to ne, that she be not shanmed before the pack. Now, over a pointless bone, the
| eader has slain him and |I rmust avenge ny friend. Since | amno |onger of the
pack, | may not do this legitimately; therefore nust | do it by stealth, and
pay the consequence, though ny sire die of grief."

Cat h-friendship. Stile had not heard of this before, but the concept was
appealing. Aliaison so strong it pre-enpted nale-female rel ati ons. That
requi red absolute |oyalty, and vengeance for a wong against that friend, as
for a wong agai nst onesel f. Golden rule.

Yet something el se nagged him Stile pursued it through the tangl ed skein of
his recent experience, integrating things he had | earned, and caught it.

"There is another way," he said. "I did not grasp it before, because this
frame evidently has a nore violent manner of settling accounts than I am used
to. Here, perhaps, it is proper to kill and be killed over mnor points of
honor -”

"OfF course it is!" the werewolf agreed righteously.

"Just so. My apology if | nmisinterpret thine inperatives; | do not wish to
give offense. But as | perceive it, thou couldst rejoin thy pack. Thou hast
only to kill thy sire-"

"Kill my sire!™ Kurrelgyre exclainmed. "I told thee-"
"Who is dying anyway," Stile continued inexorably. "Which death would he
prefer-a lingering, painful, ignomnious demnm se by di sease, or an honorabl e,
qui ck finish in the manner of his kind, as befits his former status, by the
teeth of one he knows | oves hin®"

The werewol f stared at Stile, conprehendi ng.

"And thus thou'rt restored to thy pack, having done thy duty, and can
honorabl y avenge thine oath-friend, w thout penalty," Stile concluded. "And

t ake back thy bitch, who otherw se would be shaned by the | oss of both wol ves
she trusted."

"The Oracle spoke truly,"” Kurrelgyre murmured. "1 did cultivate Blue, and Bl ue
hath restored me to ny heritage. | thought it was the anatherma of Adept nmgic
| was fated to receive, but it was the logic mne own canine brain was too
confused to nake."

"It was only an alternate perspective," Stile demurred. "I have yet to grasp
the full inmport of mne own Oracul ar nmessage.”

"I will gnaw on that," the werewol f said. "Perhaps | shall come upon a simlar
insight. Farewell, neantinme." And he shifted to wol f-form and noved out.

Stile |l ooked at the sun. The day was three hours advanced. The chal | enge of

Rung Five-in just one hour! He barely had time to get there. Fortunately, he
knew exactly where the curtain was, and where his original aperture was. He

had to nove!



Yet he was hardly finished in this frame. He had slain the golem wth Neysa's
hel p, but had little idea how to proceed here; he mght do best to renove
hinself fromthis frane for a while, hoping for insights. Hoping to know

hi nsel f better. What did he really want? That depended, in part, on how things
fell out on Proton.

"1, too, have business el sewhere," Stile said. "I nust reach the curtain
qui ckly, and get someone to spell ne through.”

Neysa brightened. She stepped up to him She would handle it.

He nounted, and they gall oped off. Neysa was still hot from her prior
exertions, but knew Stile's deadline. In nonments she had carried himinto the
pasture where they had first net.

"Neysa, | think it would be best if thou shoul dst stay at the Blue Denesnes
while | visit the other frane. |1'd appreciate it if thou woul dst informthe
Lady Bl ue about Proton, as thou hast heard it fromthe werewol f and from ne; |
don't think she knows." He felt a nonentary deja vu, and placed it: this was
simlar to the manner he was having Sheen tell Hul k about Phaze.

Neysa stiffened. "lIs something wong?" Stile asked.

She bl ew a note of negation, and relaxed. Stile, intent on the precise
| ocation of the curtain-site, did not pursue the matter. Such a short tine to
reach the Ganeannex!

They reached the place in the forest where Stile had first entered this frane.
The curtain was there, shimrering nmore strongly than before. Perhaps he had
sinmply becone better attuned to it. Stile divested hinself of his clothes. "I
will return to the Blue Demesnes within a day, | hope. If thou wilt spell ne

t hr ough now-"

She nade a nusical snort-and he was through the curtain, energing in the
service area behind the food machines. Only then did he wonder about the
unicorn's reticence. Sonething was bothering Neysa-and now it was too late to
ask her about it.

Well, he was sorry, but he was in a hurry. He had twenty mnutes to reach the
Gane- annex, or forfeit.

CHAPTER 17
Tour ney

He nmade it. The hol der of Rung Five was Hair, who of course was al nost bal d.
He was a wel | -bal anced pl ayer, w thout many great strengths, but also w thout
many weaknesses. That made himhard to handle on the grid. Hair would be
playing to Stile's liabilities, not to his own strengths, and have a pretty
good chance to | and an advant ageous gane.

Hair studied Stile. "You |look tired," he remarked.
"Apt observation," Stile agreed. Naturally his opponent knew all about
yesterday's marathon run. Hair would capitalize on this, choosing the PHYSI CAL
colum. Stile would negate this by going into MACH NE- or AN MAL-assisted, so
as not to have to depend on his own dimnished strength. O course Hair would
anticipate that, and shift his columm, perhaps into AKT. He was good on the



theremin. Stile was quite ready to challenge in the classification of nusic,
but would prefer a normal, hand-powered instrument. So he would be better off
in TOOL, where he could wind up with something like a tronmbone or a harnonica.
In fact, the harnonica would be very nice right now, because he had been
practicing it in the other frane.

But Hair had after all stuck with PHYSI CAL, outmaneuvering him 1B
t ool - assi sted physi cal ganes. The second grid appeared as the murnur of the
audi ence rose.

Stile had the letter facet again. If he chose | NDI VIDUAL, he coul d get caught

i n anot her endurance or strength exercise, and he was hardly up to it. If Hair
sel ected BALL, it might work out to bowing, where Stile could wi n-or

shot - put, where he could not. Hair was no Hul k, but he coul d heave an object a
fair distance.

1. BALL 2. VEH CLE 3. WEAPON 4. ATHLETI C 5. GENERAL
A. I NDI VI DUAL B. | NTERACTI VE

O he could go for VEH CLE, and they would be in a canoe race or bike race or
skating race. Stile was fast on skates, but his legs were tired; this was not
his day. WEAPONS was no better. He wasn't ready to bend a powerful bow to
shoot at a target 300 neters distant. Hi s aimwould surely suffer. His
separated cartilage in the rib cage gave a tw nge; no, he could not draw a
bow But throwi ng the javelin or hanmer was no better. Nor was

pol e-vaul ti ng-God, no!-in the next box, or skiing, or even sledding. He

pi ctured hinmsel f whonping belly first on a small sled and shooting the ice
rapi ds, and his rib cage gave a worse twinge. Only in GENERAL did he have a
fair chance, with things |ike hopscotch, horseshoes, or jacks. O tiddlyw nks-
maj or Ganes had been won and lost in that game, with the audience as avidly
breathl ess as it would have been for a saber match. Stile was expert in
tiddl ywi nks-but knew he would not get to play themthis tine.

So it had to be I NTERACTIVE. That had its pitfalls too, but in general skil
was mnore inmportant than power.

It canme up IB. Interactive ball games. Good-Stile was skilled in nost of

t hese, and should be able to take Hair-so long as Hair did not catch on to his
special liabilities, like the ribs or the bruised Il eft hand. Onh, that wooden
head of the golem that he had so blithely punched!

They set up the nine-box subgrid, filling in with marbles, jeu de boul es,
croquet, billiards, tennis, table-soccer, Ping-Pong, soccer and Earthball. The
| ast would be a disaster; Stile played to avoid it, and the result was

Pi ng- Pong.

Wl |, not good, but not bad. Stile was excellent at this sport, and his right
hand remai ned good, but he would be off his game today. Hair was good enough
to take advantage of Stile's present weaknesses-if he caught on to themin
tine.

They adjourned to the tabl e-ganes gym A nunmber of ganmes were in
progress-pool, tabl e-soccer, and of course Ping-Pong-but these were quickly

wr apped up when the players saw who was coming. Stile's nove up the | adder was
al ready big news. They took a table, picked up the paddl es, and voll eyed.
Several minutes were permitted for linbering prior to the gane.

"Time," the machi ne scorekeeper announced. "Select service."



They did it in the archaic, tine-honored fashion, sinilar to that for the gane
of Go. Hair took the ball, put it under the table in one hand, and spread his
arnms apart. Stile chose the right-and got it. He had the first serve.

It was a good break for him for Stile was an offensive player whose serve was
integral to his strategy. He needed to take and keep the initiative, to nake
up for his lack of reach. He would not be able to win points directly fromhis
serve, against a player of Hair's caliber, but he could certainly put the man
safely on the defensive. That was the way Stile liked it. It gave him
necessary options. O course the serve would change every five points-but once
he had the | ead, he could ride through to victory w thout pushing hinself.
Considering his present liabilities, that was inportant.

Stile served, a cross-court top-spin ball, fast and | ow over the net, striking
neatly two centinmeters fromthe back edge of the table. Hair returned it
cautiously with an undercut to the center of Stile's court. The gane was on.

Stil e backhanded the ball with a flick of the wist, to Hair's forehand court.
Move it about, keep the other player reaching! Never |et the opponent get set
for his own strategy. Hair returned it to Stile's forehand, somewhat high and
shaky, with alnost no spin. Good-he was nervous! That dimnished Stile's own
tension. This was going his way. Stile made a forehand sl am and took the
poi nt .

Stile served again the noment he had the ball, backhand crosscourt with an
undercut. Hair flubbed it again. The score was 2-0. Hair was nore visibly
nervous now. Excellent. The psychol ogy of nervousness was inportant in any
conpetition.

But Hair's next return, played too | ow, neverthel ess dribbled over the net,
unreturnable. 2-1. These lucky shots occurred; it was usually of no
significance. Only when the luck played obvious favorites, as sonetines
happened despite the assurances of the experts on probability, was it a
critical factor. Stile fired in a sidespin, and Hair sent it w de of the
table. 3-1.

The next volley went longer, but Stile finally put it away with a good
cross-court slam 4-1. This ganme was not going to be a problem

Now it was Hair's serve. He uncorked a weak dropshot that barely cleared the
end of the table; Stile, expecting a harder shot, alnost nmuffed it. But his
return was a setup, and Hair put it away for the point. 2-~4. In Ping-Pong the
server's score was always listed first.

There was sonething funny about Hair's style, and in nmonents he took two nore
points. Stile bore down, overreached hinmsel f, and | ost another. Now he was
behi nd. Car el essness!

But the run continued. Stile suddenly seened unable to do right. In nonents he
was behind 4-10, having lost nine points in a row, his own serve no |onger
hel pi ng him

What was wrong? He had started well, then lost it. Had fatigue undercut him
nmore than he realized, interfering with his precision? Stile didn't think so.
He was playing well enough to w n-except that he was |osing. Wy?

He served a dropshot that barely cleared the table. Hair returned it too
softly; it was a setup shot that Stile swiftly put away. 5-10. Strange that
the return had been so soft; Hair knew better



Then Stile caught on. Hair was using a randomvariabl e surface paddle! This
was | egal, as standards for table-tennis bats had never been instituted; but
al so tricky, for precision placement was difficult. The variations of bounce
were not great, which was why it had not been obvious, but Stile should have
noticed it before. That was how his fatigue |let himdown; he had not been
alert to the unexpected.

In an instant Stile knew what he had to do. The variabl e-surface returns
forced Hair to play conservatively, keeping his shots well within the margin
of safety, though that sonetinmes set shots up for Stile. But Hair was aware of
that. Stile, unaware, had been playi ng aggressively-and so those slightly
changed returns had foul ed himup nore than his opponent. The nore points he

| ost, the nore aggressively he had played, aggravating the situation. A
difference in ball velocity and travel so small as to be inperceptible to an
onl ooker could play havoc with a style like Stile's.

He couldn't handle it. Hair was good enough so that the paddl e gave himthe
edge. Had Stile caught on early he could have played nore conservatively

hi nsel f, holding his lead, forcing Hair to make nore aggressive shots that
were increasingly risky. But with a 5-10 deficit that strategy woul dn't work;
Stile was the one who had to get aggressive. And | ose.

He had been suckered, just as he had in the marathon detour. H s opponent had
out pl ayed him off the grid. Stile was in deep trouble again.

So-he had to change his gane. He had to go all the way defensive. He needed to
allow time and di stance to anal yze each return individually. This wasn't his
normal ganme, but he had no choice now

He tried. He had not played a |ot of Ping-Pong recently-how could he, with al
that had been going on in two worlds!-and had kept in shape only in his
natural gane. O fense. Spins, placenents, slans, changes-of-pace-all foul ed up
by the margi nal uncertainty of the variabl e-surface paddle. Now, thrown back
on a |l ong-negl ected resource, he seened to be in worse trouble yet. He lost a
poi nt, and another. 12-5. Soon the gap would be too large to close; sheer
chance would give a few points to Hair in the end.

But Stile worked at it, making his shots high and central and safe. This set
himup neatly for Hair, who quickly adapted to the situation and started
getting nore aggressive. Hair had nore | eeway now, he could afford to indul ge
a normally weak of fense. Stile was only digging hinself in deeper

Yet he had to do it. He extended hinself, despite twinges fromhis rib cage,
adapting to this node. He could judge the shots better now, for he was playing
far back, and he was getting the feel of it. He did know how to do it; he had
only to renmenber, to dredge up | ong-unused refl exes. He fought the next point,
covering all Hair's maneuvers, and won it. And lost the next. He still had not
quite worked it out-and he needed to, because the point of no return was

com ng cl ose.

The audi ence was hushed by this remarkable turn of the gane. Now an announcer

could be heard fromthe supposedly soundproofed tel ebooth. "...strangest
Pi ng- Pong game of the season... Stile, the favorite, far behind and playing as
if he wants to lose it worse yet... will be an inquest to determ ne whether

someone has been paid off..."

As if he didn't have enough of a problem already! They thought he was throw ng
this game! That some other Citizen had proffered himlucrative enploynment if
he m ssed the Tourney this year. Fortunately the conputer analysis of the
recording would refute that; all Stile's lost points were honest ones. But if



he lost, what difference would it nake whether it were honest or dishonest? He
woul d still be finished. In this world, anyway.

But that was not the way he wanted to depart Proton. He had to recover this
gane!

Stile played the next serve carefully, extending the volley. He needed
practice at this defensive gane, and the |longer the volleys continued the nore
practice he would get. He won the point, bringing up the change of service at
13-7.

H's turn to serve-but if he used it to take the offense, he would | ose. He had
to give up his normal advantage, for the sake of his strategy, not breaking
his continuity.

He served gently-and heard the response of the audience. Mst of the watchers
did not know why he had been m ssing points, and thought he was being driven
to defense by the strength of Hair's of fense. They thought he was foolish to
t hrow away his principal weapon. The serve had al ways been his tool for the
initiative. Some spectators were already |eaving, satisfied that Stile had

| ost.

Hair was glad to continue the offense. He had nothing to gain by indulging in
prol onged voll eys. Now that Stile had neutralized the paddl e-weapon, |onger
vol l eys woul d only give Hair nmore chances to make mi stakes. He needed to put
away his points quickly, before Stile got his defensive gane in full shape,
even if he lost two points for one.

But already Stile was strengthening. The volleys stretched out. Hair |ost one,
won two-but now he was sweating. Hair was not accustomed to continuous

of fensive, and as Stile's resistance stiffened-technically, became nore
fluid-Hair began to nake errors of his own. The scal es were bal anci ng.

Still, Stile's knees limted him and his ribs. H s reach was mnimal in the
best of circunstances, and was even nore restricted now. He had not quite
closed the gap in skills, in this inverted node, and the game was runni ng out.

They exchanged nmore points, bringing the score to 17-10 during Hair's service.
A seven-point deficit, with only four points to go for Hair. This was bad; if
Stile did not rally now, strongly, he was done for

Hair served. Stile returned it high and center, well toward the back edge so
that Hair's shot would have plenty of distance to travel. A setup for a slam
but not for a trick shot. Hair had to hit it hard and long. He did, placing it
to Stile's backhand, and Stile returned it with a snooth undercut. Hi s bal
arced over, slowing as it dropped, forcing Hair to strike w th another
undercut lest he lose control. An undercut, backspinning ball in Ping-Pong was
a strange shot with special properties; it reacted in the air, on the table,
and agai nst the paddle, requiring careful handling.

In the ancient days of cork-, sandpaper- or rubber-surfaced paddl es this was
not too tricky; but as these gave way to foam rubber and specialized

sem - adhesi ve synthetics the spin-inparting capacities of paddl es had becone
devastating. It was possible to make a ball loop in air, or execute an al nost
right-angle turn as it bounced. However, such trick shots required skill and
energy, and were obvious to a good player, who could then handle themwth
efficient counterspins. The spin on the incom ng ball could be as devastating
as the spin going out, naking these surfaces a liability to the user, if he
were not experienced. The key was to slip in spins that the opponent was not
aware of-until too |ate, when he m ssed the shot.



Stile, playing back and often bel ow the |l evel of the table, had greater |eeway
in this respect, now, than Hair did. Hair knew it and was nervous-and doubly
careful. He could not uncork full slams |lest the hidden spin of the ball send
themw de. Stile's proficiency in the node was increasing, and the advant age
was conming to him at last. But that seven-point deficit-

Stile delivered a swoopi ng undercut sidespin ball that struck the table and
took off at an inpressive angle. But Hair was ready for it. He countered the
spin in the course of a soft-shot. The ball barely cleared the net, and woul d
have dribbled three tinmes on Stile's side before it cleared the tabl e-had not
Stile dived to intercept it intime. As it was, he got it back-but only in the
formof a high spinless setup

Hai r pounced on his opportunity. He slamed the ball off the backhand comer.
Stile |l eaped back to intercept it, getting it safely over the net-but as

anot her setup. Hair slanmed again, this tine to Stile's forehand coner,
forcing himto dive for it. Stile felt a painin his rib cage; he got the bal
back, but at the expense of aggravating his recent injury. He was in extra
trouble now But he would not give up the point; he had worked too hard for it
al r eady.

Hair slamred again, driving himback. Had Hair been a natural offense player.
Stile would have been finished; but these slans |acked the authority they
needed. Stile managed to return it, again w thout adequate spin. Hair slamed
yet again, harder. Stile retreated far to the rear, getting on top of it, and
sent it back. But he had m sjudged; the ball cleared the net, but |anded too
near it and bounced too high. Hair had a put-away setup. Stile braced
desperately for the bullet to cone-

And Hair made a dropshot. The ball slid off his paddl e, bounced over the right
edge of Stile's court, and headed for the floor. A sucker shot. Stile had
fallen for it.

Stile, nonsensically, went for it. He launched hinsel f forward, paddl e hand
outstretched. His feet left the floor as he did a racing bellyflop toward that
descending ball. He landed and slid, his ribs parting further—but got his
paddl e under the ball three centimeters above the floor and flicked it up
violently.

Fromthe floor Stile watched that ball sail high, spinning. Up, up, toward the
ceiling, then dowmn. Wuld it Iand on the proper side of the net? If it did,
Hair would put it away, for Stile could never scranble back in tinme. Yet he
had aimed it to-

The ball dropped beyond his Iine of sight. Hair hovered near, hardly believing
his shot had been returned, primed for the finishing sl amwhen the bal
rebounded high. It was clearing the net, then

Stile heard the strike of the ball on the table. Then hell broke |oose. There
was a gasp fromthe audi ence as Hair dived around the table, reaching for an

i npossi bl e shot, as Stile had done. But Hair could not make it; he fell as his
hand smacked into the net support. Then Hair's shoul der took out the center
leg of the table, and the table sagged.

Underneath that inpronptu tent. Hair's gaze net Stile's as the robot
scor ekeeper announced: "Point to Stile. Score 17-11."

"Your backspin carried the ball into the net before | could get to it," Hair
explained. "Unless | could fetch it fromthe side as it dribbled down-~



"You didn't need to try for that one," Stile pointed out. "I nmade a
desperati on nove because |I'm up against my point of no return, but you stil
have a six-point margin."

"Now he tells me," Hair muttered ruefully. "I don't think of that sort of
thing when I'mgoing for a point."

"Your hand," Stile said. "It's bleeding."

Hai r haul ed his paddl e hand around. "Bl eeding? No wonder! | just broke two
fingers-going for a point | didn't need."

It was no joke. A robot nedic exani ned the hand as they clinbed fromthe

wr eckage of the table, and sprayed an anesthetic on it. Shock had prevented
Hair fromfeeling the pain initially, but it was comng now Little scalpels
flashed as the robot went to work, opening the skin, injecting bone
restorative, resetting the breaks, binding the fingers in transparent
splint-plastic.

"I don't think I'll be able to finish the gane," Hair said. "I'mnot much for
| eft - handed play."

"Stile-by TKO" soneone in the audi ence exclainmed. Then there was foolish
appl ause.

Rung Five was his. Stile had qualified for the Tourney. But he did not fee
elated. He had wanted to win it honestly, not by a fluke. Now no one would
bel i eve that he could have done it on his own.

Hul k intercepted themas they left the Gane premi ses. He |looked a little
wobbly, but was definitely on the mend. He had a rugged constitution. "Stile,
about that offer-"

"Still open," Stile said with sudden gl adness.

"Your girl was persuasive."

"Sheen has a logical mnd," Stile agreed.

"I have nothing to lose," Hulk said. "I don't believe in magic, but if there's
a primtive world there, where a man can prosper by the muscle of his arm and
never have to say 'sir' to a Gtizen-’

"See for yourself. 1'mgoing there now "

"Stile, wait," Sheen protested. "You have injuries!

You're worn out. You need rest, attention-"

Stile squeezed her hand. "There is none better than what you provide. Sheen
But across the curtain is a Lady and a unicorn, and | fear they may be jeal ous
of each other. | rmust hurry."

"I know about Neysa," she said. "She's no nore human than | am and why she
puts up with you is beyond nmy circuitry. But now you have a | ady too? A rea

live girl? Wat about ny jeal ousy?"

"Maybe | broke in at the wong time," Hul k said.



"Do not be concerned," Sheen told himsweetly. "I'"monly a machine."
Stile knew he was in trouble again.

"You are a robot?" Hul k asked, perplexed. "You nade a reference, but | thought
it wasn't serious."

"Al'l metal and plastics and foam rubber,"” Sheen assured him "Therefore | have

no feelings."

Hul k was in difficulty. His eyes flicked to the |usher portions of her anatony
that jiggled in nost humanly provocative fashion as she wal ked, then guiltily
away. "l thought-you certainly fooled me!" He bit his lip. "About the
feelings, | nean, as well as-"

"She has feelings," Stile said. "She's as volatile as any living creature.”
"You don't have to lie for me. Stile," Sheen said, with just that stiffness of
body and voice that put himin his place. She had become expert at the human
manner !

"Li e?" Hul k shook his head. "There's one thing you should know about Stile. He
never-"

"She knows it," Stile said tiredly. "She's punishing me for ny indiscretion in
finding a Iiving woman. "

"Sorry | mixed in," Hul k muttered.

Stile turned to Sheen. "I did not know | would encounter the Lady in the Blue
Demesnes. | did not realize at first what she was. | destroyed the gol emthat
had i npersonated nme, but did not realize the conplications until later."

"And now that you do realize, you are eager to return to those conplications,"
Sheen said coldly. "I understand that is man's nature. She nust be very
pretty."

"You want nme to | ook out for Neysa's interest, don't you?" Stile said
desperately, though he had the sensation of quicksand about his feet. "She's
there in the Blue Castle, alone-"

"The Lady," Sheen interrupted with new insight.

"The Lady Bl ue? The one your alternate self married?"

"Ch-oh," Hul k rnurnured.

Stile spread his hands. "Wat can | do?"

"Why couldn't | have been programred to | ove a nale robot!" Sheen excl ai ned
rhetorically. "You fleshnen are all alike! The nmoment you find a

fl eshwoman. . ."

"It"'s not like that," Stile protested. "She is devoted to the nmenory of her
husband-"

"Who resenbl ed you exact!ly-"

"She told me of f when-"



"When you tried what?" she demanded

Now Stile raised his hands in surrender. "If | stay here four hours | onger-?"
"Ei ght hours," she said firnly.

"Six."

"Six. And you promise to return for the Tourney, after-"

"Yes."

"That will give me tinme to put ny owmn affairs in order,” Hul k said.

Sheen | aughed. Ch, yes, she had her reactions down al nbst perfect now.

CHAPTER 18
QGat h

They tried it and it worked: Hul k passed through the curtain. He stood amazed
and gratified, |ooking around at the forest. It was dawn; Sheen had nmanaged to
hold Stile for nore like eighteen hours, the last half of which was sl eeping.
Wl 1, he had been in dire need of the rest, and she had treated himwth
assorted m nor nedical aids including a restorative heat |anmp, so that he
really felt much better now

"I never saw anything so beautiful, k"
wor | d.

Hul k said, gazing at the brightening

"Yes, it is that," Stile agreed. He had tended to forget the sheer |oveliness
of this land, when involved in other things. If all else were equal, he would
prefer Phaze to Proton, for its natural beauty.

Hul k had brought along a costune, per Stile's advice. Now he watched Stile
getting into his own. "Are you sure-?"

"That ordinary people wear clothes here? |I'm sure. Another thing: the |anguage
differs slightly. You have to-"

He was interrupted by a sudden | oud hissing. A snoke-exhaling serpent rose up
flapping its wings nmenacingly. It was a small dragon.

Stile backed off warily, but the dragon followed, sensing conpatible prey. One
spel |l could have banished it, but its fiery breath made a sword uncertain. In
any event. Stile no |longer had his sword. He retreated farther

"Let me try ny beast-man ploy," Hul k said. He junped forward, bellowed

i ncoherently to get the dragon's attention, then raised both arns in a
dramatic nuscl enman pose. It was extraordinarily inpressive. He had spent years
perfecting a body that was a natural narvel. He danced about, beating his
chest and grow ing. He | ooked altogether, foolishly nmenacing.

The dragon turned tail and napped off, whinpering. Stile dissolved in
| aught er.

Hul k abated his antics, smling. "That was fun. You often don't need to fight,
if you just look as if you' d like to. Was that thing really what it | ooked



i ke?"

"Yes. This really is a land of fantasy. Wen you struck that pose, you | ooked
like an ogre."

"Literal ogres exist here?"

"I believe they do. |I've never actually seen one, but I'msure that's the
correct anal ogy."

Hul k | ooked dubiously at his costume, then started putting it on. "I didn't
really believe in the magic aspect. | thought it might be matter transm ssion
and odd effects."

"I had the same problem at first. But it is better to believe; magic can kil
you, here."

"I"ll take nmy chances. It's |like another aspect of the Game, with its special
subset of rules. But it puts me in doubt what to do here. | don't know the
first thing about magic."

"Most people don't practice it," Stile said. "But you do have to be aware of
it, and there are certain conventions. Maybe you'd better come with nme, unti
you catch on. I'mgoing to the Blue Denesnes."

"What would |I do in colorful denesnes? | know even | ess about courtly manners
than | do about magic, and if Sheen's suspicions about your Lady are correct,
| should not be a witness."

"You m ght serve as ny bodyguard."

Hul k | aughed. "Since when do you need a bodyguard? You can beat anyone in your
wei ght class in general conbat, regardl ess of age."

"Here opposition doesn't necessarily cone in ny weight class. It conmes in
yours. Someone is trying to kill me, sending things |ike denon nonsters after
me. | would feel easier if a good big man were keeping an eye out. You are
conversant w th hand weapons-—"

"All part of the Game," Hul k agreed.

"You could play dunmb, like a nmonster, until you picked up the ways of this
worl d, then go out on your own. You can cross back to Proton any tine, too, by
maki ng a spell to pass you through the curtain.”

"You have sone status in this world? So it wouldn't | ook strange to have a
brut e bodyguard?"

"It seens | do. O wll achieve it shortly. If I survive the efforts of ny
anonymous eneny. So |'d really appreciate it if you-~

"You are a generous nman. Stile. You do ne a favor in the guise of asking for
one."

Stile shrugged. Hul k was no fool. "I'Il tell people | renmpbved a thorn from
your paw. But don't consider it too much a favor. There is danger. You could
get killed, associating with ne."

"I could get killed just running the marathon! Let's go." They went. Stile |led
the way north as the sun cleared the forest and angled its fresh bright shafts



bet ween t he branches, seeking the ground. They trotted across the opening
fields toward the Blue Denesnes. As the castle cane into view, a sun ray

reflected fromits highest turret in brilliant blue. This too. Stile thought,
had to be added to the class of npbst beautiful things. Then he paused. "Do you
hear it. Hul k?" Hulk listened. "G ound shaking. Getting louder.” "I don't know

whet her dragons stanpede or whether they have earthquakes here. W'd better
hurry."

They hurried. As they crossed the plain around the castle they sawit; a herd
of animals charging toward the sanme object.

"Look like wild horses,” Hul k said.
"Uni corns. Wat are they doing here?"

"A whol e herd? Could be coning to the aid of one of their number. WIld aninals
can be like that."

"Neysa!" Stile cried. "If something happened to her-~

"W had better get over there and see," Hulk said. "I should never have |et
Sheen delay ne!" "I doubt you had nmuch choice in the matter, and we both did
need the rest. |Is Sheen really a robot?"

"She really is. Not that it makes nuch difference.”
"And Neysa really is a horse-a unicorn who turns into a wonman?"

"That too. And a firefly. You will see it soon enough -if all is well." Stile
was increasingly nervous about that.

They ran, nmoving into the marathon pace. Neither nman was in condition for it,
because this was too soon after the real one they had run. But this was not to
be the full course. They approached the Bl ue Denesnes.

But the unicorns were noving faster. Now their music sounded across the field,
i ke a percussion-and-w nd orchestra. In the |ead was a great stallion whose
tone was that of a fine accordion; on the flanks were | esser mal es whose horns
were nmuted or silent. Evidently unicorns were not gel ded, they were nmuted in
public. In the center ran the mass of mature nares, carrying the burden of the
nmel ody. The stallion would play the theme, and the mares would reiterate it in
conpl ex harnmonies. It was an inpressive charge, visually and sonically.

Now, fromthe west appeared another group, dark and | ow to the ground, noving
faster than the unicorns. Stile struggled to make it out. Then he heard the
bayi ng of a cani ne-type, and understood. "Wl ves! Probably werewol ves!" he
cried.

"I amignorant of conventions here, apart from what Sheen told ne of what you
had told her," Hulk puffed. "But is such convergence of herd and pack usual ?"

"Not that | know of," Stile admitted. "It could be Kurrelgyre, returning with
friends-but | don't see why. O it could be the pack |eader Kurrelgyre went to
kill; if he were victorious, and sought revenge on the person who hel ped
Kurrel gyre-1 don't know. They certainly |look grim™

"Wer ewol ves and uni corns are natural enemni es?"

"Yes. And both are normally unfriendly to man. Kurrel gyre and Neysa | earned to
get al ong, but-"



"Now |'mno genius and this is not my business, but it strikes ne that the
arrival of these two forces at this tinme strains coincidence. Could this
relate to you? If there were sone alert, sonme way they would be aware of the
nmonent you re-entered this franme-"

"That's what |'mafraid of," Stile said. "You see, |'ma natural magician in
this frame-a focus of nuch power. But | have sworn off nagic."

"And your frame-wife would like you to break that oath," Hulk said. "So you
can preserve the Blue Denmesnes fromfurther harm And the animals would want
you to keep your oath, so you will not becone anathema to them These two
types of animals nmay just be united-against you. You were not joking about
needi ng a bodyguard!"

"You catch on rapidly,"” Stile agreed.

The two of them picked up speed though both were tiring, in an effort to reach
the castle before either herd or pack. But it soon becane evident that they
woul d not succeed. The unicorn herd would arrive first, then the wol ves.

Now t he wol f pack veered, orienting on Stile instead of the castle. There
seened to be ninety or a hundred of them |arge dark animals with heavy fur
and gl eam ng eyes and teeth that showed whitely with their panting. "I hope,
despite my reasoning, that they're on our side," Hulk said, slowing to a walk.

The wol ves ringed them One cane forward, and shifted into man-form A fresh
scar ran across one cheek, and his left ear was missing. But it was Stile's
friend.

"Kurrelgyre!" Stile exclained. "Thou wast victorious!"

"That was not in question, once thou hadst shown nme the way," the werewol f

replied. He peered at Hul k. "This nonster-man-friend or foe?"
"Friend," Stile said quickly.

"Then | sniff tails with thee, ogre," Kurrelgyre said, extending his hand to
Hul k
"Sure," Hul k agreed awkwardly, taking the hand. He seemed to be having sone
troubl e believing the transformati on he had just seen

"Hulk is fromthe other frame," Stile said quickly. "My bodyguard. He doesn't
talk much." And he flashed Hul k a warning glance. "To what do | owe the

pl easure of this visit?"

"I fear I wonged thee inadvertently," the werewlf said. "I returned to ny
pack, but could not kill my sire without first explaining why-"

"You killed your-—" Hul k began, startl ed.

Kurrel gyre turned, half-shifting into wolf-form "Thou addressest nme in that
derogatory node and tone?" he grow ed.

"He knows not our ways!" Stile cried. "Even as | did not, at first, and thou
di dst have to set ne straight. He neant thee no of fense."

The werewolf returned all the way to man-form "O course. | apol ogize for
m staking thy intent," he said to Hulk. "It remains a sensitive matter, and in



a certain respect thou resenblest the type of nmonster that-"

"He understands,"” Stile said. "W all make errors of assunption, at first. Wy
shoul dst thou not explain to thy sire? It was the kindest thing thou coul dst
do for one already ill to death.”

Hul k nodded, begi nning to understand. A nercy killing. O ose enough

"I came to ny sire's den," Kurrelgyre said grimy. "He net me in man-form and
said, 'Wiy conest thou here? This place is not safe for thee, ny pup.' |
replied, 'I come to slay thee, as befits the love I have for thee, ny sire,
and the honor of our line. Then will | avenge mine oath-friend Drow toth, and
restore ny bitch to promnence in the pack.' Hardly did he betray his dignity,
or yield to the ravage of distenper | perceived in hinm in that nonent he
stood as proud as | renenbered himof old. T knew thou woul dst thus return in
honor,' he said. 'How didst thou cone to accept what nust be done?" | told
him 'A man persuaded nme, even as the Oracle foretold.' And he asked, 'Wo was
this good man?' and | replied, 'The Blue Adept,' and he asked, "How is it that
an Adept did this thing for thee? | said, 'He was dead, and his doubl e cones
fromthe other frame to restore his denesnes.' Then ny sire | ooked beyond ne
inalarm and | turned and di scovered that others of the pack had come up
silently during nmy distraction, and overheard. Thus the pack knew that the

Bl ue Denmesnes were in flux, and the word spread quickly. And ny bitch spoke,
and said, 'O all the Adepts, Blue al one has been known to do good wor ks anong
animals, and if that should change-' "

"But that will not change!" Stile protested.

"I tried to tell themthat. But m ne own ki nd doubted, and when the unicorns
| earned that Neysa was prisoner at the Blue Denmesnes-—"

"Prisoner! She's not-" But Stile had to stop. "lIs she?"
"We know not. But the unicorn stallion is of inperious bent."

"Well, if she is a prisoner, that will cease the monment | get there. But thou
hast not finished thy story."

"It is sinple enough,” Kurrelgyre said. "The pack | eader came, and mny sire

said, "It is time.'" W changed to wolf-form and quickly and cleanly | tore
the throat out of my sire, and knew then that | had done right, and never did
| see a wolf so glad to die. | then whirled and chal |l enged the pack | eader

while yet nmy sire's corpse lay steami ng, and ny right could not be denied

bef ore the pack. The pack | eader was not so eager to die. He fought, and
perhaps he injured nme." Kurrelgyre smled briefly, touching the stunp of his
ear. "His throat | did not tear; that were too honorable a dem se for such a
cur. | hanmstrung him spiked both his eyes, tore out his tongue, and drove him
with bitten tail into the wilderness to die |l ane and blind anong the nonsters.
It was an excellent reckoning."

Stile concealed his reaction to this savage tale of vengeance. Perhaps he
woul d have done sonmething simlar, in a simlar circunmstance. "And thy bitch
is well?" he inquired, glancing at the fermale wolf who stood nearest.

"As well as one might be, followi ng exile of her stud, slaughter of his

oat h-friend, and forced heat to the pack | eader. But she will recover. | am
now pack | eader, and she remains my chosen; all other bitches whine before
her."

"Afitting resolution,” Stile said, hoping that Hul k had now grasped enough of



the situation to avoid any further errors of manner

"Yet she is marked," Kurrelgyre continued. "She it was who nade nme see that
t he mare needed support.”

"Neysa," Stile agreed. "But | assure thee-”

Now the bitch shifted to wonan-form She was pretty enough, with a wild orange
flare of hair, but did | ook peaked. She nust have had as hard a recent life as
the Lady Blue, and survived it as toughly. "Wat node of man art thou," she
demanded of Stile, "to trust thy female friend to the power of thy w fe?"

"The Lady Blue is not my wife," Stile protested.

"Perhaps not so long as the mare lives. | know somewhat of these things."
Surely an under st at ement !

"When the mare is dead, thou wilt be freed of thine oath, and practice nagic-"
"No!"™ Stile cried.

"I tried to tell her thou wert true," Kurrelgyre said. "No way woul dst thou
harm t he nare-"

"And like ny wolf, innocent of the ways of the bitch," the fenmale werewol f
finished. "The mare is of a species we honor not, as they attenpt to rival us
as rulers of the wilds, but she brought thee to my |ove, and thou hast sent

hi m home to me and to the honor he was due. | owe the mare. | perceive the
danger thou dost not. The Lady Blue knows no limts to her deternmination to
mai ntain her lord s demesnes. If thou savest not the mare, | will avenge her

in the manner of an oathfriend, though there be no oath between us."

Could she be right? Had Stile sent Neysa to her doomin the Blue Denmesnes?
What a col ossal miscal cul ation! Yet Neysa could take care of herself, and the
Lady was no Adept. "If she is not safe, | will avenge her nyself," Stile said.
But he could not make an oath of it. Suppose the Lady Bl ue had-

"Qthers know thee not as |I do," Kurrelgyre said. "So | felt it best to be on
the scene when the herd arrived, |lest unwarranted blame fall on thee. Thou
mayest need gui dance."

"I may indeed," Stile agreed. What a conplex situation had blown up in his
bri ef absence!

They proceeded toward the castle. The unicorns had drawn up before its gate,
their nusic fading out. They were waiting for Stile to arrive. There were
about fifty of them alnobst evenly divided between mares and | esser mal es,
with the huge stallion in front. The stallion stood sone ei ghteen hands hi gh
at the shoulder, nore than thirty centineters-about a foot-above Stile's head,
and all his mass was functional. A truly inpressive creature.

Hul k studied the stallion with open adniration. Indeed, the two were sinilar
in proportion to their species.

Stile halted, for the unicorns bl ocked the way. The werewol ves ranged besi de
him grimbut neutral. They were here because their new pack | eader had
brought them at the behest of his bitch; they were not too keen on unicorns,
but al so not too keen on human beings. Hul k stood back, heeding Stile's
adnoni shrent to be silent. There was much here that was not yet properly
under st ood.



"Dost thou seek to bar ne fromny heritage?" Stile asked the stallion

The unicorn did not answer. His glance fell on Stile froman inpressive

el evation, bisected by the long and deadly spiraling horn. H s head was
gol den, his mane silver, and his body a nacreous gray deepening into black
fetl ocks and hooves. His tail matched his mane, beautifully fl ow ng,
reflecting the light of the sun alnost blindingly. No horse ever had this
coloration or this rugged spl endor

After a noment the stallion snorted: a brief accordion treble punctuated by
two bass notes. One of the | esser males stepped forward, shifting shape. It
was Cip, Neysa's brother. "I helped thee at ny sister's behest," he said.
"What hast thou to say for thyself now?"

"I mean to enter that castle and see how Neysa is doing," Stile said. But
Kurrel gyre's remarks, and the apprehension of the bitch with regard to the
conflict between the unicorn mare and the Lady Bl ue made hi m queasy. Had he
really betrayed his steed and friend into doon? Had Neysa suspected it when
she left hinf

What kind of a wonan was the Lady Blue, really, and what would she do with the
associ ate of the man who had destroyed the goleminpostor? Stile had thought
she woul d be grateful, but she certainly had not greeted himw th open arns.

Yet how could he believe that his alternate self, his likeness in every
respect except environment, had married a woman who woul d cal | ously rnurder any
creature who stood in her way? Had the Lady Bl ue shown anything other than a
sincere and prai seworthy dedication to her |ate husband's cause and nenory?
Yet again, if she knewthat Stile alone could restore the greatness of the

Bl ue Denesnes, hindered only by a foolish oath-

"And if she lives, what then?" dip demanded. "The Herd Stallion demands to
know. "

"What does the Herd Stallion care about Neysa?" Stile retorted, know ng that
in this respect he was voicing the sentinent dip could not voice. "She was
excluded fromthe herd for no valid reason. She's as pretty and fine a mare as
any in the herd, I'll warrant. She should have been bred | ong ago."

Cip hesitated, understandably. He was at the noment the nouthpiece for his
superior, yet his sister's welfare was dearest to his heart and he was |oath
to refute Stile's statenment. "Thou hast not answered the Stallion's question
VWhat will ye with Neysa-if she survives the treachery of Blue?"

"Treachery of Blue!" Stile cried in sudden fury. "I amBlue!" But he felt
Hul k' s hand on his shoul der, warning himto restraint. Wthout his magic, he
could not really be the Blue Adept.

The unicorn herd faced himsilently, and so did Kurrelgyre's bitch. Stile
realized it was a fair question, and a hard one. No one had actually accused
the Lady of nurder; the question was about Stile's own loyalties. He was,
potentially, the nost powerful person here. If the Lady were exonerated, what
woul d he do then?

"I'f you take Neysa into the herd, and breed her and treat her as befits a nare
of quality, | welconme it. Oherwi se she is welconme to stay with me, and be ny
honored steed, as long as she wi shes."

"And what of thine oath to her?"



"What of it?" Stile snapped.
"What of Neysa, when thou breakest that oath?"

Stile suffered anot her abrupt siege of wath. "Wo clains | am a breaker of
oat hs?"

"The Stallion clains,” Cip said with a certain satisfaction

For a nonent Stile's anger choked off his speech. H s hand went for his sword,
but sl apped only cloth; he had no sword now Only Hulk's firm understandi ng
hand hel d hi m back from a physical and foolish assault on the huge unicorn

Kurrel gyre stepped forward and spoke instead. "I was with this man when the
Bl ack Adept inprisoned him but he did no magic, though he was dying of thirst
and knew that the sinplest spell, such as even any one of us mght do, would

bring hi mwater and freedom He freed us fromthe clutch of the Yell ow Adept
wi t hout nmagic. He slew the gol em of the Blue Denmesnes by hand, w thout magic.
He showed me how to regain ny status in the pack, using no nagic. Now he cones
again to this franme-w thout nmagic. Never in ny presence has he violated his
oath. If the Stallion snorts otherwi se, the Stallion offends ne."

The Herd Stallion's horn nicked, glinting in the sun. He pawed the ground wth
one massive forehoof. The |l esser males drewin to flank him and the nares
shifted position, every horn lowering to point forward. The unicorns were
beautiful, garbed in their naturally bright reds, blues and greens, but they
nmeant busi ness.

The hairs on Kurrelgyre's neck lifted exactly |ike the hackles of a wolf,

t hough he retained man-form H s pack closed in about him wolves and bitches
ali ke, with an al nost subvocal snarling. They were quite ready to pick a
quarrel w th unicorns!

"Hark," Hul k said. He was the only one with the height and direction to see
over the massed unicorns.

"The Lady cones. And a small unicorn.”

Stile felt abruptly weak with relief. The Herd Stallion turned, and snorted a
triple-octave chord. The herd parted, form ng a channel. Now everyone coul d
see the Lady Blue and Neysa wal king fromthe castle gate, side by side, both
heal thy. There had, after all, been no trouble. No overt trouble.

The Lady was |ovely. She wore a pal e-blue gown, blue flower-petal slippers,
and poi nted bl ue headdress. Stile had admired her form before, but now she had
flowered into matchl ess beauty. He had, in the past hectic hours, forgotten
the i nmpact the touch of her hands had had on him Now, with his fear for
Neysa's safety eased, his menory cane back strongly, and his knees felt warm
Wiat a worman she was!

And Neysa-what of her? She tripped daintily along beside the Lady, her black
mane and tail in perfect order, her hooves and horn shining. She was beautiful
too. Stile had never seen his relationship with her in terms of choice; he had
tacitly assunmed she woul d al ways be with him But Neysa was nore than a steed,
and his association with her had been nore than that of a man and aninmal. If
he becane the Blue Adept, not only would he practice the magic that she
abhorred, he would take to hinmself the human wonan. Stile and Neysa-they coul d
not continue what had been. That disruption had been inevitable fromthe
nmonent of the discovery that he could perform powerful magic. The wol ves and



ot her uni corns had understood this better than he had; they were nore fanmliar
with the inperatives of this world. Yet how could he betray Neysa?

They came to stand before Stile. Stile inclined his head, honoring
formalities, though he had no notion what was about to happen. One issue had
been defused; Neysa lived. The other issue remained to be settled. "Hell o,
Neysa. Hello, Lady Blue."

The two femal es made a slight nod, al nost together, but did not speak. The
Herd Stallion snorted another chord. "Choose," Cip said, translating.

"By what right dost thou make such demand of me?" Stile cried, reacting with
hal f-guilty anger.

"The Stallion is responsible for the welfare of his herd,” Cip replied. "He
permtted thee to use a surplus mare, an she be not abused. But now she has
yi el ded her loyalty to thee, thou mayst not cast her aside with inpunity."

"If I cast her aside, she returns to the herd," Stile replied, hating the
words, but his caution was being overridden by his emption. "Art thou trying
to force me to do this-or not to do this?"

"An thou dost cast her aside, it is shame to the herd, and that shame nust be
abated in bl ood. Thou kespest her-or thou payest the consequence. The Stallion
has so decreed.”

"The Stallion is bloated with gas," Kurrelgyre growl ed. "Knows he not that he
chal | enges the Blue Adept? Wth a single spell this man could banish this
whol e herd to the snows."

"Save that he made an oath of no magic to ny sister,” Cip retorted. "An he
honors that oath, he has no need to banish any creature.”

For the first tine the Lady Bl ue spoke. "How convenient,"
as she had the first tine Stile had net her

she said dul cetly,

Kurrel gyre turned on her. Stile remenbered that the werewolf had left them
just before this subject came up, yesterday. "Wat neanest thou, human bitch?"

If this were an insult-and Stile could not be sure of that-the Lady gave no
sign. "Knowest thou not, wolf, that | have harbored an inmpostor these past ten
days, lest news escape of the rmurder of my husband?" she demanded

di sdai nful ly. "Now anot her imge comes, claimng to be Blue-but Blue is

di stingui shed chiefly by his magic, the strongest in all the Land of Phaze-
and this inpostor perfornms none, as thou thyself hast testified so el oquently.
Were he in sooth the alternate of my husband, he could indeed banish the herd
fromthese denmesnes; since he is not, he pleads an oath. | have no slightest
doubt he has been true to his oath, and will remain true; he is in fact

i ncapabl e of breaking it. He is not Blue."

Neysa's head swung angrily about, and she nmade a harnoni ca-snort that nade the
other mares' ears perk up in nmute shock. The Lady's lips thinned. "The mare
bel i eves he is Adept. She is enanored of him Has any ot her person or creature
wi t nessed his all eged magi c?" Even Kurrelgyre had to admit he had not. "The
oath was nmade before | net him Yet | have no reason to doubt-"

"Wthout magic, thou hast no debate with the Stallion about the inpostor's
choice. He shall not be with nme. Let himstay with the mare he has del uded. "

Neysa's snort seenmed to have the tinge of fire. So did the Stallion's. Stile



suddenly appreci ated how cleverly the Lady was maneuvering themall. Neither
wol ves nor unicorns really wanted Stile to show his magi c, and Neysa was dead
set against it-yet now all of themwere on the defensive as long as he did
not. And if he did perform magi c-the Lady won. She needed that magic to

mai ntai n the Blue Denmesnes, and she would, as Kurrelgyre's bitch had pointed
out, do anything necessary to acconplish that purpose. Again he thought; what
a woman she was!

"W have gal |l oped here for the sake of a false Adept?" Cip demanded for the
Stallion. "W have all owed the wi sh-fancy of a dwarf-mare to enbarrass the
her d?"

Once again Stile felt the heat rising. That word dwarf, now applied to
Neysa. .

Kurrel gyre | ooked at Stile, uncertain now "Friend, | believe in thee, in thy
honor and thy power. But | can not send ny pack into battle on thy behalf
wi t hout some token of thy status. Thou rnust be rel eased fromthine oath."

Stile |l ooked hel pl essly at Neysa, who snorted enphatic negation. Stile could
not bl anme her; his magic had accidentally sent her once to hell. Wthout magic
he woul d not be able to assunme the role of the Blue Adept, so would not be
tenpted to | eave her. He knew this was not entirely selfish on her part; she
feared he would be corrupted by magic. Stile was not sure her fear was

unf ounded; the other Adepts had certainly been corrupted to sone degree,
either by their magic or by the circunstance of being Adept. Yellow had to
conmit the atrocity of animal slavery in order to secure her position with

ot her Adepts; Black had to go to extraordinary extrenes to isolate hinmself. If
t hese people did not do such things, they could be killed by others who were

| ess scrupul ous. To be Adept was to be somewhat ruthless and sonmewhat
paranoi d. Could he, as Blue, wi thstand those pressures? The former Blue Adept
seemed to have succeeded-and had been nurdered. A | esson there?

"Wthout magic, there is no need for battle," Stile said. "Let the wolves and
uni corns go home. Neysa and | will go our way." Yet he was not sure he could
stay away fromthis castle or the Lady Blue. H s destiny surely lay there, and
until he understood the Bl ue Demesnes conpletely he had not really honored the
Oracle's directive. To know hinsel f, he had to know t he Bl ue Adept.

Now the Stallion blew a nedley of notes. "If thou art false, and caused this
trouble for naught, needs must | slay thee," Cip translated. "If thou art
true, thou wilst betray the nmare who hel ped thee, and needs nust | avenge her
Def end thyself in what manner thou canst; we shall have an end to this
insult.” And the huge unicorn stepped toward Stile.

Stile considered junping onto the Stallion's back and riding him as he had
the first time with Neysa. But Stile was in worse shape than he had been then
and the Stallion was nore than twi ce Neysa's mass. The chances of riding him
were slim But so were the chances of defeating himin honest conbat-even had
Stile had his rapier.

Kurrel gyre stepped between them "What coward attacks the snallest of nen,
knowi ng that nman to be unarned and bound to use no nagic?"

The Stallion's horn swung on the werewolf. The bitch shifted into wol f-form
and came at the Stallion's off-side, snarling. But Kurrel gyre retained
man-form "Dost thou challenge the pair of us, unicorn? That were nore of a
fair match."

The | esser mal e uni corns stepped forward-but so did the other werewol ves. Two



for one. "Not so!" Stile cried, perceiving needl ess mayhemin the making.
"This is ny quarrel, foolish as it may be, not thine."

"Wth bad knees, fatigue froma marathon run, separated ribs, and a bruised
hand- agai nst that nonster?" Hulk inquired. "This is a job for your bodyguard.
| daresay a karate chop at the base of that horn would set the aninmal back."

The Stallion paused. He glanced at Kurrelgyre and his bitch, then at Hul k. He
snorted. "No one dares call the Herd Stallion coward,” Cip said. "But his
proper quarrel is not with thee, werewl f, nor with the ogre. It is with the
i npostor. Let Stile confess he is no Adept, and he will be spared, and the
foolish mare chastened."

"Yes," the Lady Blue agreed. "It were indeed folly to fight because of an
i mpostor."

Such an easy solution! All parties agreed on the conprom se. Except for Neysa,
who knew the truth, and Kurrelgyre, who believed it, and Stile hinmself. "I
abhor the prospect of bloodshed here, but I will not confess to alie," Stile
said firmy.

"Then show thy magic!" dip said.
"Thou knowest mi ne oath-"

The Stallion snorted. Neysa | ooked up, startled but adamant. "Rel ease hi m of
his vow," dip translated for Stile's benefit. "Now wait!" Stile cried. "I
will not tolerate coercion! You have no right-"

Kurrel gyre rai sed a cautioning hand. "I hold no great affection for this horny
brute,"” he said, indicating the Stallion. "But | must advise thee: he has the

right, friend. He is the Herd Stallion. Even as ny pack obeys ne, so nust his

herd, and every nmenber of it, obey him So must it ever be, in this frane."

The Stallion snorted again, inperatively. Slowmy Neysa bowed her horn. She
pl ayed one forlorn note.

"Thou art released," the werewolf said. "Now the challenge is fair. | may no
longer interfere. Use thy magic to defend thyself. Adept."

Stile |l ooked again at Neysa. She averted her gaze. oviously she had been
overruled. She did not like it, but it was, as the werewol f had pointed out,
legitimte.

By the customof this frame. Stile had been rel eased. He could use his

magi c-and woul d have to, for the Stallion was bringing his horn to bear, and
there was no doubting his intent; and not one wolf would conme to Stile's
defense. To avoid magic now would be in effect to proclaima lie, and that
woul d not only cost Stile his life, it would shane those who had believed in
him He had to prove hinself-for Kurrelgyre's sake and Neysa's sake as well as
his own. Even though that would give the Lady the victory she had so cleverly
schened for.

But Stile was unprepared. He had not fornulated any devastating rhynes, and in
this sudden pressure could think of none. H's magic was di ffuse, uncollected
wi thout nusic. In addition, he didn't really want to hurt the Stallion, who
seened to be doing a conpetent job of nmanaging his herd, with the exception of
his treatnment of Neysa. Wy shoul d anyone believe a man who clained to be able
to do nmagic, but never performed? Such a claimant should be put to the

proof -and that was what the Stallion was doing.



Stile saw the Lady Blue watching him a half-smile on her face. She had won;
she had forced himto prove hinself. He would either manifest as the Bl ue
Adept- or die in the manner of an inpostor on the horn of the Stallion

Vi ndi cation or destruction! Beside her, Neysa remai ned with gaze downcast, the
| oser either way.

"I amsorry, Neysa," Stile said

Stile brought out his harnonica. Now it was a weapon. He played an inprovised
nmel ody. Imediately the magic formed. The Stallion noted the aura and paused,
uncertain what it was. The wol ves and other unicorns | ooked too, as that

i ntangi bl e mass devel oped and | ooned. Ears tw tched nervously.

Good-this gave hima chance to figure out an applicable verse. Wat he needed
was protection, like that of a wall. Wall-what rhymed with wall? Ball, fall
hall, tall. Unicorn, standing tall-

Abruptly the Stallion charged. Stile junped aside. He stopped playing his
harmoni ca and cried in a singsong:

"Unicorn Stallion, standing tall-formaround this one a wall."

| mredi ately he knew he had not phrased it properly; he had technically asked
the unicorn to forma wall around Stile, which was backward. But the image in
his mind was a brick wall two meters high, encircling the Stallion-nake that
six feet high, to align the neasurenments with the standard of this frame-and
that was what forned. Hs nmusic was the power, his words the catal yst-but his
m nd did the fundanmental shaping.

A shower of red bricks fell fromnowhere, |anding with uncanny precision in a
circle around the Stallion, now formng row on row, building the wall before
their eyes. The Stallion stood amazed, not daring to nmove | est he get struck
by flying bricks, watching hinself be penned. The pack and the herd wat ched
with simlar ' astonishment, frozen in place. Hulk's mouth hung open; he had
not believed in magic, really, until this noment. Kurrelgyre was smling in
slow, grimsatisfaction, his faith vindicated. And the Lady Blue's surprise
was the greatest of all.

Only Neysa was not disconfited. She nade an "I told thee so!" snort and turned
her posterior on Stile, showing that she still did not approve. But Stile was
sure she did approve, secretly. Wiatever this m ght cost her

After a noment, Kurrelgyre hitched hinself up to sit on the just-conpleted
wall. He tapped it with his fingers, verifying its solidity, as he spoke to
the unicorn inside. "Thou desirest still to match thy prowess against the
magi ¢ of the Blue Adept, here in the Blue Denesnes? Note that he spares thee,
thou arrogant aninmal, only showi ng his power harm essly. He could as easily
have dropped these bricks on thy bone head. Is it not nmeet for thee to make
apol ogy for thy doubt?"

The Stallion glared at himin stony silence. He could readily have | eaped out
of the enclosure, but it was beneath his dignity to try. The issue was not his
junping ability, but Stile's nagic-which had now been resol ved.

"Not the Stallion's but mine is the apology,"” the Lady Blue said. "I thought
this man no Adept. Now | know he is. To a fine detail, this performance is
like unto that of ny love. Yet-"

Al'l heads turned to her, as she hesitated. Slowly she worked it out. "M



husband was murdered by an Adept. Now an Adept in the |likeness of ny |ove
cones, yet | know ny love is dead. This could therefore be an inpostor
claimng to hail fromanother frame, but nore likely an Adept fromthis frane,
using his magic to change his aspect so that none will suspect his true
identity. The Adept who nurdered Bl ue."

Now al | heads turned to Stile, the gazes of wolves and unicorns alike turning
uncertain and hostile. Stile realized with a chill that he had m sjudged the
nature of his challenge. H s real opposition was not the Stallion -it was the
Lady Blue. She would not suffer even the suspicion of an inmpostor in these
denesnes. Not any longer. Her first line of defense had been broken down; this
was her second. The Lady was dangerous; he could die by the sole power of her
voi ced suspi ci ons.

Neysa snorted indignantly. She was nad at Stile now, but she believed in him
Yet it was apparent that nost of the others were in doubt again. The inferna
| ogi ¢ of the Lady!

How coul d he refute this new chal |l enge? There was one ot her person who knew
his identity-but that was the Yell ow Adept. Best not to bring her into this!
He woul d sinply have to present his case, and give them opportunity to verify
it.

"I amnot the Blue Adept. | amhis alternate self, fromthe other frane.
Anyone who is able and willing to pass through the curtain and rmake inquiries
can ascertain nmy existence there. | amlike Blue in all things, but lack his
experience of this world. | amnot an inpostor, but neither aml| this Lady's
husband. Call me the brother of Blue. | apologize to those of you who may have
had m sconceptions; it was not ny intent to mslead you." It still felt funny,
using "you" in this frame, but it was the correct plural form "Wre | sone

ot her Adept, | would have little reason to masquerade as Blue; | could set up

m ne own Demesnes of whatever color. My power of magic is real; why should
pretend to have another formthan mne own?"

The others seened nollified, but not the Lady Blue. "I would expect a

mur deri ng Adept to arrive prepared with a persuasive story. To cone as a
seem ng savi or, destroying the golem he hinmself had sent, to make hinself
appear legitimate. To enulate the formof magic that is Blue's. Wiy should he
do this? | can think of two reasons, to begin. First, this would tend to
conceal the nurder he committed. Second, he m ght covet the things that are
Blue's."

Kurrel gyre turned to her, his brow winkling. "An Adept of such power could
create his own estate, as inpressive as this, with | ess conplication than
this."

"Not quite," she said tightly.

"What has this estate, that a foreign Adept m ght covet and not be able to
duplicate?"

The Lady hesitated, her color rising, but she had to answer. "It has nme. It is
said by sone that | amfair-~

Telling point! "Fair indeed," Kurrelgyre agreed. "Motive enough. Yet if he
honors the works of Blue and nmaintains the prem ses in good order-is this not
what thou wi shest?"

"To accept in these Denmesnes the one who nmurdered ny | ove?" she denanded,
flashing. "I will not yield this proud heritage to that! The fal se Adept may



destroy me with his magic, even as he destroyed my | ove, but never will he
assune the mantle and privil ege of Blue."

Kurrel gyre swiveled on the wall to face Stile. "I believe in thee, friend. But
the Lady has a point. The magi c of Adepts is beyond the fathom ng of sinple
animal s |ike ourselves. W can prove no necessary connection between Bl ue's
alternate in Proton and thyself; that double could be dead al so, and thou a
construct adapted by magic, emul ating the node of Blue when in truth the rea
power lies in sone other node. W can all be deceived, and until we are
assured of thy validity-—

Stile was baffled. "If neither ny |ikeness nor ny magi c can convince her, and
she will not take ny word-"

"I'f I may ask two questions?" Hulk put in tentatively.

Stile laughed. "W al ready have nmore questions than answers! Go ahead and
throw thine in the ring."

"For what was the Blue Adept noted, other than his appearance and his magi c?"

"His integrity," the Lady said pronptly. "Never did he tell a lie or otherw se
practice deceit, ever in his whole life."

"Never has this one told a lie," Kurrelgyre said.
"That remains to be denonstrated," she retorted.

The werewol f shrugged. "Only time can denonstrate that quality. WAs there
not hing el se, subject to nore imediate trial?"

"His riding," the Lady said, brightening. "In all Phaze, only he could ride
better than I. His love for animals was so great, especially horses-—" She had
to stop, for her enmotion was choking her.

To have the I ove of such a woman! Stile thought. Her husband was dead, but she
still defended himwith all her power. She was right: another Adept night well
covet her, and not nerely for her beauty, and be willing to go to
extraordinary lengths to win her.

Kurrel gyre turned to Stile. "How well dost thou ride?"

"l can answer that," Hulk said. "Stile is the finest rider on Proton. | doubt
anyone in this franme either could match hi mon horseback."

The Lady | ooked startled. "This man can ride? Bareback on an untaned steed?
should be glad to put himto that test.”

"No, " Hul k sai d.

She gl anced at him frowning. "Thou guardest him ogre, by preventing himfrom
betrayi ng i nconmpet ence on a steed?"

"I seek only to settle the issue properly,"” Hulk said. "W have seen that

carel ess application settles nothing -such as Stile's denmponstrati on of nagic.
For all the effect it had, he nmight as well not have bothered. To put himto a
riding test now, when he has been weakened and injured-~

"There is that," Kurrelgyre agreed. "Yet the inportance of this proof-~



"Which brings me to ny second question,” Hulk said. "lIs the issue really
between Stile and the Lady- or between the Lady and the nare?"

Lady and mare | ooked at each other, startled again. "He only | ooks |ike an
ogre," Kurrelgyre nmurmured appreciatively. Then, to Stile: "He speaks soot h.
Thy destiny nust be settled by Lady and nmare. They are the two with clainms on
thee. If thou provest thou art the Blue Adept, one of them nmust needs suffer
This is what brought both wolves and unicorns here."

Stile did not like this. "But-"

The Stallion honked fromhis enclave. "Only the finest of riders could break
the I east of unicorns,” Cip translated. "This man conquered Neysa; we accept
himas the Blue Adept."

Stile was astonished at this abrupt change on the part of the Stallion. "How
coul dst thou know I really-"

"W saw thee,"” Cip said. "W rooted for her to throw thee, but we can not
claimshe did. W recogni ze that whatever else thou art or art not, thou art
i ndeed the finest rider of thy kind."

"But had she turned into a firefly-"

"She woul d then have adnitted she could not conquer thee in her natural form™
Clip said. "It matters not, now. No man ever rode |ike thee. The Stallion
resented that, but now that he knows that was the mark of Bl ue-"

"I didn't really do it by nyself,"” Stile said, remenbering sonething. "I
humred, and that was nagic, though | knew it not at the tine. | used nagic to
stay on her."

"And unicorns are imune to magic," dip said. "Except the magi c of Adepts.
Anot her Adept coul d have destroyed her, but never could he have ridden her.
There is only one Adept we know of who can ride at all, and that is Blue. Al
this the Stallion considered before accepting thee."

"But | do not accept thee!" the Lady flared. "The unicorns could be in | eague
with the false Adept, to foist an inpostor on the Blue Denesnes. My | ove was a
hor seman, never partial to unicorns, nor they to him though he would treat
them on occasion if they deigned to cone to him The mare coul d have al |l owed
this inpostor to ride-"

Cip reacted angrily, but Kurrelgyre interposed. "D dst ever thou hear it
noot ed. Lady, that werewol ves would collude with unicorns in aught?"

"Nay," she admitted. "The two are natural enenies.”

"Then accept this word fromthis were: | have come to know this mare. She did
not submt voluntarily, except in the sense that she refrained fromusing her
own nmagic to destroy him He conquered her physically- and then, when she saw
what manner of man he was, the kind of man you describe as your lord, he
conquered her enotionally. But first he did ride."

"Alnmost, | wish | could believe," the Lady murrmured, and Stile saw the agony
of her decision. She was not against him she nerely had to be sure of him
and dared not nake an error

Then she stiffened. "The nmare could be easier to ride than other unicorns |ike
to think," the Lady sniffed. "She is small, and not of true unicorn color; she



coul d have ot her deficiencies."

Neysa stomped the ground with a forefoot, but did not otherw se protest this
insul t.

"She has no less spirit than any in this herd,” Cip said evenly, speaking for
hi rsel f now. "And even were she deficient, she remains a unicorn, a breed
apart from comon horses. No one but this nman could have ridden her."

The Lady | ooked at himdefiantly. "If he could ride an animal | could not,
then would | believe."

"Therefore thou hast but to ride Neysa," Kurrelgyre pointed out to her. "Thou
hast not the nmagi ¢ hunm ng he had, but the mare remains tired fromher |ong
hard ride to reach this castle yesternorn. | ran with her all the way,
unburdened, and | felt the strain of that travel-and | ama wolf. So | judge
the chal l enge equivalent. In that manner thou canst prove Stile is no better
rider than thee.”

"She can't ride the unicorn!" Stile protested.

But the Lady was noddi ng, and so were the unicorns and werewol ves. Al were
anenable to this trial, and thought it fair. Neysa, too, was gl ancing
obliquely at the Lady, quite ready to try her strength.

"I maintain that anything thou canst ride in thy health, | can ride in nine,"
the Lady inforned him "There was no conpari son between ny |ord and ot her nmen.
He coul d have ridden a unicorn, had he so chosen."

The Stallion snorted angrily, and Stile needed no translation. The unicorns
did not believe any nornmal human being could ride one of them involuntarily.
They had reason. Stile hinself had not guessed what a chall enge Neysa woul d
be-until he was conmtted. "Lady," Stile said. "Do not put thyself to this
ordeal. No one can ride Neysal!"

"No one but thee?" Her disdain was el oquent.

Stile realized that it had to be. The issue had to be settled, and this was,
by general consensus, a valid test. Any choice he. Stile, nade between Lady
and mare woul d nean trouble, and it seened he could not have both. If the Lady
and the unicorn settled it thensel ves, he would becone the prize of the

Wi nner .

O would he? If the Lady won, the Blue Denmesnes would fall, for there would be
no accredited Adept to maintain them and the news would be out. If Neysa won,
there woul d be no Lady Blue, for she would be dead. As he woul d have been
dead, had Neysa thrown him that first challenge ride. It was the way of the
unicorn, the way of life in Phaze, and all of themknewit, including the
Lady. She was putting her life on the line. Either way, Stile |ost.

Wth all his magic power restored to him he was helpless to affect the
outcome, or to determ ne his own destiny. Beautiful irony! "Know thyself," the
Oracl e had said, without informng himwhat the know edge woul d cost.

"I know this be hard for thee," the werewolf said. "Even as it was for nme to
do what | had to do, when | faced ny sire. Yet thou nust subnmit to the
judgrment of this lot. It is fair."

Fair! he thought incredul ously. The outconme of this | ot would be either death
or aliel!



The lines of animals were expanding, formng a tremendous ring, bounded by the
castle on one side and the magic wall on the other. The unicorns forned a
hal f-circle, the werewl ves another, conplenenting each ot her

Neysa stood in the center of the new ring, the Lady beside her. Both were
beautiful. Stile w shed again that he could have both, and knew again that he
could not. When he accepted the benefits of magic, he had also to accept its
penalties. How blithely he had wal ked into this awful reckoning! If only he
had not parked Neysa at the Blue Demesnes when he returned to Proton-yet
perhaps this confrontation was inevitable.

The Lady nade a dainty |eap, despite her flow ng gown, which was no riding
habit. The monent she | anded, Neysa took off. Froma standing start to a ful
gall op in one bound, her four hooves flinging up circular divots-but the Lady
hung on.

Neysa stopped, her feet churning up turf in parallel scrape-lines. The Lady
stayed put. Neysa took off- sidew se. And backward. The Lady's skirt flared,
but the Lady held on.

"She does know how to ride," Hul k remarked, inpressed. "If | didn't know
better, 1'd swear that was you. Stile, in a dress. |'ve watched you win
bronco-busting in the Gane."

Stile was glumy silent. The Lady Blue could indeed ride, better than he had
expect ed- but he knew she could not stay on the unicorn. Wen she fell, Neysa
would kill her, if the fall itself did not. It was legitimate; it was
expected. And what would he want with Neysa then?

The unicorn performed a backflip, then a four-spoked cartwheel, then a series
of one-beat hops, followed by a bounce on her back. The Lady stayed on unti
the I ast nonent, then junped cl ear-and back on when Neysa scranbled to her
feet.

Hul k was gapi ng. "What sort of animal is that? Those tricks are inpossible!"

There was a chord-snort next to Stile. He glanced- and di scovered the Herd
Stallion beside him front hooves confortably crossed on the wall, eyes intent
on the conpetition. "Not bad nmoves," Cip translated fromthe far side.

Neysa whirled and | eaped, spinning about in air. The Lady's slippers flew off
and her gown flung out so violently it rent; a fragment of blue gauze drifted
to the ground. But her hands were | ocked in the unicorn's mane, and she was
not di sl odged.

Neysa did a sudden barrel-roll on the ground. Again the Lady junped free-but a
tattered hem of her garnment was caught under the weight of the unicorn
trapping her. As the roll continued, the Lady was squeezed by the tightening
cloth. She ripped her own gown asunder and danced free, abruptly nude.

"That is some figure of a woman!" Hul k breathed. Neysa started to rise. The
Lady grabbed her mane- and Neysa threw down her head on the ground, pinning
the Lady's streaming golden hair beneath it. The Lady grabbed for the
unicorn's ears, and Neysa lifted her head quickly; human hands could really
hurt tender equine ears when they had to. Stile had not gone for the ears
during his challenge ride; it was not his way. The Lady knew the tricks, al
right! But Neysa had the end of the Lady's tresses cl anped between her teeth,
now. The unicorn knew the tricks too. Human intelligence in equine
formdevastating! As the Lady tried to nmount again, Neysa yanked her off



bal ance by the hair.
"Beautiful!" dip murnured.

But the Lady grasped her own hair with one hand and janmed her other fingers
into Neysa's nouth where the bit would go on a horse. There was a separation
there between the front teeth, used for ripping grass free of the ground, and
t he back teeth, used for chewing. Pressure in that gap coul d cause pain.
Neysa's nout h opened under that expert inducenment, and the Lady's hair was
free. Then, as Neysa | eaped away, the Lady sprang to her back again, Neysa
ran-but now the Lady was free of the liability of clothing, and had a nore
secure | odging than before. "She's wi nning!" Hul k said, obviously rooting for
the Lady, forgetting in the excitement what this would nean to Stile.

Stile began to wonder. WAs it possible that the Lady Blue could ride Neysa?
She was, next to hinself, the nost expert rider he had seen

The Stallion made an irate snort. "What's the matter with that mare?" dip
sai d. "She should have w ped out the rider by this tine."

"She is torn by indecision," Kurrelgyre said. "If Neysa | oses, she proves the
Lady's belief that Stile is false. If Neysa wins, she vindicates himas the
Bl ue Adept she wants himnot to be. Wuld | could take fromher that choice."

Stile kept his eyes forward, but felt a shiver. The werewolf had his bitch in
t he pack, even as Stile had Sheen in Proton. But Kurrel gyre obviously had
devel oped a separate interest that cut across the |ines of species-even as
Stile had. Yet who could know Neysa and not |ike her and respect her?

"Yes," Stile agreed. He saw no acceptabl e outcone for this contest; whoever

| ost took away a major part of his own commi tnent. Neysa was his friend; the
Lady represented his heritage. Wi ch one was he to choose? Wich one was fate
about to choose for hin? To choose-and elininate, sinultaneously?

"In the future, I will nanage ny destiny nyself," Stile nmuttered. And heard
to his surprise, a snort of agreenent fromthe Stallion

Neysa gal | oped so fast that her mane and the Lady's hair flew out behind, the
bl ack and gol d al nost mergi ng. Shadow and sunlight. She nade turns that struck
sparks fromthe rocks of the ground. She bucked and reared. But the Lady

remai ned nount ed.

Now t he uni corn charged the castle. She hurdled the small noat with a
magni fi cent | eap, |anded on her forefeet, and did her forward flip into the
wal | . There were grow s of ammzenent fromthe wol ves, and even an appreciative
snort fromthe Stallion. Neysa was really trying now but the Lady had been
smart enough to disengage in tinme. When the unicorn's hind feet returned to

t he ground, the Lady was on again.

They hurdl ed the npat, outward bound, and charged across the arena toward the
magi ¢ brick wall. Now Stile sawthe fire jetting from Neysa's nostrils and the
bel | ows- heavi ng of her barrel as she put forth her critical effort. The Lady
was al nost hi dden, as she rode | ow, her head down besi de Neysa's neck

Stile watched in growi ng disquiet as the unicorn's horn bore on the wall.
Stile was directly in its path; he saw the horn endw se, as a conpressed
spiral on Neysa's forehead, comng at himlike the point of a rotary drill.

Her eyes were wi de and turning bl oodshot, and her flaring nostrils were rimed
with red. Neysa was near her limt-and still the Lady clung fast. Stile felt

m xed relief for the Lady, sorrow for the unicorn, and apprehension for



hi nsel f; he was at the focus of this agony.

Then Neysa swerved aside, kicking up her rear. Her flank smashed into the

wal I, knocking | oose the top row of bricks and breaking the nmortar-seal on
several |ower courses. She rebounded, getting her footing, breathing fire-and
the Lady was clinging to her side, away fromthe wall. O herw se the Lady's

| eg woul d have been crushed-and Stile hinself might have been struck, as he
had been too absorbed in the charge to nove out of its way. Only the curvature
of the wall and Neysa's swerve had spared him Stile caught a glinpse of the
Lady' s neck, shoul der and breast behind one bl ood-streaked arm then steed and
rider were away, prancing to the center of the arena.

The Stallion shook a brick off his back. Neither he nor Kurrel gyre had
flinched, either. Al three of them were powdered with reddi sh brick dust. But
some of that red was sticky: whose blood was it?

"They're playing for keeps," Hul k nurnured, awed.

"It is the way, in Phaze," Kurrelgyre assured him

But now Neysa was tiring. She had extended herself for a day and a night to
bring Stile here, and the intervening day had not been enough to restore her
to full vitality. Her nmaneuvers were beconming | ess extreme. Her brushoff pitch
agai nst the wall had been her last fling. The Lady's head |ifted, her gaze
triunphant-and at the same time her nouth was sad. Had she, in her secret
heart, wanted Stile to be vindicated, though it cost her her |ife? Wat kind
of existence did this indonitable woman face w th her husband gone, and her
vul nerability now known to the world? Had she | ost, she would have been

dead- but woul d have died with the know edge that the Bl ue Denesnes woul d
survive.

Then, desperately, without real hope, Neysa experimented with alternate gaits.
The one-, two-, three-, and four-beat gaits gave the Lady no troubl e-but
evidently she had not before encountered the unicorn specialty of the
five-beat. Inmedi ately Neysa felt the uncertainty in her rider; she picked up
t he pace, exaggerating the peculiar step. Her strength returned, for this |ast
fling.

"What is that?" Hul k asked, amazed.

The Stallion snorted with satisfaction. "That is the unicorn strut,” dip
answered. "We use it nostly in special harnonies, for counterpoint cadence. W
had no idea she could do it so well."

Suddenly the tables had been turned. The Lady clung to the mane, but her body
bounced about w th increasing roughness, unable to accomodate this unfaniliar
motion. Stile knew exactly howit felt. Riding was not sinmply a matter of
hol di ng on; the rider had to nake constant adjustments of bal ance and
position, nost of them automatic, based on ingrained experience. A conpletely
unfam liar gait made these automatic corrections only aggravate the probl em
Stile himself had analyzed the gait in time, but the Lady-—

One of the Lady Blue's hands tore away fromthe mane. Her body slid half off.
One good | unge, now, and Neysa would dunp her. "Kill her!" dip breathed.

Abruptly Neysa halted. The Lady recovered her grip, hung on for a nonment-t hen
rel eased the nane and slid to the ground. The ride was over.

"The little fool!" dip exclaimed. "She had the win! Wiy didn't she finish
it?" And the Stallion snorted in deep disgust.



"She has forfeited her place in the herd,"” Kurrelgyre said sadly. "In thy
parl ance, she threw the gane."

Stile junped off the wall and wal ked toward the unicorn and Lady, who both
stood as if frozen, facing away from each other. As he wal ked, understandi ng
cane to him Stile played his harnmonica as he worked it out, gathering the
magi ¢ to him

Neysa, after the specter of defeat, had had the victory in range. But Neysa
wanted Stile's welfare nore than she wanted her own. She had finally,
unwi | i ngly, recognized the fact that he could fulfill his destiny only as the
Bl ue Adept, conplete with magic. Once she had proven that he alone could ride
t he unicorn, what could she gain by killing or even hunbling the Lady-who was
his natural mate? Neysa had ceded himto the Lady, so that he could have it
all, knowi ng hinself and his Denesnes exactly as the Oracl e had decreed. She
had understood that he was already half-smitten with his alternate's wife, and
understood further that the Lady Blue was indeed worthy of him

Neysa had sacrificed her own love for Stile's. She had shown the one person
she had to, the Lady Blue, that Stile was no inpostor; wolves and unicorns
could doubt it if they wi shed, but the Lady could not. For Stile had mastered
the unicorn strut wthout being thrown; he really was the better rider. That
was Neysa's gift to Stile. And he-had to accept it. Neysa was his ultinmate
steed, but the Lady was his ultimte woman. He hardly knew her yet, but he
knew his other self would have chosen w sely, and everything he had observed
so far confirmed this. He also knew his alternate self of Phaze woul d have
wanted Stile to take over-for the Blue Adept was him in other guise.

The Lady Blue, however, was not yet his woman. Stile had nerely qualified for
the Tourney, in this sense, and had won the right to court her. He would have
to prove hinself in other ways than magical and in riding ability, show ng
that he was worthy of her |ove. He would have to denonstrate convincingly to
her that he was as good as her husband had been. Perhaps he woul d not succeed,
for she was so steadfastly loyal to her first love that a second | ove m ght be
i npossible. But in the interim he knew she would accept himas the master of
t he Bl ue Denesnes, and support himpublicly as she had the golemfor the sake
of the reputation and works of Blue. That was all he had a right to expect. It
was, for the moment, nore than enough

It was Neysa he had to deal with. She who had nade it all possible-and now
woul d go, excluded fromthe herd, departing in shanme to fling herself off the
same cliff where they had first come to terms. She had |ived always with the
hope that eventually the Herd Stallion would relent and all ow her ful
menbership in the herd. He woul d have, had she destroyed the Lady in approved
fashion. But for a creature who yielded a draw in a contest she could have
won, sham ng the vanity of the herd, there would be no forgiveness. The rigors
of species pride were harsh.

Stile had, in the naiveté of his conscience, turned Neysa | oose when he had
conquered her, naking a sacrifice no other man woul d have-and won a better
friend than he had known. Now she had returned the favor.

Stile's head turned as he wal ked, his gaze passing over the unicorns and
wer ewol ves. All were sonber, watching him knowi ng what had to be, know ng
this was his parting with his nost loyal friend. They felt synmpathy for him
and for the mare, and it was a mnor tragedy, but this was the way of it-in
Phaze.

Dam it! he thought. He was not truly of this world, and this proved it. He



had been raised to a different order of integrity, where blood sacrifices were
not required. How could he tolerate this sensel ess 0ss? Yet he knew it was
not sensel ess, here. The laws of this society were harsh but valid.

The magi c gathered cl ose as he played. The strange cloud of it spread about

hi m and, as he approached, about the Lady and the unicorn. But what good was
magi c, in an ethical dilema? Wat spell could he nmake, to elimnate the need
for what he knew had to be?

Stile came to stand before Neysa, playing the nmusic that had been inspired by
t he sound of her horn. Her body was heaving with the recent extremty of her
effort. Her nmane was di sheveled, with dry leaves in it and several strands
hangi ng over the left side. There were flecks of blood on her back; she nust
have scratched hersel f when she did the back-smash agai nst the castle wall. He
wi shed he could nake a little spell to heal it for her, but knew this was not
proper now. Her gaze net his, dully; she was waiting only for himto bid her
farewel |

Farewel | ? What irony! It was death he would bid her

This rem nded Stile obscurely of his race in the marathon, in the other frane.
He had been al nost dead on his feet, as Neysa was now, but he had won-as she
had-and then tried to give it back to an opponent he respected. Again, he had
made a friend. Surely he could salvage his relationship with Neysa, if only he
had the wit to find the way!

What had the werewol f said about oaths? They superseded all rel ationships,
conflicting with none, not even the nale-fenal e ones. Kurrelgyre's oath-friend
could do no wong by Kurrelgyre's bitch; the oath nade that irrel evant.

The marat hon. The oath. What had passed through his nind, when...?
And he had it.

Stile set the harnonica aside. Wth the magic intense about him he sang with
i mpronptu nelody: "My nane is Stile, called the Blue Adept; Standing before
thee | proffer mne oath: To the unicorn Neysa, companion and steed- Friendship
forever, uniting us both."

For an instant it was as if a dense cloud had darkened the sun. A sudden, odd,
i nsweepi ng breeze rustled the distant trees and fluttered the blue pennants on
the castle and stirred the manes and hackl es of the aninmals. Neysa's eyes

wi dened. Her ears switched back and forth as conprehensi on came. She phased
into girlform equine-form firefly-formand back to unicorn, entirely

nonpl used.

The ripple of enchantnent inploded about the two of themin soft heat, then
rebounded outward in a circle. The turf changed col or, passing through the
hues of the rai nbow and back to normal in a swiftly expanding ring. The ripple
i ntersected the naked Lady, whose tangled hair scintillated nmomentarily, and
went on, leaving that hair snoothly brushed.

The Lady turned, "Only perfect truth makes such splash,” she murnmured. "Only
nmy |l ord had such power of magic."

Stile spread his arnms. Neysa, overwhel ned, stepped forward, her horn lifted
clear. Stile reached around her neck and chest and hugged her. "Never |eave
me, oath-friend," he nurnured. He heard her |ow whinny of assent, and felt her
vel vet nuzzle at his shoul der. Then he di sengaged and st epped back



The Lady Blue came forward. She put her arms about Neysa. "Never again be
there strife between us," she said, tears in her eyes. Neysa nmade a tiny snort
of accept ance.

Now t he wol ves and unicorns cane in, formng a ragged |ine, heedl ess of the
m xi ng of species. In turn, each wolf sniffed noses with Neysa and each

uni corn crossed horns, and went on. Al of themwere joining in the Cath of
Friendship. Even her brother dip came, and Kurrel gyre, and Hul k. Neysa
accepted themall .

It was. Stile knew, the power of his spell. Wen he had phrased his oath in
verse and nusic, he had perforned magi c-and wought a greater enchantnent than
he had antici pated. The spell he had envisioned, though not conpleted in
words, had flung outward to enbrace the entire circle of creatures, conpelling
themall to share Stile's feeling. Neysa would not now be banned fromthe
herd-or fromthe pack. She was friend to all. But she would remain with Stile,
havi ng accepted his power with his oath.

Only the Herd Stallion stood apart. He al one had resisted the compul si on of
the enchantment. He did not interfere; he waited within his enclosure unti

t he cerenmony was over. Then he blew a great summoni ng bl ast of nusic and

| eaped over the wall. It had never truly restrained him it had nerely been

t he proof of the power of the Blue Adept, which power could as readily have
been turned to a nore destructive manifestation. Once the Herd Stallion had
seen Stile was no inpostor, his objection had ended. Now the unicorns rallied
to him galloping to formtheir formation. Playing as a mghty orchestra, they
mar ched away.

Kurrel gyre shifted to wol f-form and bayed his own sumons. His faith had al so
been vindi cated, and his bitch had been satisfied. The wol ves cl osed i n about
him and the pack | oped away in the opposite direction. In a nonment only
Stile, Neysa, the Lady Blue and Hul k remai ned by the Bl ue Denesnes.

Stile turned to the woman he woul d now be dealing w th. Nothing was settl ed,
either with her or with his anonynmous nmurderer, or in the other frame. But it
was a beginning. "Lady, wilt thou ride ny steed?" he asked. There was no need
to ask Neysa; as a friend she would do anything for him and he for her. By
the phrasing of his invitation, he was acknow edgi ng that he had as yet only a
partial claimon the Lady, and could not take her for granted. She was a
chal | enge, not a friend.

The Lady Blue inclined her head, as regal in her nakedness as she had been in
the gown. Lightly she nounted Neysa. Stile wal ked on one side. Hulk on the
ot her. Together they approached the open castle.



