file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt

Kill obyte by Piers AnthonyPi ers Ant hony

Ki |l | obyte
CONTENTS

1 — NOVICE

2 — BAAL

3 — PRI SONER
4 — HERO

5 — POLI CEMAN
6 — PRI NCESS
7 — SORCERER
8 — ONSET

9 — | NTRUSI ON
10 — HELP

11 — PHREAK

12 —BEI RUT

13 — | SRAELI

14 — PATCH

15 — POTPOURRI
16 —PURSU T

17 — SHOANDOWN
18 —WHEELS

Aut hor's Not e

0001

one

NOVI CE

"Draw, tenderfoot, or I'll plug you where you stand!" Walter Tol and bl i nked.
There before him stood a gunslinger straight out of false western American

hi story: broad cowboy hat, |eg chaps, |lowslung holster and all. The man's right
hand hovered near his six-shooter. Could he be serious?

"Look, mster," Walter started. "I don't know what you think you' re—=

The man's hand dived for his weapon. He was serious! Walter threw hinself to the
side, behind a barrel of nails.

The gun fired. G ass shattered behind Walter. He scranbl ed on hands and knees,
trying to get away fromthe vicinity w thout exposing hinself.

"You lily-livered coward!" the gunslinger shouted. "I'Il rout you out and | ay
you away! Stand up and fight like a man!" The gun booned again, and there was
the thunk of a bullet hitting the barrel

Wal ter cowered behind the barrels. But there were only three of them and
not hi ng beyond. They hid him but he was trapped. What could he do?

"So you want it in the ass!" the gunslinger said, his voice rich with contenpt.
There was the sound of his footsteps crunching the dirt as he approached the
barrels.

And that was just about where he'd get it, too, Walter realized, because the man
was conming toward his rear. Frantically he cast about.

Then he discovered that he too was in cowboy dress—and there was a gun at his
hi p!

"Al'l right, you sniveling snake!" the gunslinger said as his shadow fell beside
the barrels. "You' re done for."

Wal ter yanked his gun out of his holster and pointed it at the shadow. Then the
body of the nman appear ed.

Walter pulled the trigger. The gun fired. It bucked in his hand, and snoke
puffed fromits muzzle.
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The gunslinger stiffened. Daylight showed through a hole in his belly. He fel
f orwar d.
Wal ter scranbled out of the way, so as not to be pinned under the nan. He didn't
quite nmake it; the gunslinger's head struck his foot. It was curiously light.
In fact it wasn't a head at all. It was cardboard, flat and bl ank on back. The
whol e man was cardboard
A sign appeared in the air about six feet away. Walter stared at it, for the
monent not conprehending its nature or nmessage.

PLAYER: Walter Toland LEVEL: Novi ce

SCORE: 1 OPTIONS

Then it registered. He was a player in a gane! A conputer game. He had finally
gotten the equiprment to enter the nost sophisticated class of ganes, the ones
that put the whole person in, in effect. The helmet, the gloves, the specia
connecti ons—t had happened so suddenly and conpletely and conpellingly that for
the monent he had forgotten the reality and just lived the scene.

And what a scene it had been! It had seened conpletely real, as if he had been
physically dunmped in this little western set and made to fend for hinself. Sink
or swim

What woul d have happened if the gunslinger had plugged hin? Then he woul d have
been out of the scene, with a score of 0. Areal humliation for one who had
once been pretty sharp on the primtive conputer ganes, the kind where things
danced on the screen and had to be shot down before they got too close. O where
things had to be collected to use to penetrate to the finish. But that had been
before the accident.

He shut that out and studied the sign. It identified himas the player. Fine.

H s | evel was Novice. Okay, fair enough; this was a new game to him and he was
just starting. And his score was 1. That nust be one kill. But what were the
options? How did he invoke then?

Then the sign faded out, leaving only the scene. Walter got up, dusted hinself
of f, holstered his gun, then lifted the cardboard. It was a nock figure, painted
on the front with the clothing, gun, and menacing face. There was a hole in the
right side of its abdonmen, where his bullet had torn through.

Wal ter shook his head. How coul d he have been fooled by that? A cardboard
cutout! Yet it had spoken to him challenged him and advanced on him It had
shot at him too! There was the broken glass of the store wi ndow, and there was
the slug in the side of the keg of nails. Those had been real bullets, not
cardboard ones.

That rem nded hi mof his own weapon. The gunslinger's gun was now cardboard, but
his own was not. He drew it again and looked at it. It was a solid six-shooter,
probably of authentic design; he knew nodern guns, but was no expert in ancient
ones. Woever had crafted this gane could readily have done the necessary
research. So this much, at |east, was probably real. Wthin the franework of the
garre.

Sonet hi ng el se bothered him Since when did a bullet in the gut kill instantly?
If that man had been alive, he would not have died; he would have staggered back
in agony. So this was a game thing too: any score on the torso was fatal, by
definition. It didn't have to be through the heart. Novice-Ilevel marksmanship.
He rehol stered the gun, set the cardboard figure down, and wal ked across the
street. The far side turned out to be a painted backdrop: tavern, horse hitches,
and scenery. Even the sun: a bright yellow di sk agai nst the blue background. He
touched it, and it was roomtenperature. Absolutely unreal

Then what had cast the shadow, when the gunslinger had approached the barrel s?
He wal ked back to where he had started. Behind the broken w ndow was a dark

wal | ; there was no chanmber there. Now he saw that directly behind his origina
| ocati on was a door. The store was a facade of wood and gl ass, but the door was
real. It was in a sturdy frane, and it had a brass knob. He must have stepped

through it to enter this scene, though he didn't remenber doing it.

So was this also the way to | eave the scene? I n which case, would he be out of
the gane with a | ow score? He wasn't ready to quit, yet. It was obvious that he
had a lot to | earn about this game, and already he was feeling the fascination

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt (2 of 164) [1/23/03 5:24:02 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt

of it. It was a lot nore intriguing than his outside reality.

So if he didn't use the door, how should he nove on? There had to be a way to
encounter new chal l enges and rack up hi gher scores. But he couldn't do it

agai nst cardboard figures

He wal ked down the street to the left of his original stance. It ended twenty
feet along, in another painted backdrop: a picture of a street continuing

t hrough the town.

He tried the other direction, which he thought of as south. This ended
simlarly, twenty feet away, in a painting of a few nore houses and then the
open country beyond town.

He was in a chanber about forty feet |ong and twenty feet across. He was unable
to touch the top, but ten feet seened reasonable. Wait, he could check it. He
took a nail fromthe keg and threw it up into the sky. It struck al nost

i mredi ately, scratching the paint of a white cloud. Ten feet had been a good
guess.

So it seened that there was nothing nore to do here. Unless he wanted to smash
down the scenery, he would have to use the door. He had nade his score, and this
scene was done.

Still, he did not quite trust that door. It might be a decoy, or the exit for a
quitter. Like the escape key on a conputer keyboard: hit it when you're in over
your head and just want to get out. The challenge was to figure out how to
control his destiny within the ganme. How to get into the next scene.

He wal ked across the street again and put his hands on the painting of the
tavern. He tried to shove it to one side or the other, but it didn't give.

He went to the kegs of nails and tried to lift one. It was either too heavy to
budge, or bolted to the ground. He tried to twist it, as if it were a big knob,
but that didn't work either. So he started taking out the nails, in case there
coul d be sonething useful hiding anong them But the nails turned out to be only
an inch deep; they were another kind of facade. Bel ow was just a panel, painted
with nore nails.

This was curious. Wiy hadn't the kegs becone cardboard too? Since this was all a
game set, it should have been easy to do that. The nails nmust have been left in
their "real" state deliberately. So that a novice |like himcould use themto
throw at the ceiling and scratch the cloud? That didn't seem sufficient.

What el se offered? There had to be sonething. Some devious key to the next step
If he could only find it. He cursed hinmself for being rusty on ganes. It was
probably obvious; he just didn't have the right mnd-set. He didn't see the
sinmple way out of the | ocked chanber.

Then he heard sonething. The ground was shuddering. He | ooked around—and there
in the distance, where the street left the town and wandered into the prairie,
were shapes. Big ones. Many of them

In fact those were cattle—and they were stanpeding. Al ready they were funnelling
into the town and thundering down the street, directly toward him A cloud of
dust was roiling up behind them He had to get out of the way or he woul d be
tranpl ed i n seconds.

Tranpl ed? By animals in a picture?

But the gunslinger had fired real bullets at him

Those cattle | ooked excruciatingly real. So did the setting, at the nmonment. In
fact the cutout of the gunslinger now | ooked Iike a body—and there was a pool of
bl ood beside it. He heard nusic fromthe tavern across the street.

He took another nail and threwit at the sky. It flew high, arcing well bel ow
the cloud, and landed in the street. The bright sun cast shadows.

The set had cone alive again.

The first steer outdistanced his conpani ons and bore down on Walter. The thing
| ooked dangerously real. The hide was flecked with dust and foam and gouts of
dust | eaped fromthe striking hooves.

Walter drew his gun and aimed at the aninmal. But he hesitated. That was nerely
the first of dozens of steers, and he had only five bullets left. O so he
hoped; he hadn't checked the renmining chanbers of his six-gun. Even if any hit
on the body instantly felled the animal, five was all he could take out before
he got tranpled. The gun could not save him this tine.
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Meanwhi |l e the creature was | oonming frighteningly close and large. It was a
juggernaut. A picture? No way! This was real
Walter dived for the door. He felt the wind stirred by the first aninal as he
grabbed the knob and turned. He yanked; the door opened; he threw hinself
t hr ough.
As he left the scene, he thought of sonething, too late. He could have taken
those | oose nails and scattered them across the street. O maybe driven them
t hrough boards and set themout with their points projecting upward. That well
m ght have stopped the stanpede. Maybe such a ploy wouldn't work well in rea
life, but he suspected that by gane rules it would. It explained why the nails
had been left solid in an otherw se painted scene: to allow the player to
prepare for the next chall enge.
He was in the next scene. It was a jungle. Literally. The air was dark and
steany, and the trunks of tall trees were shrouded by clinging vines.
There was a grow . Walter |ooked—and there was a tiger crouching as it oriented
on him
He whirled, lurching back through the doorway. But there was no doorway there.
Only a solid tree. He could not retreat. Once he had used the door, he had
committed hinself irrevocably, it seenmed. Unl ess he had thought to do sonething
like janming a nail into the crack to stop the door from cl osing behind him
The tiger pounced. Walter hurled hinself to the side, as he had before when
attacked by the gunman. The tiger |anded where he had been, snarled, and turned,
reorienting. The thing was massive, and certainly capable of killing him
Wal ter grabbed for his six-shooter. But now it was a snub-nosed rifle. He
w enched up the nmuzzle as the tiger sprang again, and fired.
The tiger screamed with pain and dropped to the ground. The landing was |ight:
it was a paper tiger, literally. Wth a hole through one shoul der. The sign
appear ed:

PLAYER Walter Tol and LEVEL: Novice

SCORE: 2 OPTI ONS

No big surprise there; he had scored again. He was still a novice, and stil
didn't know how to invoke the options. He had ascertained that the door did not

| ead out of the game, but to the next setting. And that the scene turned unrea
when the action was done. And real again when nore action canme. He had had about
ten mnutes between actions, so wasn't unduly rushed, but when an action did
start, he had to act within seconds. The rules were conming clear. It seenmed |like
a wel | -desi gned gane.

He got up and inspected the new setting. The trees turned out to be cardboard
nmockups, the vines painted on them The tree behind himwas painted on a
wal | —-and there was now a door init. Yet all of it had seemed real before the
kill. Surely it had been real, in the context of the game. For the gane could do
that. It could animate its settings and creatures, making them al nost as
tangible as reality. That was the appeal of this class of ganme. Its realism

What was known as virtual reality.

Walter's living body was sitting in a wheelchair, with a sophisticated hel net on
its head. Goggl es and earphones connected to it, providing three-dinensiona
sight and sound, and wires were attached to skin patches at strategic |ocations.
There was even linited odor emitted froma noseplug. d oves and boots picked up
the attenpted notions of the extrenmties, so that his ganme body noved as he
willed it to. It was, literally, like stepping into another world.

It had taken hima long tine to arrange this, because this class of equi pnent
was expensive. In the interimwhole new classes of conputer ganmes had evol ved,
prospered, and faded back into relative oblivion. It didn't matter; they

remai ned the nost popul ar genre avail abl e. Because they represented vicarious
experience which was so close to direct experience that the distinction blurred.
He had heard that there were sex prograns that sone clainmed were better than the
real thing.

But sex was not his object, here. Sex was gone fromhis life. He wanted
diversion. So his first gane was a hard-hitting adventure. He hadn't even
bothered to read the instruction manual ; those things were always way too big
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and obscure to make much sense. It was nore fun just to wade in and | earn by
doi ng.

So he had ten minutes before another challenge cane for him in this jungle
setting. He intended to use it, because he didn't want to take the easy route,
door to door. He wanted to discover the nore devious aspects of the program
Because this was the one gane he had for rental, this week, and he wanted to
make the nost of it.

He lifted the paper tiger and used it to prod the ceiling. Still ten feet. He
felt the walls on all sides. Still a twenty-by-forty-foot chanber, though the
painted walls made it look larger. It would have been nice to check it while the
full animation was on, to see whether then he could really travel niles through
it. It seemed inpossible, yet this was not reality, but an enul ation that
approxi mated a chosen situation. So the gane could nake a jungle seemto extend
for mles, if it was programred to—and perhaps it was. He wanted to find out how
to explore the parts of the jungle that the nmakers of the gane didn't intend

pl ayers to reach. Maybe he could do that, if he could just find the way to
extend the setting while it was inits "real" phase.

He found a nunber of sticks on the ground, and realized that these nust have
been fallen branches when it was animate. WAs there a reason for themto be
here? Just as those loose nails in the top of the keg, in the western scene,

m ght have been used to stop the stanpeding cattle? Maybe these sticks had
sonething to do with the next chall enge.

He picked one up and hefted it. It was actually a fairly solid | ength, possibly
serviceable as an aid to hiking, about six feet long. Ohers were shorter, but
thicker. He al so saw several |engths of cord strewn across the nock trees;
probably those were vines during ani nati on. Not rmuch use at the nonent, though
Sonet hi ng changed. The trees becane real, and the cord did i ndeed becone vine.
The set was comi ng alive again! Sooner than the other one had, unless his
perception of tinme was distorted. There was a rustle. He | ooked, and saw a
snake. A big one. A python, slithering toward him No doubt of it: the next
chal | enge was starting.

He backed away fromthe creature—enly to realize that one of the cords had
becone a serpent in a tree, nowlifting its head to strike at him He ducked,
avoiding it, but nore were appearing on the ground. He recogni zed rattl esnakes,
wat er noccasi ns, and what were probably exotic pit vipers. If any of thembit
him he woul d be dead, and out of the gane.

Walter still held the stick, which was now a black staff. He used it to fend off
an advanci ng cobra.

He had to get out of here. But he had foolishly allowed hinself to be caught
away fromthe door. The space between himand it was filling alnost solidly with
a river of snakes. Al of them surely poisonous.

A tiny snake tried to score on his toe. Walter knocked it on the head, and it

hi ssed and fell back. What had it been, during the null period? A piece of
string? If he had gathered up that string and tied it in a knot, could he have
st opped the snakes before they got started? He had foolishly frittered away his
time, and now was in trouble.

Three nore snakes slithered purposefully toward him He knocked them back with
the staff. But there were too nmany; soon they would overwhelmhim He was sure
that just one bite would wi pe himout, by the rules of the game. But how could
he reach the door wi thout stepping on the nyriads of snakes which now bl ocked
the way?

There was rustling behind him and to the sides. Then Walter got a notion. He
poi nted the staff ahead, took two running steps, and jammed the staff into the
ground, heedl ess of what it mght |and on. He heaved hinmself up in a crude pole
vaul t, passing over the nassed snakes. He crashed into the door, scranbled to
wench it open, and fell through to whatever |ay beyond.

He found hinself in a car, speeding at about a hundred mles an hour. He had no
i dea where it was going.

Then a brick wall |oonmed ahead. He was on a dead-end drive. He stepped on the
brakes—and his foot plunged to the floor. The brakes were gone!
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But the wall did not extend beyond the pavenent. He could veer off the road,
crash through the wooden barriers, and roll to a stop. He turned the wheel

The wheel spun in his hand. The steering was also out. This car had really been
pi ed.

But Walter had been in trouble before on the highway, and his refl exes were
fast. He used the clutch and jamed the gearshift into | ow Thank God racing
cars didn't use automatic shift! The | ow gear nade the nmotor drag on the wheel s,
and the car slowed. But not enough; he would still hit the wall. So he grabbed
for the handbrake, and that slowed the vehicle further. He did reach the wall,
but only nudged it.

The seat col |l apsed under him The cardboard could not sustain his weight. Then
the sign appeared: SCORE: 3. He had gotten through another chall enge.

He pushed aside the cardboard side of the car as the sign faded, and clinbed to
his feet outside. The wall was the only solid part of this set, and now he saw
the door init: his entry to the next scene. But again he didn't take it; he
wanted to explore while he could, to see what other avenues offered.

He was in another chamber, of course, with the scenery all around painted on,

i ncluding the blue sky above. There was no way out except the door. Maybe this
was a straight-line game, with no real choices along the way. If so, it wasn't
much. The effects were narvel ous, and he | oved having the full use of his body,
i nstead of being confined to his wheelchair. But largely mndl ess adventure
woul d not entertain himlong. He remenbered the three or four types of conflict,
froma long-ago class on literature: nan agai nst nature, nan agai nst nan, man
agai nst society. And maybe nman agai nst hinself. This was really nman agai nst
nature, even when it was against a man, because the gunslinger had been
programed for attack, not interaction. The car had been nuch the same as a
beast; riding a tiger would have been sinmilar. So this was pretty sinple stuff,
and pretty readily handl ed. The right refl exes were all that was required.

So what woul d the next challenge be here? Not a speeding car, because the only

way it could threaten himwas to try to squi sh himagainst the wall, and it
woul d smash itself in the process. Even if it tried, he could sinply step off
the road to the side, avoiding it. In any event, he still had several minutes to
prepare.

He checked the painted chanber, but it was tight. If there were secret buttons
to push, he didn't find them He went through the cardboard car, but there was
not hi ng special there either. That was an interesting device, turning things to
cardboard once the chall enge was done. But the novelty of it was already wearing
thin. The conputer could do whatever it wanted, and realismwas as easy to
programas artificiality, with the equi prent avail abl e. Which suggested

i ndi fferent programm ng. He hoped that this wasn't the linmt of what the gane
had to offer.

Because Walter was | ooking for high-powered diversion. He had what anpunted to

no life at all, inthe real world. Hi s |l egs had dwindled to ugly sticks; he kept
them constantly covered not for warnth but for shane. Once he had been athletic.
Now he couldn't walk at all, and even sitting up woul d have been a pain except

for his intricate harness. The doctor, with an attenpt at hunor that hadn't been
effective, had informed himthat they had patched up the | ower half of his body
so that it worked, but not to put any weight on it. So a gane like this was the
only place he could nove normally. He could wal k, here, because the boots picked
up the feeble efforts of his legs to nove, and translated themto directions for
the gane-figure | egs. Qoviously his ganme figure didn't have to do nuch

bal anci ng, because it renmined erect without his effort. That was nice.

But what was the point of poking around a cl osed painted chanber? As virtua
reality went, this was a virtual prison

There was a honk in the distance. Walter |ooked, and saw that his own car was
now alive again: netal instead of cardboard. The next threat was com ng al ready!
It had hardly been five m nutes.

In the distance a shape | ooned, growing rapidly larger. It was a semtrailer
truck. It was so massive, and coning with such velocity, that it was evident it
woul d not be able to stop if it wanted to. It would smash himand his car and
the wall, and hurtle on through regardless. So nuch for his notion of safety.
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He ran to the side, and banged into the painted wall. He had forgotten that the
scenery wasn't real. He couldn't step off the road—and now he saw that the truck
filled the entire space. He could not avoid it. The dammed set was com ng only
partly alive: the part that would kill him
He dived for the door. As he wwenched it open, he realized that he had m ssed a
bet: he could have thrown hinself to the pavenent in the center, and let the
truck pass over him There had to be enough clearance, in a vehicle that size.
He coul d have bested it.
But he was al ready passing through the door. He saw the grille of the truck
| oomi ng cl ose.
Then he was in a square roped enclosure. He was weari ng sneakers and white
shorts. Big soft padded gl oves were on his hands. Boxing gl oves.
Uh-oh. He caught his bal ance and peered ahead. Just in tine to see the other
boxer closing in on him The one in black shorts.
The other threw a roundhouse-right punch. Walter wanted to duck, but didn't have
the tine. He wanted to draw back, but his inertia was wong. So he did the only
thing he could: he threw hinself forward, into the other boxer. A clinch was the
first refuge of the inconpetent. He wapped his arns around the man and hung on
"Get off ne, jerk!" the man sputtered. "Stand up and fight Iike a man."
But Walter knew that if he did that, he would get knocked down or out. Because
he had discovered in the course of his job training that he was not cut out to
be a boxer. He had | earned how to duck a punch, and that was his nost effective
pl oy. What he didn't know about this sport would fill an encycl opedi a.
"One. Two. Three. Four." There was no visible referee, but Walter heard the
count, and knew that he had better stop clinching in a hurry, or be penalized.
So he broke and staggered back, holding his arns up to try to protect his head
and upper torso.
It wasn't nmuch good. The ot her boxer was boring in, battering his shoul ders and
sides. Wlter didn't feel pain, exactly, but he did feel the inpacts, and knew
he couldn't protect hinself long. Each tine the other scored on his arm the arm
dropped a bit lower, and Walter couldn't bring it up again. It seened that the
ganme had ways of forcing the issue. H's face would soon be open to attack
So defense was no proper ploy. He had to take the offense. Even if he wasn't any
good at it.
He ained a right at the other man's face. But the man sinply noved aside, then
caught himon the ribs with a solid counter-punch. Walter realized that he had
laid hinself open, and it had been an elenentary natter to capitalize on it.
But maybe he could use his brain. The other nman was a fignent of the gane
program He woul d probably react the same way to the sane situation
So Walter set hinself and ained the sane punch again. But this tinme he was
pl anni ng on count er punchi ng the counterpunch. He swung, the other countered and
scored on the ribs again—and Walter let fly at the nan's face with all the power
his left fist could nuster.
He scored. His white glove flattened the man's nose and rocked his head back
The man fell—and it was a cardboard cutout that |anded on the floor. Inlife a
singl e punch woul d have been unlikely to end the fight, but this was the gane.
The sign appeared. SCORE: 4. OPTI ONS
Suddenly Walter got a notion. He poked a finger at the sign, the cardboard gl ove
sl oughing of f. He touched OPTI ONS
The sign changed. Now it read:

NOVI CE OPTI ONS

HELP

FORNMAT

REPLAY

QT

Walter feared that the sign would di sappear in five seconds, as before, so he
qui ckly touched the FORMAT option

The screen changed again. Now it offered himthree of what it considered to be
formatting options: VELOCI TY, SUBSTANCE, and BOX. Wat did those nean? Again, he
was afraid to wait, so he touched BOX
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New wor ds appeared: SIZE LOCATI ON DURATI ON | TEMS

Aha! It was referring to the information box. Since he wanted tinme to consider,
he touched DURATI ON

The new words were what he wanted. DURATI ON: SECONDS 0-60 M NUTES 1-10 PERMANENT
DEFAULT 5 SECONDS

So he had noted. He touched PERMANENT.

The prior informati on appeared. This tinme he touched SIZE. This enabled himto
make the box smaller, so it wouldn't obscure his view of the action. LOCATI ON
let himnove it to a corner of the chanber. ITEMS | et himspecify what he wanted
it to cover, of the choices he had already seen. He decided to | eave that al one
for the tinme being.

But now t he next chall enge was upon him only about two mnutes after the boxer.
The gane was squeezing himharder, and it seened that postponenent was not one
of his options. Unless VELOCITY covered it. But right now he had to focus on the
t hreat.

This turned out to be a martial artist in a white jacket and trousers, tied with
a black belt. Karate, probably. Walter knew just enough about it to know that

bl ack was the master level. He didn't want to ness with this man!

The man faced himand nade a little bowwith his head, not taking his eyes off
Walter. Walter turned around and found the door he knew would be there. He
turned the handl e and stepped through

He was high up on a chilly nountain. He was in nountain-clinbing gear, with

spi ked boots and heavy gl oves. A rope was anchored to a heavy harness around his
body, the other end connected to a piton just above him His fingers were
clinging to a tiny |edge. Bel ow himthe nountain sloped steeply, until it
converted into a vertical drop-off. He was evidently nmaking his | aborious way
across one of the bad spots, inching toward a |arger |edge that would allow him
to wal k, carefully

A stiff gust of wind tugged at his body. The fingerhold | edge gave way, and that
jogged his boots |oose. Walter slid abruptly down the face of the nmountain, his
horror making the slide seemslower than it was.

Then the safety rope went taut. He hung there, just above the drop-off,
scranbling for purchase. His heart was thudding in his ears. This was al nbst too
much realism

He felt a vibration in the rope. He | ooked up—and saw that the anchor piton was
starting to give way. It wasn't quite tight, and was nudgi ng down. In a nonent

his weight would pull it out of the rock, and that would be all
Walter | ooked wildly around. There was no other person near. The rock within
reach was a flat face, offering no purchase at all. Al he could do was watch

the piton slowly change position

Maybe he could hamer in another piton! He felt around his body, but found only
a hammer. |If he had any other pitons, he couldn't find themin the few seconds
he had.

Then he had a better notion. He braced his feet against the steeply slanting
rock, closed his gloved hands about the rope, and wal ked hinself up the face.
The effort was easier than it would have been in life, as the gane responded to
the nmuscul ar twitches of his real body. In a nonent he was up within reach of
the piton.

He drew his hammer, set hinself, and pounded the piton back into the rock. In a
monent it was firmagain, and he was in no danger of falling. Now he had only to
find new handhol ds, so that he could conplete his traverse and put his feet on
the | edge ahead.

But there turned out to be no need. The nopuntain became cardboard, and the box
in the corner said SCORE: 5.

It now appeared that the drop-off was only the painted floor. It had certainly
| ooked realistic a nonment ago! And where had that w nd cone fronf

Walter nmade his way to the I edge and sat on it. He couldn't follow it on around
the nountain, because that too was a painted scene. So he reached for the score
box and touched OPTIONS. He nmight as well neke use of his tinme to | earn anything
that might inprove his chances in the next chall enge
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He didn't want to quit yet, and he certainly didn't want to replay that wild
swi ng above the abyss. That |eft HELP and FORMAT. He didn't want to ask for help
yet either; that seenmed too much like cheating. So he touched FORMAT, and then
VELOCI TY.

It turned out that he could indeed adjust the tine between challenges. He could
make the second challenge in a setting cone imedi ately, or he could delay it
the maxi mum ten mnutes. The default was ten minutes for the first chall enge,
eight for the second, and so on down to two for the fifth. So he hadn't been

i magi ni ng the shortened tine!

Then the mountai n shuddered. The abyss bel ow took on the senbl ance of reality.
The second threat was upon him

Wal ter | ooked up. Sonething was stirring up there. An aval anche was starting!
Already the first small stones were plunging past, bouncing off the sl ope and
di sappeari ng beyond the dropoff.

He didn't hesitate. He grabbed for the door in the nountain and wedged hinmself
through before the nain part of the aval anche passed.

This time he was in a confortable waiting room He |ooked nervously around,
alert for the next threat, but saw none. Instead the opposite wall becane a
screen.

CONGRATULATI ONS, NOVI CE!' YOU HAVE COWMPLETED THE CHALLENGES AND ARE NOW A
JOURNEYMAN PLAYER. YOUR NAME HAS BEEN ADDED TO THE ROSTER OF PLAYERS ELI G BLE
FOR TH S LEVEL.

A list of names appeared. There was a consi derable nunber, filling severa
colums of the screen.

Walter hadn't anticipated this. He had thought this was a stand-al one ganme, but
evidently it was nultiple-player, with each conputer serving as a separate

i nput. He should have realized that before, because it required a nodem a phone
connection to the central ganme authority. Well, that was all right, though it
did seemto nmake for some crowdi ng

He | ooked at the list. He recogni zed none of the nanmes. His was the last. The
next to |l ast was BAAL CURRAN. Funny nane! Walter wondered what the nman | ooked
like. Not that it mattered, since the player woul d probably appear in the ganme
in the image the conputer dictated, rather than the real one.

VWHEN YOU ARE READY TO PLAY, TOUCH YOUR NAME

Good enough. Wl ter touched his nane.

0010

two

BAAL

Baal Curran stood in the Journeyman anteroom reflecting on the experience she
had just had. By all accounts, Killobyte was a fantastic game, but her

experi ence made her doubtful. So it had threats coming at her thick and fast; so
what ? All computer ganes did that, unless they were the dull intellectual kind.
So that was nothing new. Still, that scene with the shark com ng at her in the
water had really frightened her, and as for the junp fromthe airplane when the
parachute didn't open..

It also had good realism But it was just one of a class of ganes a person could
play with the helnet and wappings. Virtual reality, they called it: naking you
feel you were right there in the scene. That aspect was pretty good—enly then it
turned everything to cardboard, so you knew it wasn't real and never had been

O course you could turn off the cardboard with the OPTI ON FORMAT SUBSTANCE
making it into sponge rubber or gray bl ankets or sonething. But what was the
point? It was still dreadfully unreal

However, it was supposed to get better as it went. O course they had the Novice
stage sinple and pretty obvious, so that new players |like her could learn the
ropes without getting killed. The Journeyman stage was supposed to be a

consi derabl e step up in sophistication. So maybe that would give her a better
taste of what she really wanted: death.

Well, not death, exactly, but the experience of dying. Death didn't seem so bad,
but she was afraid of dying, so she wanted to know nore about it. Not the pain
of it, because she had a just-about painless way, but the |arger experience of
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it. The feeling, the finality, the whol eness—she needed to get a better glinpse
of that, before making the commitnent.

She wasn't suicidal, really. It was just that death just sort of seened |ike
maybe the best alternative, now O©h, she knew her fol ks wouldn't agree, and
maybe they were right. Here she was, eighteen, a high school graduate with good
grades and a good record, maybe bound for college in a year or so if she decided
to, with supportive parents who were still married to each other. She was an
only child, even, so hadn't had to fight with siblings. Half the kids of the
worl d woul d be satisfied to trade places with her, except for one thing.

But what a thing that was. It had ruined her life. She had thought she had it
under control, enotionally as well as physically. She had thought she had a life
ahead. Until it fell apart.

But it was pointless to let herself be diverted by that right now She had a
ganme to play, and with luck it would distract her fromwhat she coul dn't change
Baal gazed at the array of basic characters. They were naked and uniformy gray,
as if carved from nondescript stone. There was True Blue, who was the all-around
good guy, and Doodoo, the all-around nothing. In between was Joe Bl ow, who was,
appropriately, in between. There were also three fenale types, sinmlarly spread:
Royal Lady, Lone Wonman, and Bad Grl.

Qovi ously subtlety wasn't the strong point of this level. Wll, she stil

appreci ated havi ng sonme choice of character, since there had been none in the
Novi ce |l evel. She would take the top nmale character. Maybe the tine would cone
when she could settle for an in-between, but right now she needed the top of the
line. And she didn't like being female right now, and it was all right to take
the other sex. That kept her anonynous, pretty nuch, even in the context of the
game. Anonymity was what she needed. Because she was ashamed of what she was in
real life.

She selected True Blue. He was a little statue, and when she touched him a
screen appeared behind him The first choice was COLOR She touched that, and a
col or palette appeared, ranging fromwhite through shades of yellow and brown to
bl ack. She considered, then touched it at light brown. In real life she couldn't
choose her color; this could be interesting.

The statue turned brown. That did nake it nore intriguing.

The next choice was HAIR She touched it, and a nore linmted pal ette appeared.
She extended her hand to nmake her choi ce—and a bell rang.

For a nonent she was disoriented. Then she recognized it. The doorbell! Way back
inreal life. She was alone in the house, so she would have to exit and attend
toit.

She reached to OPTIONS on her regul ar screen, and when the subscreen appeared
she touched QUI T, and then SAVE. She would return to this at the sane place as
soon as she coul d.

The scene went dark. It took her a few seconds to reorient. It wasn't just that
she was now out of the game and back in the real world, it was that the hel net
and gl oves and boots | ocked into place during the gane, effectively anchoring
the player, so he couldn't react to things in the game and wave his |inbs
wildly, hurting himself. The ganme paused while processing a player out, getting
the setting saved.

Then the fastenings rel eased, and she was able to draw her hands out of the

gl oves. She reached up and lifted the helmet from her head. The earphones and
goggl es and chin cup retracted as she did, letting the sound and |ight of
reality in. She still wore the huge boots and attachnents to her body, but those
could remai n. Now she wi shed she had decided to play the gane while her folks
were honme, so that one of them could have answered the door. But she had been so
eager to start that she hadn't waited. Anyway, this was a rental system so she
had to use it while she could. She could never have afforded to buy anything
l'ike this!

She touched the door intercom "Yes?" she inquired

"Delivery for B. Curran."

"Delivery? | didn't order anything."

"From Carto Enterprises. The order date is six weeks ago."

Now she renenbered. She had ordered sonething over a nonth ago, to be delivered
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on this date. She had never thought to cancel it.

There was no help for it. She haul ed her feet out of the boots, stood, grabbed a
vol um nous bat hrobe to cover her |eggings, arnmngs (well, what did you cal
then?), and torso wap, and strode to the door. She accepted the box and brought
it into the table. She didn't open it. She knew what it was. An ornate brass
relief map of the state of Pennsyl vani a.

It had been intended as her gift for Ty, on his twentieth birthday. Ty: Tyson

Bl unt, her boyfriend. She had paid for it in advance, though it had taken a
hefty chunk of her neager savi ngs.

She hadn't known then that they were going to break up shortly after she placed
t he order.

Baal suffered a surge of grief that threatened to darken her whole life into
oblivion. She sat on her bed, trying to fight her way through it. She wanted to
get back into the game, but she sort of had to settle with herself first, or
she'd be unable to concentrate, and just get herself killed off right away.
Well, one thing the Killobyte gane had done was give her sone fleeting
objectivity about this dreary alternate realmthat was reality. For the nonent,
she coul d review her situation, maybe w thout breaking up into enotional goo. So
now was the time to get it straight. Maybe it would give her a nore specific
noti on what she really wanted in the game, or out of it. What was the point in
dying, if she didn't know exactly why she was dying, and howit felt in that
mood? Wouldn't it be ironic if she died when she really didn't want to, al
things considered? O if she |ived when she shouldn't? She had to know what was
right before she did it, either way.

It had started, really, about six nonths before. Wen Ty had come into her life.
It had been great, until...

She had been in the throes of her senior year, working hard, active on
conmmittees for this and that, maintaining herself at a halfway-frenetic |eve
mainly to prove she could do it. And to keep her mnd off her social life, which
sucked, and her curse, which was part of the reason. The nmin reason her grades
were good was that she didn't have anything better to do than study.

The fact was that Baal had never been part of any "in" group, and socia

popul arity had al ways been at the opposite pole. She had been shy as a child,
and it had gotten worse as she grew. The rest of the world just seened to grow
faster. In ninth grade she had gone on a school -arranged date with a nmale
classmate, to a school program it was an introductory deal, trying to get
students to mx in socially acceptabl e ways. The boy had been polite, and
treated her exactly as the gui debook recommended. Wich was to say, he had

i gnored her. She had been nervous about all sorts of things, but when she saw
how sonme of the other girls had to fend off their dates' encroachnents, she
realized that she had assenbl ed the wrong basket of fears. The boys wanted to
steal kisses, because their dates had kissable |lips. Baal wasn't even allowed to
wear |ipstick. The boys tried to stroke their dates' nice curling tresses, as if
paci fying themfor greater intinmacies. Baal's hair was straight and boyishly
short. The boys put their arns around their dates, which was pernissible, and
tried to get their hands in between their dates' arns and their torsos, which
wasn't. Because in that region, fingers could touch the side of a breast. Baa
woul d have had to pad her bra to have enough to touch. The boys tried to |et
their hands slide down to the hip and thigh region, where the school proctors
couldn't see if they stroked sone of the flesh a girl sat on. Baal had narrow

hi ps. The boys tried to whisper naughty nothings in their dates' ears, to nmake
them bl ush becom ngly. Baal hadn't |earned how to force a blush. The boys
murmur ed their dates' nanes, nmaking them seem suggestively sexy. But no anount
of suggestion could give the nane "Baal" sex appeal. It derived fromthe Hebrew
word for "master,"” or "mstress," and was the name of an anci ent god who m ght
once have been held in high regard anong the Phoenici ans, but whose reputation
had suffered el sewhere. In fact he was said to have consuned i nnocent babi es
How it had ever becone a fenml e nanme, and how her parents had ever happened on
it for her, she could not imagine. Wen (ha-ha) friends teased her about it, she
pretended it was like "bale" as in a bale of sweet clover, or "bail" as in
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getting bailed out of jail. So her date behaved. She was humili at ed.

After that, dates were voluntary, and by the boy's choice. No one asked Baal
She went to school dances, and danced with other shy girls, hoping a boy woul d
cut in. It never happened. After a time she got the nessage and becane even nore
wi thdrawn, as far as dating went.

Her body started to catch up with things, and when her famly noved to Chicago
and she transferred to a new school in tenth grade she had hopes. It had
occurred to her that part of the reason for her neglect m ght be her nal ady, so
she was careful to not let it be known here. Unfortunately the teachers had to
know, and some teachers with the best intentions were neverthel ess

bl abber nout hs, not realizing the inportance of the nmatter, and so the word

| eaked out and got around. But even at the begi nning when other students didn't
know, there was nothing. So she knew that it was fundanental: she was just an
unattractive girl. Sweet sixteen was a nockery in her case.

Then when Baal was seventeen, it happened. Her friend, Marsha, who was no raving
beauty but who had personality, sonmehow got herself into a blind-date situation
with a college freshman. She was nervous about going alone, so she tal ked him
into double-dating with her friend. She neant a different friend, one who was
adept at handling unknown quantities. But that friend cancel ed out, having
unexpectedly made up with an estranged boyfriend. Such sea changes were not
unusual in the teen years. So it was desperation node, and Baal just had to fil
inat the last nminute, as a natter of |ife and death, according to Marsha.

"But | don't know anything about— she protested. "There's nothing to know, "
Mar sha assured her. "It's a double date. Mral support. Anyway, we'll stay cl ose
to honme, just in case."

That wasn't earthshakingly reassuring. "And nmy—f they know, they won't want
to—

"Ch, shut up, Baal! Who's going to tell then?" That too was not exactly ideal
But a friendship was on the line, and who knew, it might work. Until the guy got
a good | ook at her face. Then the politeness would set in, and he would suffer
through the chore, and she woul d never see himagain after that evening.

Still, foolish hope was better than despair. Marsha hel ped her pick out a
suitable outfit, that nade her | ook denure. Sone girls dressed to show a | ot of
flesh, but that was because they had the flesh to show Baal did better |eaving
more to the imagi nation, which mght be kinder than reality.

"Ch cone on!" Marsha exclaimed. "There's nothing wong with your body. It's
within the suitable range."

"And ny face?"

"I't'"s time you got into makeup. I'lIl handle it." She did. She applied lipstick
and foundation creme and powder with considerable finesse, then went to work on
the hair. In due course she showed Baal a mrror

The change was anazing. The face in the nirror was ordinary instead of honely,
and the hair framed it to suggest that with the right break it m ght even be
accept abl e.

"But suppose all that paint starts flaking off?" Baal asked.

"It'd have to be sone pretty heavy necking to do that."

"But | don't even know how to kiss," Baal protested.

"Time you learned, girl. If he comes at you, just hold your head still and purse
your lips."

O course there was really no danger of getting kissed. So it should be al

right.

The boys cane in a car to Marsha's house to pick themup. One was short and
jolly, with freckles and acne. He turned out to be Marsha's date. It was his
car, which went far to redeemhim Hi s name was Donal d.

The other was tall and handsone, evidently co-opted in nmuch the way Baal had
been. He seemed reluctant to cone forward, but Donal d haul ed hi m al ong.

I ntroductions were hasty and clunmsy. "This is Baal Curran," Marsha said.

"This is Tyson Blunt," Donal d said.

Ty extended his hand, sonmewhat awkwardly, and Baal shook it, just as awkwardly.
So nuch for begi nni ngs.

Donal d and Marsha rode in front, because he was driving. Ty and Baal sat in
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back. Neither spoke, or even |ooked at the other. The continui ng awkwar dness was
al nost tangi bl e.

They stopped at a cheap cafeteria for a token neal before going on to the novie
theater. Donald and Marsha had been talking at a great rate fromthe start, and
continued now. Baal and Ty just sat there.

After sonmewhere short of an eternity they returned to the car. Finally Ty nmade
an effort and said sonmething. "You from around here?"

"Not exactly. W noved here from Pennsylvania two years ago."

He brightened. "You did? So did |I. My folks are still in Reading. | had to cone
here for a college sunmer session, to get sone nmissing credits. \Were were you?"
"West Chester," she said, foolishly gratified.

"Why, that's not far! Maybe forty mles. W' re neighbors."”

She had to laugh. Just like that, it started to work. They tal ked about how
their fol ks bempaned the | oss of the ol d-fashioned Horn and Hardarts in

Phi | adel phia, where you put nickels into slots and opened little doors to take
out the food. And how far it was fromone part of the airport to the other,
because the inconming and outgoing flights were always as far apart as possible.
It turned out that their schools had once encountered each other in an athletic
or intellectual event, but neither could remenmber which event.

By the tinme they got to the novie, they felt |like old acquai ntances. Wen they
took their seats, Ty also took her hand and squeezed her fingers gently. "Don't
get ne wong," he whispered. "But | don't feel so honesick anynore."

By the tinme the novie was done, his armwas around her shoulders. She thrilled
to his touch. She kept thinking about how it was going to end soon, but
meanwhi l e it was wonderful.

On the way back, he popped the Question: "May | see you again, Baal ?"

She could hardly believe it. "Yes," she said, and gave hi m her nunber.

She was afraid he wouldn't call, but he did, the follow ng night. They tal ked
briefly, and she was astoni shed to discover when she hung up that forty m nutes
had passed.

It continued fromthere. Ty did see her again. He did not have a | ot of noney,
he expl ai ned apol ogetically, and he wouldn't take hers, but if it was okay to
wal k in the park or something? His folks were going to give hima car for his
twentieth birthday if he kept his grades up, and he knew he would, so then he'd
have wheels. But right now he was afoot, if that was all right with her, and the
park could be really nice. She was glad to oblige, and it was just great. They
sat on a bench and hel d hands and tal ked.

Afterwards, she realized that she had been so distracted by the prospect that
she had never thought to get Marsha to paint her with nmakeup. She had been her
garden-variety self. Had she |ost hinf

On the third date she threw caution to the winds and asked him "Ty, | know |I'm
not hi ng special. What do you see in ne?"

"You're a nice girl," he said.

"Nice girls aren't very interesting."

"You're fromhome. | feel confortable with you. And you're not bad | ooking, you
know. "

"Yes | am" she said, hating herself for saying it.

He got serious. "You figure a girl has to look Iike a novie starlet? I'll tel
you sonething. | was dating a really beautiful girl. I—well, the truthis, I'm

sort of on the rebound now. She found soneone she liked better, and | guess she
never was serious about ne. It really hurt. So | knewit didn't pay to date
sonmeone too popul ar, you know? Your face didn't bow ne over, but when | |earned
where you were from well, when | look at you | see Pennsylvania, and | really
i ke Pennsylvania."

She stared at him stunned. Could it be true?

"l guess nmaybe you don't believe ne," he said.

How she wanted to! She had never dreanmed that anyone coul d see her that way.
"I's it okay if | kiss you?" he asked.

After a nonment her nouth worked. "If you want to," she whi spered.

Slowy he brought his face to hers, and slowy he kissed her. For a brief
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eternity she hardly dared believe it. Then for another she allowed herself to
believe it. Then she lost control, and flung her arns around him pulling him
cl oser.

"l guess you feel that way too," he said when they finally di sengaged.

"I guess | do," she agreed, her heart burning with joy.

Donal d and Marsha never dated again, but Ty and Baal were serious. He cane to
the school dances to dance with her, and Baal couldn't help being gratified by
the astoni shnent others showed. Not only did she have a date, he was a handsone
coll ege man! She had come out of her shell |ike a rocket.

But there was a strengthening undercurrent of worry and guilt, because she had
never told himabout her major liability. She knew she should, but she didn't
dare. VWhat would she do if she lost hinf

It continued. It was evident that Ty really liked her, and she |liked him They
did not speak of narriage, but they were starting to nmaneuver around the

subj ect, obviously aware of its proximty. She nentioned that she was about to
pass her eighteenth birthday, nmaking her of age, and he nentioned that there was
a good job he m ght take instead of going back to coll ege. They spoke of
traveling to Pennsylvania to neet his folks. They cane, obliquely, to certain
tacit understandi ngs.

Baal ' s grades suffered, but she was oblivious. She was in |ove. She coasted to
graduation and attended the final promwith Ty. It was gl orious.

That night they got really serious. They left the promearly and went to her
house. Her fol ks had another event to attend, and didn't expect her back for
hours, so the house was enpty. She took himto her room and they nmade | ove. It
wasn't perfect, but they had already agreed that they didn't expect it to be.

The first time never was. Everyone knew that. Still, after due all owances were
made, they agreed that it had been the npbst exciting experience of their lives.
But Ty had one question, after. "I saw you had sone narks on your stormach. Did
you get hurt, or sonething?"

Suddenly she knew it was tine. "Ty, | should have told you before. But | just
couldn't. I'mnot a druggie, or anything. |'mdiabetic. Those are needl e scars."”
He stared at her. "Ch, God! My grandna died of that."

"I't's under control," she said quickly. "I have to give nyself a shot of insulin
nmor ni ng and evening, and prick nmy finger to test ny blood four tinmes a day. It's
routine. | can handle it."

"I'"'mnot sure | can," he said. "God, Baal, | wish you' d told ne before. Wen

t hi nk how Grandma—

She saw the pain in his face. She realized with a terrible sinking feeling that
he was as serious about this as he had been about his |ove of Pennsylvania. He
had | ooked at her and seen his bel oved homel and. Now he was | ooking at her and
seeing a relative die horribly. That sanme enotional connection that had brought
himto her was now driving himaway fromher. She had beconme sonething tainted.
So it was that they broke up. It was an anicabl e separation, for all the pain of
it. He apologi zed again and again for "taking advantage" of her before he knew,
and she apol ogi zed for not telling him They were equally guilty.

Now t hey were apart. She knew that he was hurting, as she was. But she al so knew
that the way his mnd worked, their romance was done for. He had been ready to
marry Pennsyl vania. He was not about to marry his grandnot her's wasted body.

Yet she understood that if she had not concealed her illness fromhim their
romance woul d never have happened. And she knew that if she had it to do over
again, she would do it the same way. Because those had been the greatest nonths
of her life. They had gone all the way fromfirst word to full sex, alifetine's
experience cramed into five nmonths, and probably the only such experience she
woul d ever have. Even as she pl owed through her suicidal depression, she took
joy inthat illicit romance. For a time she had lived and | oved like a conplete
human bei ng.

So it was the diabetes that had torpedoed her prospects, as it had throughout
her life, fromthe tine it had been di agnosed when she was ten. Fromthe tine
she had lost friends, who didn't want to catch it fromher, never mnd that it
wasn't contagious. Children were prone to snap judgnments. She had been caught
the sane way, this tine: Ty was hostage to the way he saw things, and he
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couldn't look at her and see a human being with a liability under control. Al

he saw was the liability. She couldn't blanme him she was after all used to this
ki nd of thing.

So now she was flirting not with a man, but with the notion of death. Because
was there really any prom se of anything better in her future?

Ki | | obyte was supposed to be as close as you could get to dying without doing it
for real. Not just because the scenes had a |l ot of realism Because when you
died in the gane, it gave you a jolt of sonething that made you feel it. The
pai n and disorientation, and maybe a glinpse of Heaven or Hell, depending on
your religion. Certainly there was tine in the coffin. So players deliberately

| et thenselves be killed in the ganme, to get that experience.

Not her. She didn't want sonme game programer's notion of dying. She wanted to
know how she, personally, felt about it as she fell out of a plane to her doom
or got chonped by a shark, or whatever. She was so constituted that she couldn't
deliberately die; she had to be caught by death. But if she concluded fromthe
ganme that she could handl e death, then she mi ght indeed take the step in rea
life. Maybe.

Well, she was wasting tine. She had to get back into the game, which had the
promi se of getting interesting now.

She got up, checked her blood, and resunmed her seat in what she called the
electric chair. She had never renoved the w appi ngs around arns, |egs, and
torso, so a little adjustnent was all they needed. They were for feeling, while
the gl oves and boots were for control. When she tried to nove her fingers or
hands in the gl oves, they picked up the pressure and translated it into the
appropriate notions of her ganme figure. The boots did the sane for her feet, so
she could wal k or junmp or kick or squat. Wien she spoke, the hel net picked up
her words and fed theminto the gane scene. Wen her eyes noved, the goggles
tracked them and showed the appropriate gane scenes. But the wappings were as
important in their way, because they fed several basic sensations to her body.
They could turn warmor cool, or they could vibrate, or deliver a slight
electric tingle. It was amazing how realistic these things were in the gane. If
her armrested against a wall, she felt the heat or coolth of it. If she sat in
the gane, her legs felt the fabric of the couch. Indeed, her body felt the
fabric of her gane clothing, and the tiny touch of a breeze on her bare |inbs.
Al fromthat little tingle, or naybe a conbination of sensations. It was easy
to forget that they were limted and artificial, and just go with the flow Her
whol e body seenmed to be in the scene.

She paused, renenbering sonething el se. One of the torso wappings resenbl ed
what she called cast-iron panties. She suspected that they could apply the sane
sensations that the others did, but they had not done so in the Novice-leve
exercises. Well, yes they had; she renenbered now. when she sat in that
roller-coaster seat, the sun-heated plastic had pressed agai nst her bottom Then
when she had hung on the safety rope on the nountain, the harness had pull ed
tight about her crotch and chest. It had seened so real at the tinme that she
hadn't even thought about the specific effects. So the iron pants were
operative.

According to the manual, certain special effects were possible. Baal had heard
that "special" could nean sexual. The nmanual didn't say it outright, because the
ganme proprietor didn't want to get the bluenoses down on the gane. It was said
that sone players were into it not for the killing but for the other experiences
they could get. Vicarious sex? Baal had not had much nore than idle curiosity
about sex, until her association with Ty, and was not now | ooking for it

el sewhere. But the idea of absolutely safe sex, with no chance at all for
pregnancy or venereal disease or heavy enotional commtnent, was intriguing. If
she ever wanted to experinent, the gane was the place to do it. Could the gane
actually nake it seemreal ?

The nore she considered that, the nore curious she became. O course she woul d
never say that to another person. But if the opportunity arose, she just n ght
pursue it, so as to conpare it to the real thing. It seenmed inpossible that it
could feel all-the-way real, but perhaps with inmagination it could get nopst of
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the way there.

But it was pointless to sit here thinking naughty thoughts! Wat would she want
with fake sex? Having it with a nman who wasn't really there? Who woul d di sappear
into the labyrinth of the gane after it was done, and naybe never be seen agai n?
She had al ready had enough of that sort of experience with Ty!

So on with it. She inserted her feet into the boots, donned the gl oves, adjusted
the wrappings so that they were exactly where they bel onged, and brought the

hel met down over her head. Wen everything was secure, she laid gloved hands
down on the arnrests and used her fingers inside themto turn on the system so
that she could re-enter the ganme. "True Blue, here | cone!" she nmurnmured as she
felt things clamp into place. And of course the hel met picked it up, and she
enbarrassed herself by saying the words in the Journeynman-character annex.

0011

three

PRI SONER

Walter found hinself in a hall with six little statues. Three were male, three
femal e. The background screen advised himof their general qualities. True Blue
was honest and straightforward and popul ar. Joe Blow was strictly average.
Doodoo was sneaky and di shonest. The three women had a similar range of
characters. They were Royal Lady, Lone Wman, and Bad Grl.

The obvi ous choi ce was True Blue. What mal e player would settle for one of the
ot her nen? What feral e player woul d choose | ess than the nost attractive woman?
So what were the choices, really?

He | ooked at the three fermale figures. They were nude, and in truth were
simlar, physically. Each was slender, with nice breasts and a bald head. Only
their nanes distinguished them and their |listed characters. There seenmed to be
an el enent of sexismthere, because the names of the wonmen were directly
descriptive, while the nanes of the men were nerely suggestive.

He reconsidered even as he | ooked. Perhaps no woman wanted to be indifferent,

but Bad Grl mght have a certain appeal. She m ght be free to ignore the norma
constraints on wonen. That could be fun, in the gane.

He reached out and patted Bad Grl on the head. "You may have your points," he
remar ked

A separate screen appeared behind the statue. It listed several choices:
APPEARANCE: COLOR, HAI R STATURE

MENTAL: | NTELLI GENCE, CREATIVITY, DI SCIPLINE

SI TUATI ON:  CLASS, LUCK, PERSUASI VENESS

PHYSI CAL: STRENGTH, REFLEXES, ENDURANCE

Qops! He had forgotten that touching sonmething invoked it, in the game. He had
just chosen Bad Grl as his game character. Well, it was only a game, so why
not? It mght add another point of interest. He had read and enjoyed novels with
the femal e viewpoint, and this shouldn't be rmuch different in principle.

He touched COLOR, and a palette appeared. It seemed that he coul d deternine her
race this way. He touched the white section, and the statue turned white.

He touched HAIR, and gave her brown hair. Wen he did that, her eyes al so turned
brown; apparently they weren't worth a separate listing.

And STATURE: he could make her tall or short, slimor buxom pretty or plain. So
he made her average in all ranges, on the theory that she might be nore
anonynous that way. After all, he wasn't going to date her, he was going to be
her. He wanted to score in the game, not with an illusory fenale.

That made hi m pause for another thought. Wuld he encounter other males who were
interested in "scoring" with femal es they encountered, including this one? He
noted his own nmental use of quotes for that word, now that he was viewing it
fromthe female's perspective. Could it be that a man scored, while a woman was
"scored" on? He had never thought of hinmself as a sexist, but this made him
wonder whet her the subtler aspects of it did after all taint him Al ready the
game had taught him sonething, or at |east nade himthink. He was becom ng nore
intrigued with the notion of being a woman, despite the accidental nature of his
choi ce.

He touched | NTELLI GENCE, but nothi ng happened; he was unable to affect it. The
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same was true for the others; they were listed, but apparently he was stuck with
set qualities the game program determni ned. Cosnetic changes were all he could
make.

However, he had now seen enough of this game to suspect that at such tinme as he
made it through the Journeyman | evel, the other options would devel op, and he
woul d be able to have a smart, strong, or lucky character. He had that to | ook
forward to.

"Ckay, | guess that's it," he said. "I'mready to play."

Not hi ng happened. So he | ooked around—and saw the door at the end of the hall.
It must have appeared while he was adjusting his character. So he wal ked to it
and opened it.

He saw a dingy chanber, with several wonen in dull gray blouses, skirts, and
shoes, sitting on the floor, |leaning against a wall. A prison? This might not be
much fun. But he didn't seemto have a choice. He stepped through

The first thing he noticed was the change in his own body. He was now a wonan,
exactly as he had chosen. Her skin was white, her hair (and doubtl ess her eyes)
brown, and her size, figure, and general appearance average. She had breasts,
and presumably the other attributes of the fenal e gender. One hand started down
in spot-questing before he realized.

But this was not the nonent for introspection or self-exploration, which was not
the sane thing. He was now with others, and it woul d probably be best to nerge
with the group and get his bearings. To keep his skirt on, as it were. For he
was dressed exactly as the others were.

Was he the new one here? O was the episode now starting, and the others were
all gane constructs who would pay no attention to the past? It made a
difference. If he was new, he would have to get acquainted. |If they were al
equal, or if the others had no separate identities, then he should just pretend
he had al ways been here.

He deci ded that the episode had conme into existence with his entry. So he sought
no introductions. He just stood where he was, as if bored with his captivity. He
needed to |l earn nmore about his situation before trying to act.

How was he to do that? The others nerely remai ned where they were, not

vol unteering anything. Evidently they were set to react, not to act. They did
not seemto be any inmmediate threat to him

But there had to be a threat, and probably not a subtle one. He was going to get
killed, if he didn't find a way to stop it, and it wouldn't be as easy as
dodgi ng a six-gun shot or hamrering in a piton. He would probably have to
prepare for it

He gazed around the cell. He went and tried the solid-wod door. It was | ocked.
So he couldn't just run and hide.

What kind of threat was it likely to be? Well, this |ooked |like a crude prison
cell, so it could be execution

How was he to avoid it, if he didn't escape the cell?

Then there was the sound of soneone approaching. Al ready? Walter considered
trying to anbush the guard who opened the door, but he just couldn't believe
that the gane would let it be that easy. So he sat down against the wall with
the ot her wonen, and pretended to be one of them

A key clicked in the | ock. Then the door creaked open. There stood a matron,
with a nmassive arnmed nal e guard behind her. Walter was glad he hadn't tried to
ambush them he woul d have been cl obbered, and night have lost his ganme life
right there
"Pee time,"
foll ow "
That was right; there were no sanitary facilities here. This might be the gane,
but for the sake of realismthe needs of the prisoners had to be acknow edged.
This al so could be an opening for an escape, if Walter played it right. O for

i mredi ate death, if he played it wong.

The wonen got up and forned the line. They were of all different appearances,
but there was neverthel ess a saneness about them Then, as he took his place in
the middle of the line, Walter placed it: they were all aspects of the three
worren avail abl e as characters. That is, Royal Lady, Lone Wrnan, and Bad Grl.

the matron said with a thick foreign accent. "Forminto |ine and
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Their hair colors differed, and their sizes and figures, and their races, but

all were about the sanme age and quality. It was as if they were all sisters.
They had simlar bones, perhaps. There were two of each type, hinself included.
There turned out to be two nmale guards, who fitted no type Walter could fathom
Both were arnmed with what | ooked |ike foreign-mde assault weapons. They kept
their distance, and remmined apart fromeach other. It was evident that they
could and woul d gun down anyone who tried to make a break, and even if one could
be overcone by sone trick, the other would still be effective. No hope there.

Unl ess they could take the matron hostage, and force the guards to let them out.
But probably the guards woul d sinply gun down the matron along with the
prisoners.

Well, they were male guards, and these were fenml e prisoners. Could the guards
be vanped? Walter dism ssed that as soon as he thought of it; he would not be
abl e to stomach such an effort anyway.

They marched down the hall, past other cells. Sone of themhad netal bars

i nstead of solid-wod doors, so they could see the prisoners within. Al of them
were male, along the pattern of the choices for male characters.

They turned a corner, passing a wi ndow. Now Walter could see that they were on
the third or fourth floor of the building. Beyond it was a high barbed fence,
and beyond that was deep jungle leading up to a vol cano. The gane wasn't
stinting on the scenery!

But that neant that this was not in Arerica as he knew it. Anerica had no jungle
vol canoes that he knew of. It could be anywhere in the world where there were
tropi cs and vol canoes toget her.

There was another guard at the entrance to the lavatory. He was reading a
newspaper. The print was in a | anguage Walter could not read. The banner at the
top said OBSCURI A. Was that the nane of the newspaper, the city, or the nation?
Maybe it didn't matter. It confirned that this was a foreign country. So escape
fromthis prison building mght be only the beginning; there m ght be a thousand
m |l es of volcanic jungle to slog through.

The facility was cranped and filthy. By the snell, it had had heavy use.
Probably it was the only one for the floor, and there seened to be about ten
cells here. That could nean sixty prisoners, if the others had the sane nunber
his own did. There were just two toilets, so they had to take turns. Walter did
some qui ck thinking while he waited. Could he afford to try actually to use the
toilet, here in the game? How did it connect to reality? He renenbered chil dhood
dreans of using a urinal, and waking to discover that he had wet the bed. Better
not torisk it. So when his turn cane, he faked it. He lifted his skirt and sat
on the toilet, but did nothing except verify that his body certainly seened to
be female in every respect.

When they energed fromthe |avatory, he saw that there was a stair or fire
escape beyond. But the matron hustled them back up the way they had cone. No
chance to explore

Walter did not want to be locked in the cell again, but saw no alternative. This
setting certainly didn't seemto be offering many chances for individual action
But at the cell, the natron addressed them "Your people not believe we

serious," she said. "W prove we are. Choose one you be executed in four hours.
If no choose, all be killed." Then she shut the door on themand tw sted the
key.

Wal ter turned an appall ed gaze on his conpanions. Now the screws were being

ti ght ened!

None of the other wonen spoke. Walter realized that he was the only player. It
was up to him He suddenly saw that this was his chance to | earn what he needed
to know. If he played it right.

"W nust find a fair way to choose," he said. "Let's do a spot survey. Are any
of us ill, perhaps dying anyway, so it wouldn't be too great a sacrifice—=2"

No one answered. Either they didn't understand him or they were sponges. He had
to make themtal k, because they surely knew nore of the gane background than he
di d.
"You, '

he said, pointing to the other Bad Grl. "Are you sick?"
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"No," the girl replied. She was sitting against the wall with her knees up so
that her thighs showed under her skirt, in the manner of one to whom decorum was
a nuisance. Walter realized with a small start that his masculine interest had
di m ni shed; he saw her pose as an indication of character rather than sexually
appealing. In fact she had been sitting that way all al ong, and he hadn't
noticed until now. Had he been a game man, instead of a ganme woman, that woul d
have been the first thing he saw. He was beconing a wonan, to a degree.

But what of her answer? It could be a lie, since she was not the honorable type.
However, she did | ook suprenely healthy. In any event she had answered Walter's
real question: did she speak his own | anguage? Actually this had seenmed |likely,
since the wonen had evidently understood the matron's directives.

He asked the others in turn, and all denied being sick, in the process
confirmng the | anguage. So he could talk with them They m ght not vol unteer
anyt hing, but they would answer when spoken to.

"Then let's review our situation,"” he said. "There nmay be sonme aspect | have
overl ooked, that offers sone hope for escape, before the end."

He saw the other Bad Grl turn her head, as if nmaking a nental note of

sonet hing. That gave him an i dea: maybe she was a spy planted by the captors! It
m ght be her job to watch out for any planned escape, and tell the captors, so
they could foil it. She was after all dishonest; this role fit her

And maybe he coul d take advantage of that.

He pointed to a Royal Lady, who stood decorously near a corner. Her garb was the
same as that of the others, but sonehow it seenmed nore el egant. "Pl ease
summari ze how we got here, as you see it."

"OfF course," she said graciously, and he realized that he had been wasting tineg;
he shoul d have done this at the outset. "W are tourists fromAnerica, on a

t hr ee-week package tour to exotic primtive regions. Some of us cane to
appreciate nature; others came to appreciate the native bare-breasted dancing
girls." Her gaze flicked to the side, where the cells of the male prisoners
were. "Consequently our party consists of nen and wonen in roughly equal nunber
but of different types. However, our stay at a | ocal hotel happened to coincide
with local unrest. We were not informed that there is an ongoi ng rebellion

agai nst the | ocal governnent, or that the rebels have becone unusually active
recently. During the night they took over the town, and we woke to di scover
ourselves the prisoners of rough men who with few exceptions do not speak our

| anguage. But because they were unable to hold the town, they evacuated us to
this ancient castle in the jungle, where we remai n hostage. They took all our
possessions including our clothing, requiring us to don prison apparel. |

beli eve they hope to ransomus for a |large sum of noney."

There was the ganme setting, sure enough: the rationale for the prison. But it
wasn't conmplete. "I noticed that there were nostly nmen here. How woul d you
explain that, to soneone who had just cone upon this scene, such as a
representative of our governnent?"

Royal Lady made an aristocratic frown. "The distribution of the sexes in our
party was approxi mately even. But our captors were in a hurry, so they took only
what they deened to be the best hostages. These consisted of the wealthiest nen
and the nost attractive wonen. Thus we six were selected, instead of ol der wonen
or children, alone anpbng those avail able."

"And what do you think happened to the others?" Walter asked, realizing just too
|late that this could be an awkward question. But of course if these were nerely
ganme figures, they had no feelings.

"W hope they were | eft unharnmed, and are now on their way hone," she said. "But
we fear they were killed. Sone of us are nmarried, and we are concerned for our
famlies."

"Maybe sone of your husbands are anong the nen here," he suggested.

"No. We have | ooked, as we wal ked the hall, and they are not."

Wal ter | ooked at the others. "Do any of you have anything to add to that?"

M st ake. They did not respond to a general query, only to a specific one. So he
tried again. He faced one of the Lone Wnen. "Do you have anything to add?"
"No. "

He tried again. "Are you one of the nmarried ones?"
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"No. "
Because then she woul dn't be a Lone Worran. "Do you believe your famly wll pay
a ransom for you?"

"No. "
Was she programred al ways to answer no? "Wbuld you like to escape this
captivity?"

"Yes. "

Wel |, he had succeeded in eliciting a positive response. But he needed a | ot

nore than that. He had to fornulate an escape plan, and he couldn't get advice
fromany of these wonen on that.

Vel |, maybe he could, if he played it right. "One or all of us faces execution
in four hours. Is there anyone here who does not want to escape?" He | ooked at
each in turn, naking the query personal

No one answered. That was a tacit agreenent. "I think the chances are that the
ransomwi || not be paid." Because the ganme wouldn't let himoff the hook. "So
choosing one of us to be executed is only a postponenent; they will execute

anot her later, and another, until all of us are dead." Actually the game woul d
end when Walter died, and he would surely be the first chosen to die. But the
assunption was that all of themwere at risk, and they all had to try to escape.
Except the spy, who had to try to ness up their escape plan.

Walter saw no likely way to escape al one. The chal |l enges of the Novice | evel had
been individual; this level mght require himto work with another person or the
group as a whole to succeed. Probably the others would cooperate with any plan
he suggested. But the spy would see that it fail ed.

He had to be rid of that spy! But he couldn't; they were |ocked in together. So
he had to nullify her some other way. Could he arrange it so that she was the
one chosen to be executed? No, because the gane wouldn't let that happen, and if
it did, the captors would sinply replace her with another spy. Exposing the spy
woul dn't work either; the execution would proceed regardl ess.

Was there any way to reverse the ploy? To use the spy to hel p himescape, though
the spy thought she was doing the opposite? Maybe there was. After all, why have
a spy at all, if there was no way to escape? There had to be a way, but not a
sinple one. At any rate, not as sinple as the escapes had been at the Novice

| evel

Suppose others were plotting to escape? The captors would want to identify and
get rid of all of them so that there was no further danger. So the spy was
charged with the task of identifying as many as possible of the plotters.

Whi ch neant that the spy would not blow the whistle on Walter, if he clained to
be in touch with any other plotters. And he could nmake such a claim though it
was untrue, because he was a Bad Grl: one who could lie, or seduce nmen, or
betray a conpanion, or do any of the other things society frowned on

It was conming together. He would have to work with the other Bad Grl, for two
reasons: she was the only other captive who could do a dishonest thing, such as
trying to sneak out, and she was probably the one he had to neutralize. Wll,

no, all of themwould try to escape, because that was the duty of a stalwart

citizen who had been illicitly captured. But Royal Lady would not lie to a guard
to doit, while Bad Grl woul d.
Al so, the spy should know how to get out of this cell, in case she needed to

nmake a secret report.

So how woul d he organize this? He sawonly a few ways to get out of this cell
One was to get hold of a key. But there was no keyhole on the inside; the |ock
could only be worked fromthe outside. So he'd have to get outside before he
could use a key, and then he wouldn't need it.

Another was to find a | oose stone in the wall that gave access to a secret
passage. But if they found such a stone, the spy would summon t he guards. Unless
she thought they would be linking with other conspirators.

Could they tie up and gag the spy, while they nade their escape? Maybe. But
Walter preferred to try a nore subtle approach first. He had just thought of a
way to use a key, if he could get it.

"We'll have to draw lots to select the one who gets executed," he said. "Does
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anybody have pencil and paper?"

Bad Grl did. It figured. This was in the gane plan. They tore six little
squares, and rmarked one with a bold X. One wonan nmade a cup with her two hands,
and another balled the bits of paper, shuffled them and put themin. They took
turns drawi ng them out again.

Walter got the X, of course. Could he have changed the outcome by suggesting
that the X elinnate the first one fromexecution, so that they woul d then draw
again anong five, and four, and so on, until one wonman had never drawn the X,
and she woul d be the one to be executed? No, they wouldn't have agreed, and if
they had agreed, Walter woul d have been the one sel ected.

But he had allowed for this. "So | amthe one to be executed," he said.
"Naturally | want to save nyself if | can. So | will try to escape. Wat can
they do to ne if | fail? Execute ne?" He paused, but none of them sniled. They
weren't programred for hunor. Not that it nmattered; he had said it so that it
woul d be clear that he was trying to escape, alerting the spy.

"Now | am going to see how | may escape," he said. "If | find a way, the rest of
you will be welconme to use it too. Does anyone want to hel p ne escape?”

There was a pause. Then Bad G rl spoke. "Yes, | want to escape too. | will help
you. "

Ha! That confirmed his diagnosis. He woul d have been disappointed if he had
guessed wr ong.

"Then we shall see if there are any | oose stones,"” Walter said. "This is an old
castle, and it probably has double walls. If we can get inside them we may be
able to get out without alerting the guards."

He and Bad Grl felt the stones of the floor and wall. Soon Walter found one
that wiggled. He pulled on it, and it slid out, leaving an irregular hole. "GCot
it!" he whispered.

They gat hered around. They pulled other stones out, nmeking a hole | arge enough
for a person to crawl through. There did seemto be an avenue there, |eading
sonewher e

"I want to tell the other escape conspirators,"” Walter said. "So they can use
this too. But | can't just yell out the news; the guards would hear. | wi sh
there were a way to get a key."

Bad Grl was paying close attention, but she didn't volunteer any information.
The gane constructs never did. He had to think of all the ideas hinself.

"Let's see if | can vanp a guard," he said. "Maybe | can get himto take ne out
of the cell, and then | can get his key." Then he paused, as if suffering an
afterthought. "But | need to go tell ny contacts. Soneone else has to distract
the guard." He | ooked at Bad Grl. "WII| you do that?"

"Yes." But she did not nove.

Still no initiative. Walter sighed inwardly. "Then do this," he said, opening
his bl ouse to show his bra and breasts. "Lean forward and beckon silently to
him™"

She opened her bl ouse, |eaned forward, and beckoned. But she was standing in the

back of the cell, by the hole. Walter saw that these literal -m nded gane figures
couldn't be trusted to do anything right. He would have to do it hinself, after
all, or at least get it started.

He took a deep breath, nerving himself for the effort. This m ght be a game, and
his present body was just a ganme nockup, but it did seemreal. As a nan, he
woul d | ove to have a shapely worman vanp him But he was now a woman, and one who
was deliberately average in description. He abhorred the idea of trying to lure
a man hinself, as if it were a honosexual encounter. And how was he to do it,

wi th nodest endownents? The other Bad Grl had nore of what was necessary.

Still, he hinself, in his real body, would be glad to settle for a woman |ike
himin his game body. |If she wasn't phenonenal, neither was she repul sive. She
was neutral. And it wasn't just what a wonan had, it was how she displayed it
that counted. How she nmoved it about. So nmaybe he coul d nanage.

"You four stand in front of the hole, so it can't be seen," Walter said to the
others. "You come here beside ne, and snile at the guard when he cones." Because
he was pretty sure the guard woul d conme now, he was on the ganme track

Bad Grl joined himby the little window in the wood door. Walter put his face
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down to peer out. There was a guard | ounging across the hall. Now, what was it
that | oose wonen were supposed to say? "Hey, honey!" Walter whispered. "Do you
want a good tinme?"

The guard heard this whisper and | ooked toward the door. Walter strai ghtened up
and flashed his bosomin the window Afraid it wasn't enough, he put his hands
at the sides and pushed in and up, trying to nmake his breasts bul ge. He w shed
he'd had nore experience at this, but there just hadn't been any opportunity,
unsurprisingly.

He heard the guard wal k closer. The man said sonething in the unintelligible

| anguage. Walter realized that it didn't matter what he said, because the guard
coul d not understand himanyway. Al that counted was the body and the tone of
Voi ce.

"Conme here, you disgusting ignoranus,” he murnured seductively, giving one
breast an extra shove to nmake it quiver. "Conme gawk at this, you malingering
creep." He was getting into the feel of being an unwilling wonman.

The guard obliged. Then he brought out his key and unl ocked the door. This was
al nost too easy! But of course it was the gane, and anything in the right
bal | park sufficed. So probably Walter's npdest endowrents didn't matter; the
guard responded to the offer regardl ess.

The door cracked open. Ooviously the guard was suspicious, but willing to risk

it. "Present bosom" Walter whispered to Bad Grl. "Lean forward toward him"
Bad Grl did exactly as directed. The guard | ooked. "Let us both out, and we'll
give you a terrible tine," Walter said dulcetly. Then, to Bad Grl: "Step into

him Enbrace him Kiss him Hold it as |long as you can."

She did as directed. Walter squeezed out with her, and also tried to enbrace the
guard, who seened satisfied to have two wonmen caressing him But Walter's hand
went for the key in the guard's pocket. He got it during Bad Grl's Kkiss.

"Keep caressing him" he told Bad Grl. "Gide himto a private chanber where he
can undress you, and keep close to him" O course nothing would happen between
the two, because they were both gane constructs. But it would keep them out of
circulation for a few m nutes, and that should be all Walter needed.

Bad G rl guided the guard toward anot her chanber, following Walter's
instructions. She couldn't do anything else; that was her limtation as a gane
figure. So she had been effectively taken out of play, along with the guard.
Walter used his key to lock the cell he had been in. There was no protest from

i nside; the ganme characters didn't care. They reacted only to the player's
direct stinmulus. Then he surveyed the hall.

There was only one other guard in sight, and he was snhoozi ng. The gane was
getting downright cooperative, now that he was pushing its buttons.

Walter set hinself, then ran his hands through his hair, making it unruly. He
pull ed his bl ouse out of his waistband and unbuttoned it all the way, so that it
hung | oosely on him Then he slamed his hand against the wall, to nake a noise
to wake the guard. He ran down the hall, hair and bl ouse flying back behind him
"Hel p! The wonen have found a hole in their cell!"” he cried. "They're getting
away!"

The guard jerked awake, took one | ook at Walter, and charged toward the cell. A
door at the end of the cellbl ock opened and the matron appeared. The origina
guard canme out of another chanber, trailed by Bad Grl.

"I"'mthe spy! They're getting away!" Walter screamed as piercingly as he coul d.
"Through the wall! Stop them "

The gane figures had to obey. They all ran for the cell, and the second guard
unl ocked it. They opened the door and charged in.

Walter ran up behind them and pushed the door shut again. He | ocked it, again.
It was a good thing the gane figures hadn't been programred to reason, or they
woul d have wondered how Walter had gotten out, with the door still |ocked. They
woul d al so have realized that he was not identical to Bad Grl, the true spy. In
fact Bad Grl herself should have realized it, but she too had been stanpeded
into the cell

Walter didn't bother to unlock any other cells. There was nothing in them but
ganme figures. Instead he wal ked on down the hall, around the corner, and to the
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stairs he had seen. He descended them At the bottom was another | ocked door,
but his key unlocked it. He went through, and found hinself in another ward.
A guard approached. "Prison break upstairs!" Walter cried. "Quards hel d hostage!
Go help them " The guard dashed upstairs. Either he was one who happened to know
English, or the ganme hadn't programmed himto not understand it. Walter was
al one agai n.
He wal ked through the ward, unlocked the door at the far end, and found anot her
stairway | eading down. He followed it to the | ocked door at its base, unlocked
that, and wal ked out of the castle at ground | evel.
The set turned to cardboard. The score box appeared:

PLAYER:. Walter Toland LEVEL: Journeyman SCORE: 5 OPTI ONS

He had never thought to check that box, on this level! Quickly he touched

OPTI ONS and nade the box pernmanent. He had probably done things the hard way,
when the right option could have sinplified the procedure. At |east now he knew
that he had gotten five points for this success. How many did it take to get to
the next |evel?

He woul d find out. He spied the special inter-set door and used it.

0100

four

HERO

Baal found herself exactly where she had been when she exited the gane. She was
in the Journeyman anteroom w th the brown-skinned character statue True Bl ue
before her, and her hand extended toward the screen to set his hair color. If
she had quit w thout saving, she would have had to start over. That woul d have
been a pain, though now that she had been through the Novice set, she could have
done it again readily enough. Well, maybe not; she m ght not have gotten the
same collection of chall enges, and one of the new ones m ght have killed her. So
it was best to stay with what she had.

She made the hair black, and the stature large. This wouldn't affect the
figure's actual performance; it was only cosnmetic. But a big brown man was about
as anonynmous as she coul d get.

So now she had the physical form and that was all she could do. The other
qualities were defined by the gane, at this level. Each | evel allowed the player
nore | eeway and gave hima nore conplicated chall enge, and Journeyman was stil

| oW y.

She wal ked down the hall and opened the door. She saw a | ovely scene beyond,
with a fairyland castle. This should be fun! And fun was what she wanted right
now, because her real life wasn't.

She stepped through, and she was in it. She saw the castle nmuch nore clearly
now. It was large, with high battlenments, and fromthe highest turret flew a
small pink flag. It had a npat up against the wall, and sonmewhat farther out a
beaten path surrounded it.

She stood with a group of five other nen. They seened vaguely famliar, and in a
monent she realized that they were actually aninmations of the three nale types:
True Blue, Joe Blow, and Doodoo. The other True Blue was white, and wore
metallic arnor and a sword. One Joe Bl ow was brown, the other yellow, and both
carried clubs but |acked arnor. The two Doodoos were evidently servants, and had
nei ther arnor nor weapons.

She herself was in arnor, and she wore her own sword. Apparently the ones with
swords were the | eaders, and the Joe Blows were foll owers.

But what was her chall enge? Well, she could ask. This was the equival ent of

i nvoki ng the gane's Help option, and was fair play. "True, what is our present

si tuation?"

"W have trekked for days through the alnost inpenetrable jungle," he replied.
"Now at |ast we have reached the hidden castle where the Evil Sorcerer has
confined the lovely innocent dansel Princess. He will marry her, nuch agai nst
her maidenly will, at noon today, and force her kingdomto support his fou
activities. You are her only hope, Sir Knight; you nust penetrate the castle
defenses and rescue her froma fate worse than death. Then of course you will be
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able to marry her yourself, and reap the personal and social benefits accruing.”
Baal began to wonder whether she had been smart to take a male character. Marry
t he dansel ?

But of course the round woul d end when she rescued the girl; they would not get
to the marriage. This was only a ganme, however real it seened. Indeed, it was
substantially nore real than the Novice settings had been, and that was good; it
woul d be easier to |lose herself in this. So why not be a handsome man, rescuing
a beaut eous Princess who had never heard of diabetes?

Baal judged by the elevation of the sun that it was about eight in the norning.
So she had about four hours to get the job done, or |ose. What woul d happen if
she ran out of tine? Wuld she just be booted fromthe setting, or would sone
horrendous thing appear to swall ow her whol e?

Wel |, she could ask. "Wat happens if we don't rescue the dansel in tinme?"

True shrugged. "The Evil Sorcerer will achieve control of her power the nonent
he marries her. He will use it to ensorcel all those who m ght oppose his
nefarious designs. They will all die."

"But can't they just hide?" she asked.

"The ensorcelment will cause themto commit suicide."

Quch! She was playing this game as a flirtation with suicide, but she didn't
want to be conpelled to do it by default. She preferred to go down fighting, or
maybe to find reason to truly want to live

They wal ked toward the castle. Suddenly there was a poundi ng noi se, and the
ground shook. "Hi de!" Baal said, and they dived into the bushes.

That was just as well, because what passed before them was a nonstrous dragon

It was about eighty feet long, with a serpentine torso thickening into a
four-foot dianeter at the center, and it had several pairs of stout |egs
assisting its notion. Its head was rem niscent of the world' s ugliest alligator,
with tusks. And, yes, it was breathing fire.

Baal rem nded herself that this was not ridiculous. This was a gane setting, and
anyt hi ng was possible. If she got near that dragon, it would burn her up,
literally.

So how were they going to get past it? Baal was not inclined to tackle it with
her sword. Maybe in romantic fantasy stories the hero could walk up to a dragon
and slay it with a stab, but she did not see herself as that type of hero. Even
if she had a magi ¢ sword that could slice cleanly through the dragon's scal es,
she woul d not be able to get close enough to do any damage wit hout getting
toasted. Unl ess—

"Do we by chance have flame-resistant arnor?" she inquired.

"Qur armor will not nelt,"” True replied laconically. "But we will."

So nmuch for that. She wasn't surprised. Wiy set up a challenge that was easy to
nul l'ify?

She wat ched the dragon fromthe bushes. It seemed to have a broad path circling
the castle sone distance out, and it slithered constantly along that path, alert
for intruders

"Perhaps we can sneak across while the dragon is on the other side of the
castle," Baal said.

However, she suspected that there would be a catch to any solution that sinple.
Caution was best. So she exami ned the region nore carefully, nmoving frombush to
bush to get the best view. She saw that the trees and bushes resuned inside the
dragon's path, providing sone cover, but that there were many avenues for the
dragon to follow there. So if soneone got across, but the dragon snelled him
the dragon coul d pursue hi mwell enough. Probably the dragon woul d pass that
regi on before the person nade it all the way to the castle anyway. Even the
slightest ill-tinming would be disastrous.

And what of the castle? Surely there were arnmed sentries, who would cry the
alarm and bring the defendants with their arrows and spears. Even if there were
not, how was a person to get into the castle? It was a stone edifice w thout

wi ndows at the | ower reaches.

Well, first things first. There had to be a way, and not too difficult, because
this was only the second | evel of what she understood was a five-level gane. She
just had to figure it out. There was a river that passed close to the ranparts
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That was no doubt the water supply. It had not been wholly diverted into the
moat; it nerely kissed the base of a wall and neandered on out again, playfully.
The dragon's path crossed it at two places, where neat, solid-stone bridges had
been built. Probably the castle denizens used those bridges too.

Wi ch neant that the dragon didn't attack them Because otherw se they woul d
have no way to conme and go. There had to be sone way for themto | et the dragon
know that they were friends rather than enemies. And therein mght lie the key
to entry.

"Maybe it's all a bluff,” Baal said. "Anyone who crosses with assurance is not
mol ested. So we'll try it." She turned to one of the Joe Blow characters. "Walk
boldly down to that bridge and cross, as if you have no fear," she said.

"I have no fear," the nan agreed, and wal ked down.

They wat ched from cover as he approached the bridge. The dragon had just passed
it, soit was a good tinme to cross. He crossed and proceeded in toward the
castle.

The dragon abruptly stopped. Then it turned around and slithered rapidly back to
the bridge. It spied the man. It aimed its snout and fired out a long jet of
flame.

The man went up in snoke, literally. He screaned, and his arnms waved w | dly, but
the flame was unrelenting. In a nonent nothing but a pile of ashes renmi ned.

"I think that wasn't the way," Baal remarked. She was schooling herself not to
overreact; that was not a man who had been killed, but a game construct in the
formof a man. It was worth no nore concern than a fallen chesspiece. Still, her
heart was beating, and she knew that it was her real heart she felt, not that of
the heartl ess gane character she was ani mati ng. That had been a fantastic but
unconfortably realistic killing. She even caught a whiff of scorched flesh, as
if the errant wind had brought it to her. The odors the gane equi prent coul d
produce were linmted, but in the anbience of the scene, this was effective. She
felt like retching.

But sonet hing bothered her. The dragon had not snelled the man. It had stopped,
then turned, as if aware that sonething was going on. Had snell been the factor,
it would have stopped the nonent the man set foot on the bridge. Instead it had
del ayed several seconds, then changed its mind. Why? Sonething el se nmust have
given it the clue.

Coul d soneone in the castle have seen the figure, and sonehow signal ed the
dragon? That seened unlikely; the bridge was out of sight of the castle, because
of several shielding trees. And how had the signaling been done? Baal had seen
not hing. O course she had not been watching the dragon closely, until it
stopped and turned. How had it known?

Baal realized that she did not dare try the crossing herself until she knew the
answer .

She saw no better way than sacrificing another piece. She felt guilty, but

rem nded herself again that these were not real people. She had to use themto
wi n her ganme, or she would be the one who got denvoli shed.

"Doodoo, go down and cross that bridge," she said to the closer of the two. "Try
totinme it so that the dragon doesn't see you."

The farther Doodoo got up w thout question and wal ked to the bridge. He waited
for the dragon to pass, then crossed. This tine Baal watched the dragon closely.
A flicker of light played across the dragon's scales, then touched its near eye.
I medi ately the dragon stopped, reversed, and charged after the man just
steppi ng off the bridge.

Baal shielded her eyes with her hand. "Ch, no!" she exclained. "The dragon's
going to get him" But under the cover of her hand, she was | ooking around at
her own nen. Because that spot of light that had touched the dragon had been on
the near side, which neant that a nenber of her party had a mirror. There was a
traitor in her group

She saw no mirror. Wioever it was nust have hidden it the noment the dragon

r esponded.

But she could figure it out anyway. Because it was dishonest to be a traitor to
one's own party, and only Doodoo coul d be dishonest. And now she renenbered that
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the wong Doodoo had gone out to the bridge. She had spoken to the nearer one,
but the farther one had gone. Because the nearer one had not chosen to respond.
Because that one was the traitor, who served not Baal but the gane, as a threat.
So now she knew. But how could she plan anything, if the traitor was going to
mess it up? She needed to be rid of that person. But not openly, because it was
surely to her advantage to have the game not know she had caught on

She pondered, and managed to think of sonmething that might work. She turned to
Tr ue.

"I think the personnel of the castle nust have sonething to |l et the dragon know
they're all right," Baal said. "So they can cross the bridge wthout getting
burned up. W need to find out what it is. Then we can get it and use it to pass
t he dragon."

No one commented. Baal realized that while they would respond to her direct
questions or directives, they ignored anything el se. She had to take the
initiative, since she was the only nenber of this party who cared about the

out cone of the quest.

"Are there any people associated with the castle who are outside the dragon's
pat h?" Baal asked True, not expecting any neani ngful answer. She was just
setting it up for a search

"I believe there are," he replied, surprising her. That suggested that she was
on the right track. "I heard sonme voices by the river."

"Then we shall check the river, renmaining hidden," she decided.

They proceeded cautiously in the direction True indicated. Sure enough, there
were two young woren bathing and frolicking in a shallow bend of the river. They
spl ashed each other and | aughed, heedl ess of the nearby dragon path.

Baal watched and listened carefully as they sneaked closer. After a while, the
girls repeated their actions and | aughter, exactly as before. They were on a
programed cycle. Probably everything in this setting was simlarly programed,
waiting for the player to interact with it. So while this was a nore

sophi sticated chall enge than those of the Novice level, it was of a simlar
under | ying nature.

Now to get clever, she hoped. "W need to find out what those girls have that
stops the dragon from bothering them" she said. "It doesn't seemto be anything
on their bodies, for they are bare." Indeed, they were nynphlike, with flow ng
wai st-1ength hair, large breasts, narrow waists, and long firmfleshed | egs.
Baal would | ove to have a body |ike that, even a diabetic one. "So it nust be
sonet hing they know or do. A code word, or a gesture. A signal that the dragon
understands, that identifies themas friendlies."

She paused, but there was no response. "So we shall have to ask them But |
don't think they will tell us. So we need to do it subtly. W need to engage
themin conversation, and persuade themthat we are friendlies too, perhaps from
anot her castle. Then maybe they'll let the information slip."

Still no response. She couldn't tell whether she was on the right track or the
wong track. However, it didn't matter, for she had something nore devious in
mnd. "We are nen, and they are wonen," she said. "So we shall pretend to be
romantically interested in them That nmay distract themfromour real intent. |
will go with one of you, and we shall try to separate the girls and charmthe
information fromthem" Now the key. "Doodoo, you and | will do it. | think you
shoul d be good at deceiving a worman."

The man could not evade this directive. Indeed, he probably didn't want to,
because he needed to be near Baal to ness up her plan. He acconpani ed her down
to the river, upstreamfromthe girls, who were nowin their third or fourth
cycle of innocent frolic.

"W shall have to strip, so our foreign clothing doesn't give us away," Baa
sai d. She found that she was | ess concerned about exposing this alien male body
than she woul d have been about her own. She wondered whether it could react as a
real mal e body could. She had no idea howto test that, and wasn't sure she
wanted to. There was a certain enotional pain associated with the thought,
because all that she knew of sexual |ove she had experienced with Tyson, and
that had led to disaster.

They stripped and entered the water. It was of a pleasant tenperature, as seened
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reasonabl e, considering that the girls never seenmed to get cold.

"Now we shall pretend we are bathing and swi nmi ng and playing, as they are,"
Baal said. "You see if you can |ead your girl upstream and I'll try to |lead

m ne downstream so that we can separate them and questi on them without giving
ourselves away. |f you get the answer before | do, then cone back downstreamto
tell ne."

Doodoo nodded. She knew that he would not actually question the wonman; the
monent he was out of sight he would revert to some cyclic behavior. Baal, as the
pl ayer, would have to get the answer herself. That was fine.

They pl ayed the gane, splashing water at each other and yelling as they drifted
downstream Soon they cane in sight of the wonen, who broke off their banter to
gaze at them

Suddenly Baal pretended to notice the others. "Wat have we here?" she
excl ai med. "Lovely maidens! | wonder if they would |ike sonme conmpany?" She

wi shed she knew nore about standard male |ines; she wasn't sure her

i mprovi sation was effective.

But the girls were responsive. "Qooo, nmen!" one cried.

Baal approached the dark-haired one. The mai den was standi ng wai st-deep, her
perfectly shaped breasts heaving delicately. Baal fought down anot her surge of
jealous regret. If she could only have a set like that, she could conquer a
portion of the world! Meanwhile, she was glad that she too was wai st-deep, so
that her male part did not show. Because a real male would surely be reacting
sexual |y, and she was not. "Cone dally with nme, pretty nmiden," Baal said,

ext endi ng her hand.

The girl tittered, then swept her hand through the water, splashed Baal, and
dived away. Baal followed, relieved that the girl was going downstream She
seened to be of the Bad Grl type, which was good; a Royal Lady would hardly
consent to play naked ganmes with strange nen.

In a nonent Baal caught up. She realized that the girl really was not trying to
escape; she was making a nere feint of it. She wanted to play a gane with the
strange man. She stood again, expectantly.

But Baal did not really want to play that gane. She wanted to get the girl
farther downstream out of sight of the other girl and the spy. How was she to
do that?

She decided to extend the gane. She caught the girl's hand and tugged her
downstream "Let's get out of sight of the others," she suggested.

"Why?" the girl asked.

She had to explain? This was taking noninitiative a bit far! "So we can ki ss,
and you-know," she said, sonmewhat awkwardly.

"Qooo, yes!" the girl agreed, sweeping into Baal's inadvertent enbrace and

ki ssing her on the nouth.

Baal , surprised and dismayed, fell back into the water. Now she wondered: if a
real man were playing this character, how would he behave with this girl? Wuld
he make a real sex gane of it? This seened to be what the girl was programred
for. If they had sex, would it be fulfilling? These were not real bodies;

i ndeed, the girl was only a fignment of the gane's inmagination. How coul d they
have neani ngful sex?

Meanwhil e the girl was hugging her, and Baal felt the firmwet breasts against
her chest. This was awful! She did not want to indulge in nmale-fenale sex. Not
whil e she was in a body of the wong gender. She was even less inclined to
fermal e-femal e sex, regardl ess of body. But it seened that this was part of the
girl's progranm ng.

It could be a trap. If the player wasted his attention on sex, then he wasn't
maki ng progress toward rescuing the Princess. Maybe the girl would even turn out
to be one of the Princess' handnaids, and she would tell the Princess what had
happened, and the Princess would refuse to be rescued by this sullied man.

So now she had a rationale to avoid doing what she didn't want to do anyway.
That was satisfying. "Let's swimon downstream to get really private," she
suggest ed.

That was a m stake. "Wiy?" the girl asked again.
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"Because we can't do nore than hug and ki ss, where soneone mi ght come and see

us," Baal expl ained.
"Yes we can," the girl said. She wapped her arns and her |egs around Baal's
body.

Apparently if a nmale character was with this girl, sex was what she was
programed for. There wasn't anything else to do with her. Could this be the way
the average nman saw the average wonan? A creature crafted for sex and nothing

el se? She was appalled at the notion, but was not sure it was in error. Maybe it
was that way in nmale fantasy, and this aspect of this gane setting had been
programed by a man.

Baal decided to give her stated plan a try. She forced herself to kiss the girl,
who responded eagerly. "How do you stop the dragon from burning you?" she asked
after a nonent.

"Ch, the dragon doesn't scorch friends,
Baal ' s body.

That was al nost getting interesting, physically. And that realization al arned
Baal even nore. So she gave up on the questioning. She just had to get away from
this creature

"l see the bridge ahead," she said. "Let's swimunder it."

"No, that's out of my territory," the girl said.

Baal realized that she had been on the wwong track, in her diversionary
questioning. There was no way for the girl to pass the dragon, because the girl
wasn't a real person. She was just a gane figure, assigned to be a distraction
in one section of the river. She never went to the castle. Only the player and
hi s conpanions did that. So probably the dragon scorched anyone who tried to
cross its path. There was no secret dragon-nullifying thing or signal

How | ucky that she wasn't depending on that anyway. So it was definitely tine to
get on with her real plan. "Well, | want to swim" Baal said. "What will you do
if | go near the bridge?"

"I''"l'l screamfor the dragon,"” the girl said.

Baal kept being surprised by the directness of sone of the answers. The gane
figures didn't volunteer anything, but neither did they hold back when asked.
"Well, then, | will just swmin the river here," Baal said. "Mybe you shoul d
go back and join the others, who nust be kissing and huggi ng and nore."

The girl just stayed where she was. After a nonent Baal realized what the
probl em was. She rephrased her suggestion. "Go join the others, upstream"

Then the girl went that way. Baal knew that the others were sinply waiting for
the player to return and bring sone action, and this girl wuld do the sane the
moment she was out of sight. That was fine. Baal just didn't want the girl

wat chi ng what she did next.

She swam slowy toward the bridge. Then she took a breath and dived under the
wat er. She stroked swiftly with the gentle current, passing under the bridge,
keepi ng a | ayer of water above her. Wen she reached the other side she cane up
and | ooked back.

There was no dragon. She had succeeded in crossing the line without alerting it.
She had also gotten rid of the spy in her group

She considered briefly, and decided to stay in the river. Wenever it passed in
direct sight of a window or turret of the castle, she would swi m underwater
agai n, avoi di ng discovery. She had evidently found a gane-approved entry route.
She approached the castle. The wall | ooked forbidding; there was no place to
scale it, and no place to get in if she could scale it. The only entrance at
ground | evel was the front gate, and that was no good. How coul d she just wal k
around and in, wthout being spied and speared?

But there nust be a way for the castle to draw water fromthe river, and naybe
she could get to that spot. The river actually washed the base of the castle at
one point, where it connected to the noat. If there was an intake under the
surface—

She took a breath and dived. It occurred to her that since this was a gane
figure, with no actual life of its own, she could probably dive w thout holding
her breath; her own natural body was not underwater, after all. But she didn't
want to try it right now, in case she had guessed wong. It was just possible

the girl said, rubbing herself against
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that if she dived underwater, and breathed, the gane woul d assune that she was
breathing the water, and therefore drowning. No sense washing out that way, pun
and all.

She had guessed right about the intake anyway: there was an opening several feet
bel ow the surface. It wasn't even barred. There was roomfor her to enter. She
swamin and up in the darkness, and in a nonent her head broke the surface.

She breathed, as quietly as she could, and felt around while she waited for her

eyes to adjust to the gloom She seened to be in a well. That nmde sense: the
i nhabi tants could sinply drop a bucket down and haul up the water.
Then she nade out the rimof the well. It wasn't far above the water |evel ust

enough so that the river at flood stage would not overflow into the castle. She
ducked down, then stroked strongly up, and reached as high as she could. One
hand caught the rim and hel d.

She got the other hand up on the rim but wasn't able to go farther. She knew
her hands would slip if she tried to haul the rest of her body up. So how was
she to proceed?

The bucket! The bucket should be sitting near, and it should have a rope
attached, and the rope should be anchored so that it couldn't accidentally fal

into the well. She could haul herself up on that rope.
She slid her hands around to the left, and soon felt a | oop of the rope. She
grabbed it, hauling it down, until it got taut. Then she drew herself up to the

rimand flung a leg over. She felt her torso getting painted with the grine of
the floor, but she nade it up

So now she was in the castle, but she was filthy. Well, that was readily
renedi ed: she dropped the bucket down into the well and haul ed up water. She
doused herself with it, getting clean again.

But she still had a problem she was naked. She doubted that the castle
personnel woul d i gnore a naked man who was wal ki ng the passages. She needed
cl ot hi ng.

Coul d she anbush one of the castle denizens, knock himout, and take his

uni forn? That was the way it was done on TV adventure shows. But she had doubts.
Just how easy would it be to waylay a man, or to knock himout, wthout making a
commtion that would attract others? And would his uniformfit her? Still, she
had to have sonet hing.

O did she? She was an intruder, and m ght be recogni zed as such the nonent
anyone saw her. The castl e personnel surely knew each other, and would spot a
stranger instantly regardless of his clothing. So maybe her nakedness didn't
matter; she had to stay out of sight anyway. The effort to waylay a guard m ght
be no nore than a tine-consunm ng dead end.

So she shook herself dry as well as she could and stepped cautiously along the
passage |l eading fromthe well room She was |ucky no one had cone while she was
getting herself in order.

Lucky? The luck of the game was treacherous! She had better prepare for the bad
breaks it would surely throw at her, at its conveni ence.

So she explored the passage carefully, discovering its crevices and nooks. There
was a nop closet with a door which could be closed. Farther along there was an

i ntersecting passage, which by the snell led to a privy: a place to defecate, or
to dunp the buckets of defecant collected el sewhere in the castle. It was
amazi ng how nuch realismwas possible in the gane! She hel d her nose and
explored it, finding another nook where she could probably hide if she had to.
She proceeded slowy, making note of every hiding place as she went. And
suddenly it paid off. There was the wavering light of a |antern, as someone cane
down the nain passage. Baal ducked into the nop cl oset, and the person went by,
the lantern swinging fromone hand, an enpty bucket in the other. That neant he
was going to fetch water, because ot herw se the bucket would have been full, and
snel ly.

She waited for the man to return with the water. Then she followed him as
closely as she dared. The light nade it easy to spy the al coves and

i ntersections.

He proceeded up a flight of stairs. She decided not to risk a close pursuit
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there; she waited for himto get clear. Then she noved up the stairs to the next
story.

Thi s one was considerably | ess gloony. |Indeed, the nan had put aside his lantern
and left it on a rack for the next person to use when braving the dark cellar.
She coul d nmove nuch more rapidly without colliding with anything. But by sinilar
token, she could be seen nore readily by anyone who happened to pass this way.
Well, she would have to be alert, and to use her ears. She listened carefully,
and found she could hear sounds scattered around the castle. Someone was talking
i n one chanber, and soneone el se was perhaps eating, and soneone el se—that was
possi bly a couple in bed, doing what they chose with each other. Mre likely al
of it was on a cyclical pattern, waiting for sonme interruption by the player

She continued skul king through the shadows, getting better at it. Qher castle
personnel did pass, but she eluded themw th increasing ease. She was al nost
getting confortable with this. Maybe she just was better able to let go of her

i nhibitions here in the ganme, conceal ed as a man.

But now she had to | ocate and rescue the Princess, who was in the highest
chanmber of the castle. Baal realized that that sinplified her problem she did
not need to figure out the conplete |ayout. She needed only to get to the

hi ghest point, and the Princess would be there. However, she would have to bring
the Princess back down and out, so she had to note and nenorize the best spots
to hide.

She found stairway after stairway, making her way up. There seened to be only
one way up, so that was fairly frequently travel ed. But nobst of the castle
personnel were content to renmain in their chanbers, waiting for the player to
come in and jog themout of their routines. She passed the dining room and the
servants' quarters, and sew ng roons and storage chanbers. As she got high the
popul ation and activity thinned, and then she found a guard at the next
staircase. This was the forbidden section of the castle.

How was she going to get past that guard? Well, she could try to sneak up on him
and conk himon the head. That was probably the gane-determ ned way. But she
didn't much like violence, even in a nock setting like this. Nornally, as a
woman, she did not consider violence to be an option in handling problenms. Now
she had the body of a nman, and it was all a fantasy setting with no physica
consequences, but that didn't nake it all right. There had to be a peaceful way.
Coul d she distract hinf? Suppose she called out sonething, so that he would cone
to investigate, and she could slip past and up the stairs w thout himknow ng?
That seened good. But what could she yell? Well, sonething that would interest
hi m enough to investigate.

She set it up carefully. There was a deep al cove whose cobwebs indicated that no
one had gone into it for ages, so the guard probably wouldn't either. She could
hide in that. She went beyond it, cupped her hands by her nmouth, and nade ready
to call out that a nude nynph was in an enpty chanber. If that didn't bring the
guard, he wasn't realistically programmed.

She i nhal ed—and di scovered that she coul dn't speak. She was trying to, and
surely doing it inlife, but the sound was not coming through to the gane. She
had | ost her voice! Wat was the matter?

Then she caught on. There was no nude nynph; it was a lie. And her character was
True Blue, who was conpletely honest. He could not tell a lie.

This was interesting. She had had no idea that the gane could read m nds and
enforce a code of ethics on an unwilling player. Did it have a |ie-detector
circuit it used to analyze her brain waves? But naybe it wasn't that

sophi sticated. Maybe it just refused to allow True Blue to speak in a manner he
wasn't programred for, and kept an ongoing file of relevant facts. Maybe. The
net effect was eerie, regardl ess. She had | earned sonething inportant about the
gane. Diversion was all right, but not an outright lie.

But there was sonething true she could yell. There was no nude nynph, but there
was a naked man. So she cupped her nmouth again and inhaled. This tinme it worked:
"There's a naked nan here!" she cried. Then she ran silently for the al cove,

whi ch was between the chanber and the guard.

It worked. The guard wal ked to the chanber to investigate. Baal slipped out and
hurried on her toes up the stairs. By the tine the guard realized that he had

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt (30 of 164) [1/23/03 5:24:03 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt

been fool ed, she was on the next floor and out of his sight.

Woul d the guard notify his superior about the incident? Probably not. He would
assune that he had been the victimof a practical joke, and shut up about it. At
| east, that was what a real guard would probably do, so this game-figure guard
shoul d be programmed for nuch the same. She had found a gane-approved way

t hrough, and she was gratified.

There was one nore stairway. This one was a spiral, leading up to the highest
turret. Wiere the Princess was inprisoned.

Baal hurried on up. At the top was a tiny landing and a | ocked door. Oops—how
was she going to get that open? She hadn't thought to get the guard's keys.
Keys? But if the guard had them then anyone el se who cane here woul d have to
bring the guard along, to unlock the door. The stairs were too narrow for two
abreast, and the landing was barely big enough for two. If the Princess cane
out, that would be three. Surely they took her out every so often, to give her a
bat h or sonmething, so she could be suitably clean and dainty for the Evi

Sorcerer to marry. So there nust be a sinpler way. Wiy bring the | out of a guard
up here at all? He might try to take advantage of the captive naiden, ruining
her virtue before the Sorcerer got at her

Baal | ooked around. She saw an opaque curtain that didn't seemto cover a

wi ndow. She drew it aside. Sure enough, there was the key, hanging on a nail in
a nook. Since only authorized personnel were supposed to be up here, no specia
security was required.

She took the key and used it to unlock the door. She pushed it open and stepped
i nside the chanber. There was a bed, and on it lay the Princess. It had to be
the Princess, because she wore an ornate robe and a golden circlet on her lovely
head.

"Hel l o, Princess,
death. "

The nmaiden lifted her head fromthe pillow and turned to get a good | ook at her
rescuer. Her lustrous eyes wi dened. Her rose-like nouth opened. Her perfect
bosom heaved. Then she screaned. It was the world's nost piercing scream

Too late, Baal realized her m stake. The Princess saw a naked man coming toward
her. She nust believe she was about to be ravaged. Naturally she screaned.

There was a clanor bel ow. The guard had heard, and probably others, and they
were coming to investigate. Wiat escape was there now? There was no hope of
making it down the narrow stairs; she would only neet the guard comng up. If
she nanaged to conk himon the head, despite her objection to violence, his body
woul d still block the staircase, and in any event others would be hard on his
heel s.

Her desperate eye fastened on the window. It had nice little | ace curtains the
Princess had fashioned. There were no bars on it. That could be the way out.
"Princess!" Baal said. "I really amhere to rescue you! But we'll have to use

t he wi ndow. "

The Princess nerely continued screaming. It seened that she could not see past
True Blue's naked midsection. Dam that |iteral progranm ng!

Baal pondered, knowi ng that she had only nmonents to save her situation. Could
she rip the sheets fromthe bed and fashion a crude rope to clinb down fromthe
wi ndow? No, that would account for only a few feet, and this chanber was about a
hundred feet high. Anyway, it would be easy for the archers to pick themoff as
they dangl ed. And how woul d she carry the Princess, and still have her arns and
hands free to hang on to the rope?

Baal went to the wi ndow and | ooked out. She saw |l ovely scenery. Then she | ooked
down. She got nauseous. A hundred feet had never seened so far! There at the
awful Iy distant base of the castle was the | oop of the river.

The river! Just how deep was it? She had swumthrough it, but hadn't tried to
probe the bottom Could it be deep enough?

A guard burst in the door. No chance now to sal vage the situation. That |ast

m stake, with the Princess, had spoiled everything. Al Baal could do was save
hersel f, hoping that after that she could find a way to rescue the Princess and
wi n the gane.

Baal said. "I amhere to rescue you froma fate worse than
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She scranbl ed out the wi ndow and | et herself drop toward the river. If it wasn't
deep enough. .

It wasn't. Her feet struck the surface of the water, and then jamed into the
muck of the bottom She found herself buried in darkness.

She reacted cl austrophobically. She scranbled upward, but got nowhere. She tried
to breathe, but could not. Instead a terrible pressure canme down on her,
crushing the life fromher. She felt it ebbing, ebbing..

If this was death, it wasn't her idea of fun

The scene stabilized, but it wasn't much of an inprovenent. Now she was | ocked
inacoffin, with gloom surroundi ng her. Just the faintest bit of |ight wedged
through a crack. Then that too shut off, as there was the sound of dirt |anding
on the box. She was being buri ed!

She screaned, but knew that she could not be heard. It didn't natter; she kept
ri ght on scream ng.

Then she found herself standing in the character-selection hall. The score
showed that she had no points in the Journeyman | evel

And she hadn't even had tine to think about what her seenming act of suicide felt
like!

0101

five

POLI CEVAN

Walter stood in the anteroom considering the list of games. It seened that as a
Survivor-1level player he had a choice. There were many, but their bare titles
did not tell himenough. There should be a way to get further definition, so he

could nmake a nore informed choice. Well, he would experinent, and in due course
find it.
He noticed one titled Metropolis. Well, that should be relatively famli ar

territory. He touched it, and the screen showed a cast of characters. It also
showed a list of other players in this game. There were no nanes there except
hi s own, though. Good enough; he could have first choice of characters. There
was al so a cl ock, showi ng half an hour and counting down. It nust have started
when he entered this game, since he was the first player. He had plenty of tinme,
and he would be satisfied to wait, after the rigors of his Journeyman-|evel
garre.

So what character did he want, this time? He had tried Bad Grl before, and that
had been all right, but there were problens being in the wong sex that he
preferred to avoid now that the game was getting nore serious. So it would be a
man this time. In fact he would go for the top, and take True Blue. M ght as
wel | have the pleasure of being a real man, for a change

He touched Bl ue. Nothi ng happened. Then he realized that he had first to sel ect
a gane character; he had nore choice than before. So he found an easy one: a
poli ceman. Then he touched Blue again, and the character definition choices
appeared on the screen.

APPEARANCE: COLOR, HAI R STATURE

MENTAL: | NTELLI GENCE, CREATIVITY, DI SClPLINE

SI TUATI ON: CLASS, LUCK, PERSUASI VENESS

PHYSI CAL: STRENGTH, REFLEXES, ENDURANCE

And this tine he saw that he could define all of them There was a pitcher of
fluid, and cups set by each of the listed traits. Evidently this was the

di stribution mechanism pour in as nuch of that trait as he chose, at the
expense of the others. That should be interesting.

He made True Blue |like hinmself, before his accident: brown hair, brown eyes,
tall, with good physique. Blue | ooked better than he had, but he couldn't change
the actual features of the nodel ed face. Maybe that woul d becone possible at a
hi gher level of the ganme. It hardly mattered, since it was all only a figure in
the gane.

Now for the character traits. How did he get the fluid out of the pitcher and
into the cups? Experimentally he touched the pitcher, and it noved. It was a
picture, but it responded to his touch. Ckay.

VWhat he really wanted was a person like hinself. But he realized that the gane

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt (32 of 164) [1/23/03 5:24:03 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt

had no way of knowing his inner nature; it had to be told. So he would have to
do a self-analysis, and hope he was reasonably objective. For the purpose of the
game it didn't matter any nore than his appearance did, but for hinself it did.
So what was his nature? Before it had becone irrelevant in life as well as in
the gane, because of the accident? Walter considered, and realized that for the
first tinme since the accident he just might be able to |look at it hal fway

obj ectively. Because this was a gane, not reality. It didn't nake nuch sense to
figure this gave himfreedomto think, when he hadn't been able to do it before.
Hs mnd was always free, wasn't it? So maybe it was just that enough tine had
passed so that he could distance hinmself fromit. Watever the rationale, maybe
he could do it now I|f he didn't pause to reconsider

Wal ter Tol and had al ways wanted to be a policeman. He had been the Cop in Cops &
Robbers as a child, and had rooted for even the corrupt cops in novies.

Undi ssuaded by realization of the danger and pay scale and restrictions, he
persevered through courses and physical education. He was not the snmartest boy,
but neither was he stupid, and when he worked hard he could make B's. He was
tall but not solid, so he went out for sports and ultimately bodybuil ding, and
though he was just average in those too, he was a fairly form dable nan on the
street. Against a trained boxer he was in trouble, but very few folk he
encountered were trained. Guns he could take or leave; it was the uniform and
the responsibility he Iiked. So he | earned to shoot, but hoped never to have to
use hi s weapon agai nst a nman

He had to take a job where he could find it, which meant noving to another city.
Hi s actual service as a cop slowy eroded his enthusiasm but he persevered.
Conmunity rel ati ons were bad, because the police were predom nantly white while
t he nei ghborhood was shifting to black and Hi spanic. He tried to be fair, but he
was viewed with suspicion sinply because of his office. He was | ocked into what
had turned out to be a | argely thankl ess chore.

Then his life changed. The onset was seemingly insignificant. He had to go to a
marital dispute in his own inmedi ate nei ghborhood. That was one of the worst

ki nds of calls, because all too often both sides wound up bl am ng the policeman
The fact that it was in wal king range of his apartment nmade it worse; the
chances were that he woul d be recogni zed, and an irate plaintiff could start
harassing himwith calls. In this section it would be a white couple, mddle

cl ass, which nmeant there would be pride and conceal nent and avoi dance, which
could be nore difficult to deal with than outright neanness. But duty was duty.
It was a case of spouse abuse. The man had beaten his wife, and the woman had
phoned in a conplaint. He was Conway M nke, a m ddl e-1evel executive in

manuf acturi ng. She was Lori, a housew fe.

"It's all a msunderstanding, Oficer," Mnke explained. "My wife is
tenperanental . "

"You hit me!" Lori flared. "You knocked nme into the wall! You can't do that!"
Wal ter | ooked at her. She was petite and pretty in her outrage, with | ong

strai ght black hair now somewhat dishevel ed. There was a form ng bruise on her
cheek. "WIIl you swear out a conplaint?" he asked. He did not |ike wife beaters,
and this seened like a fairly clear case.

"No," M nke sai d.

"Yes!" Lori said alnmpost at the sane tine.

So Walter took the man in. There was no inmredi ate trouble. Conway M nke seened
stunned that his wife had actually carried through on the conplaint. But the
evi dence cane in during the next few hours: she had been struck on the head,
thrown into the wall, and had sustained a nmild concussion. The doctor was clear
about the diagnosis. Unlike nmost wonen, she remained stalwart, testifying

agai nst her husband and obtaining a restraining order. He had to nmove out, but
still provide support for her while she pursued the avenues of separation and
eventual divorce

Al of which was out of Walter's bailiw ck; he was only the arresting officer,
and apart fromroutine paperwork and a court appearance on the plaintiff's
behal f, he had nothing nore to do with it. He was well on his way to forgetting
the incident, when it abruptly becane i medi ate agai n.
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He recogni zed the address when he got the call. That donestic viol ence

conmpl aint. The man was supposed to stay well away fromthe house, but of course
they seldomdid. He would have to go and warn the nan away, and arrest himif he
didn't stay away. Sonmehow the abusive ones were the hardest to steer off their
destructive course; they seenmed to feel that it was their right to beat up their
worren, and they resented any interference.

Sure enough, the nman was there, using a tire iron to bash at the door. He could
readily have gotten in by this tine if he had used that weapon to bash out a

wi ndow, but naturally Walter would not tell himthat.

M nke spied the approaching police car, and hurried back to his own car. He was
gone by the tine Walter cane to a stop. That was typical of such bullies; they
preferred to beat up on wonen. But WAlter had noted the license tag, and

recogni zed the nan fromthe prior contact; that sufficed.

He went to the door and knocked, gently. The wonan had evidently seen himtoo;
she opened it inmediately.

"Thank God you're here, Oficer Toland!" she exclained. She was prettier than he
renenbered her, perhaps because she was no | onger quite as di shevel ed and

brui sed. He had al ways had a hankering for snmall, shapely wonmen, but they had
not returned his interest. "He was threatening to kill me!"

That too was typical, and too often was no bluff. Sonetines Walter regretted
bei ng a menber of the male sex. "But | think he will not return today," he said
reassuringly. "He knows that we will be alert for that."

"Yes he will!" she exclained. "I know him He can't stand to let nme live nmy own
life." She turned huge dark eyes on him "Oficer, what will | do? The law isn't
protecting ne! | nean, you're here, you' re a good man, but you can't stay, and
then he'll cone back!"

"I really don't think—= Walter started

"Test it, Oficer Toland!" she pl eaded, standing close. Her nice bosom heaved,
causing an illicit thrill to run through him If only this were a rea

situation, just the two of them instead of a grubby routine police call! But he
had no busi ness even inagi ning anything of the kind. "Drive away, circle the

bl ock, come back, see if he isn't right back here! He's watching, waiting for
you to go, so he can have tinme to get nme. He knows you can't stay here forever
He doesn't care about anything else, just so long as he gets ne."

It really hadn't seened that bad before; Conway M nke had been rel atively

polite. But it was never possible to tell. Walter couldn't be sure she was
wrong. The best thing to do was to prove it, and get on about his business.

"All right, Ms. Mnke," he said. "I will depart, and return quietly in a few
mnutes. If he is here, | will deal with him" This m ght be unprofessional, but

he wanted to pl ease her, because of his foolish private fancy.

"Ch, thank you so nuch!" she exclai med, squeezing his hand gratefully.

He returned to his car, nmade sone notes, then drove away. He gave it a
reasonabl e interval, then returned al ong another street. He expected to reassure
her about her fear, and that would be it.

But Conway M nke was there. This tinme he had gotten hal fway smart, and was
bashing in the window Lori had been right!

Walter turned on his siren as he came up, giving warning. The nman st opped

i mredi ately and ran for his car. Walter turned on his |oudspeaker. "Halt!" he
sai d.

O course it did no good. The car's tires squeal ed as M nke drove away.

Wal ter shoul d have radi oed so that the fugitive could be intercepted, but he
didn't. Wat was hol di ng hi m back?

The door opened and Lori cane out. "See? See? | told you! He doesn't care about

the court or the law or anything. He just wants to get ne, and he will, he will,
if he isn't |ocked up!"
"W can't keep himlocked up," Walter said. "He'll be out on bail in an hour

Per haps you should go to stay with a relative, until this can be strai ghtened
out."

"I don't have any relatives," she said. "Not that | could go to. That's why |
couldn't leave himbefore. Nowit's out in the open, and there's nothing hol ding
hi m back. "
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"Then maybe | can get you a referral for a hone for battered wonen."

"It's full,"” she said. "I checked. Anyway, he knows where it is. He'd go there,
and they couldn't stop him"

She was right; he renenbered now. Such facilities were always overcrowded. That
sai d sonmet hing ugly about the priorities of society, but didn't do her any good.
"Maybe we could take you into protective custody,"” he suggested, though he
wasn't at all sure that a judge would go along with that. He was acutely aware
of his inability to help her in any significant way.

She smled brilliantly. "Yes! Ch, yes, that's wonderful, Oficer! I'll go with
you right now. |s your house nice?"

"I didn't nean—

But she was al ready running back into her house to fetch her things. Hel plessly
he followed her in. This was, he realized belatedly, why he hadn't radioed to
intercept Mnke: he had wanted to deal with Lori directly. Privately. Just the
two of them in her house, for just a few mnutes. So that he could fancy that

there was sonething nore than a routine call. That wouldn't have happened if he
had gotten involved in a run-down.
Soon she reappeared with a suitcase. "I'mready, Oficer Toland. Take ne away."

"I meant to the police station," he said |lanely. "To see where you m ght go."
She net his gaze. "No you didn't."

Oh, God! She had seen through him She knew how she appealed to him She was
desperate, so she was using him but he was hel pl ess against it.

Wordl essly he Ied her out to his car. He took her the short distance to his
apartnent. "You know this isn't according to the book," he said.

"It's the only way | can be safe,” she replied firmy.

"Maybe tonorrow we can find a better place for you to stay," he said.

"Maybe, " she agreed in a tone that indicated her willing disbelief.

He | eft her there, gave her a key, and resuned his rounds. He knew he was crazy
to do this, but he couldn't help hinself. He'd never had a woman truly
interested in himbefore, and though he knew this was disaster, he couldn't help
hi nsel f. The thought of her in his apartnent thrilled him

He reported that Conway M nke had attacked his wife's residence twice, and fled
when chal |l enged. The wife was all right. They woul d assunme that she renmi ned at
the house, and that things had settled down. The judge m ght revoke M nke's bai
and confine himto jail tenporarily. But things were so busy that the judge
probably wouldn't get around to it. The case would be lost in the shuffle. No
one cared where Lori M nke was. No one except Lori—-and Walter. For now.

When he finished his shift and returned hone, he found a neal waiting for him
Lori had nade herself busy in his bachelor kitchen, doing a better job than he
ever had. But he hardly noticed the food. He was too distracted by Lori herself.
She was in a sheer negligee, and | ooked breathtaking. He had thought she had a
good figure; he had underestimated the case. She had a perfect figure, for his
taste.

But he was not so dull as not to challenge it. "What are you up to, Ms. M nke?"

She was hel ping himout of his jacket, brushing close. "Lori," she corrected
hi m

"Lori," he agreed nunbly. "I—+ said you could stay the night. For protective
custody. Only—

"Only it's not official, Walter," she said. "I have a better way. Let ne just
move in with you. | don't have noney, but | can pay." She opened her negligee to

show her bare breasts.

No doubt now. she was trying to seduce him So that she would have a place to
stay. It probably didn't nean anything to her, enotionally; she was just doing
what she had to, to achieve confort and safety. He knew it was wong, and that
he was a fool to allowit. But he also knew he couldn't turn it down.

She took his silence for the assent it was. She continued to undress him unti
he had to respond. Then she pulled his head down and ki ssed him Then she | ed
himto the bed, and drew of f her negli gee.

That was the begi nning of the best night of his |ife. They had hot, fast sex.
Then they dressed sonmewhat and ate. Then they nmade | ove. Wien he woke in the
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ni ght, and found her still with him close, he felt desire again, and

i mredi ately she accommpdated it. The whole thing was a gl orious experience.

But in the norning some senblance of reality tried to intrude. "You nust find a
better place to stay," he said.

"There is no better place," she replied.

"But you're a nmarried worman!"

"Not any longer than | can help it.'
seduce you agai n?"

"They' |l think | took advantage of your situation."

"Who needs to know, Walter?"

"This isn't right!"

"But is it wong?"

He couldn't argue with her. "You are free to go whenever you want. You know
that."

"But | don't want to go, Walter. You're a rmuch better man than ny husband, in
every way."

He didn't believe her. He did hope he was better than her husband, because he
wasn't an abuser. But he didn't trust her belief. She was just using himas a
conveni ent haven, and forthrightly paying for it in the coin she possessed. As a
marri ed woman who had dealt with a difficult man, she had a pretty good notion
how to handl e a man. The difference between what she was doi ng and prostitution
was mai nly one of nonenclature. He ought to insist that she go el sewhere. But he
knew he wasn't going to.

"I have to go to work," he said.

"You want to do it again before you go?"

"No!" But that wasn't true. "I nmean, yes, but that wasn't what | was trying to
say. | have to | eave you here, and | don't know what you can do. | nornally

| eave ny apartnment | ocked—=

"But you gave ne a key. Walter, |eave ne sone noney and | will grocery-shop for
you. There's a store within wal king range. | think |I know what you like."

"But people will see you!"

She sniled. "There's only one | fear, and he won't know where I am | know sone
peopl e in the nei ghborhood, but they won't know |I'm not hone. | can nanage."

So it seened. She was conpetent and independent. Her husband had gotten out of
control, so she was doi ng what was necessary to elininate himfromher life.

She approached him "Do you want ne to

Still he had nmisgivings. "I could get fired, if—=
"Are you planning to beat nme up?" she asked.
"No! | just neant—=

"I know what you neant. What | nmean is that | won't conplain unless you m streat
me, and | will conport nyself in such a way that no one el se conpl ains either
People will know you have a worman, but no one will conplain. It isn't their

busi ness. They know that police officers have private lives too." She snil ed.

"Now come, let me do for you now, and I'll be ready for you when you return
When you get dissatisfied, tell ne to go, and I'Il go."
He | ooked at her, still not at ease. She opened her negligee, and his resistance

di ssipated before it could solidify.

Hi s day was routine, but not his thoughts. Just how foolish was he being? Wuld
he return to discover his apartnent cleaned out, and a sarcastic note scraw ed
in lipstick on the bathroomnirror? He had given her fifty dollars for
groceries; was it noney thrown away? No; she had given him sex gal ore, for which
he woul d have paid nore than that. Even if he never saw her again, he would
count hinself ahead. One night of illusion; it was certainly worth it. Unless he
|l ost his job because of it.

Unable to let it be, he phoned his apartnent. Normally he woul d get the
answering nmachine. |If she was there, she shouldn't answer. So it was pointless.
But he called anyway.

He got the machine. So he left a nmessage. "Lori, if you're there, this is
Walter. | hope you' re okay—
Then she picked up. "Hello, Walter. Everything's fine. | wouldn't answer for

anyone but you, of course. Do you mind cruising by ny house, just to see if
anyone's there?"
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"I''"l'l doit," he agreed, relieved and excited. She hadn't taken off!

When he returned hone, she was ready, as she had been before. She did not wait
for himto ask; she brought himto the bed and gave himthe utter delight of her
body. Then she served hima neal of far better quality than he was used to. She
had evi dently shopped wel|.

"Ch—here's your change,"” she said, giving himthree dollars. "I'"'mafraid
splurged a bit, but there's enough food to hold us for several days now. | hope
you're satisfied."

"I"'msatisfied," he said. "This is like a dream It's as if | died and went to
heaven, and you're an angel to nake ne happy. But—-

"But it's tenporary,"” she said. "Until | get ny divorce and settlenent. Unless
we have a nore permanent arrangenent by then."

"You' ve been m streated by your husband. You should be afraid of nen. |nstead—

"I love nmen," she said. "I just made a bad m stake with one. | don't judge
others by him | knew you were a nice man fromthe start; | could tell by the
way you acted. Now I'mproving it. I'mnot just giving you a good tine; |I'm

havi ng one nysel f."

He believed it because he wanted to believe it, knowi ng hinself to be a fool,
but not sure just what kind of fool.

So it was for the following nonth. Walter was in a sexual paradise, and falling
inlove with Lori despite his common sense. She was the perfect worman for him
He knew she woul d | eave hi m when she got her divorce and settlenment, because she
woul dn't need hi manynore, and he school ed hinself to be ready for that
separation, but he knew he wasn't. He just hoped it would continue forever

Then Conway M nke finally figured out where his wife was staying. The nman had
evidently tried to | ocate her via her divorce | awer and gotten nowhere; the

| awyer hinself didn't know where she was hiding. But neighbors did, and as the
chain of information slowy spread, M nke managed to get a line on it. He phoned
and | eft a nessage on Walter's answering nmachine: "I know where you are, Lori.
Cone back to me and all will be forgotten."

The nessage electrified Lori. For the first time since the crisis that had
brought her to him Walter saw her frightened and shaken. "He's found ne! | have
to get away!"

"But you still don't have anywhere to go," he pointed out.

Nervously she agreed. She renmained. She was afraid to go out to shop, or to
answer the phone. But though she still tried to, as she put it, do for him the
seem ng spontaneity and joy of it were gone. The honeynoon, as it were, was
over. Walter knew that he woul d never have his ideal woman back unless he found
a way to get rid of Mnke. Then, if he did, she would be free—to leave him If
she wanted to. He had never been sure of her real feelings.

Had she set himup for this? To fall in love with her, and kill her husband for
her? He didn't think so, but couldn't be certain. Certainly he wasn't going to
commit such a crinme on her behalf. Yet if Mnke should cone after her, and

Wal ter should intercept himin the act—

M nke did conme. Lori saw his car fromthe wi ndow, and phoned Walter. The nessage
was relayed: a desperate woman wanted himto call hone. If others in the police
force knew his situation, they did not speak of it.

Walter didn't call. He raced for his apartnent. As luck would have it, he was
close by; he got there in two minutes. Sure enough, there was M nke's car

Wal ter parked behind it and charged in. He heard scream ng and crashing, and
knew that the man was trying to break in. He drew his gun.

He cane to the hall and sighted down it. Mnke was there, trying to jimmy open
the |l ock. That was usel ess, because there was a dead-bolt.

"Hal t!" Walter call ed.

M nke saw him and bolted down the hall, away from him where there was another
exit. Walter had himcovered, but didn't fire; it was not a matter of life and
death, and a shot would not be justified.

He paused to call to Lori. "I"mhere! I'mgoing after him™"

"Be careful!" she cried frominside.

He was careful. He did not charge blindly after the nan. He paused at the corner
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and |istened before quickly stepping around it. He nade his way cautiously on
out. By that time Mnke's car was gone

But Walter had had prior experience with the man. So he didn't depart

i medi ately. Instead he holstered his gun and wal ked down the bl ock, checking to
see where the man nmight hide, waiting for Walter to drive away. The car was
probably circling the block, slowy, seeking a place to park for a few mnutes.
If Walter could find it—

He reached the intersection and peered around. He did not spy the car. But it
was probably still in nmotion nearby.

This was a one-way street, with parking on both sides. He saw an open spot on
the far side, the only one. That could be the one the man woul d take, when he
got here. So Walter would just get there first, and wait.

He started across the street. Then the car appeared, as if fromnowhere. It was
M nke, trying to run hi m down!

Walter's first thought was to duck back the way he had conme. But his inertia was
forward, so he could nove faster that way. He broke into a run, but the car was
too fast. It was going to catch him

He dived out of the way. The hood of the car caught his hip and sent him
spinning through the air. He did a forward rolling breakfall, protecting his
head and shoul ders, but he knew al ready that he had taken a bad hit. Then he
came to rest on the pavenent, half against the wheel of one of the parked cars.
He must have hit his head, because then the world fuzzed out.

Walter realized that he had relived the whol e sequence. Now he stood before True
Blue in the game anteroom trying to decide what array of characters to give the
man. He had acconplished very little, really; he still hadn't truly analyzed

hi msel f.

He shook his head. M ght as well finish the nenory, painful as it was. He had
been picked up and taken to a hospital, where they had | abored diligently to
save his nobility, but it was no good. M nke had evidently returned while Walter
had been unconscious, and run over his |legs repeatedly. They were such a nangl ed
mess that the doctor would only shake his head, prom sing nothing. Walter had
only partial control over the natural functions in that region, and had to use a
catheter to urinate. The pacemaker governed his heartbeat, because ancillary
damage to his system had made his heart subject to fibrillation. He required
nmodern technol ogy to survive

Hi s career as a police officer was over. So was any other career that required
any wal king at all. So was any sex life to which he m ght have aspired. That, he
realized, had been Mnke's real objective: to destroy his rival sexually, in
case he should survive. It seened he had succeeded. There had been sone nerve
damage, and nerves did not readily heal. Technol ogy wasn't able to restore that
particul ar function. Walter could have the urge, but performance seenmed beyond
reach. M nke had fixed himal nost perfectly.

Lori had left him of course. He had assuned that she had indul ged sexually wth
him so often because she was trying to keep himsatisfied to have her with him
prostituting herself. Now he | earned that she really did enjoy it, and did not
relish the prospect of caring for a man who could no | onger perform She was
polite about it, even kind, but she had to go. Were she went he did not know,
she just disappeared fromhis life.

After he got through the surgery he spent a longer period | earning the use of

t he wheel chair, and care of himself. Insurance covered it, but insurance could
not make hi mwhole again. It was an entirely new world, fromthe wheel chair; he
could no | onger even cross the street unless there were suitable ranps at the
curbs, or hel pful people. Hs old apartnment was no | onger feasible, because it
wasn't equi pped for wheels. Everything had changed.

So it was now three years after the "accident."” M nke had been arrested and
sentenced and had served his time and was out. Overcrowded prisons neant that
the nonserious offenders had to be rel eased early, and M nke was regarded as
nonserious by everyone except Walter. The man had no further aninus agai nst
Walter, his revenge had been even better than the nurder he had attenpted. M nke
even had anot her woman, whom he surely mistreated. But not Walter. Wnen had
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been excluded fromhis life. Al because of his foolishness of the nonent.

Yet, he reflected, it had been a glorious monent. For the first tine he had
lived with a wonman, a truly responsive one. Even without the sex, it would have
been great. If he had known the eventual cost of it, he might have turned it
down. But nore likely he would sinply have shot M nke, and dammed be the
consequence. It mght have cost himhis job, but gained himhis health—-and

per haps the worman too. It woul d have been worth the ganble. If he had known.

He had gone through what the psychol ogist called the normal stages of

adj ustnent: denial, anger, bargaining with God, grief, and resignation. He had

| earned to cope. He had redevel oped bl adder control, so no | onger needed the
catheter. But the colossal frustration of being | ess than a man, and the
boredom renmi ned. He had read books, and watched novies endl essly, but there
was only so nmuch that vicarious experience could do for him Until he had
obt ai ned the equi pnment for this new type of gane, that raised vicarious
experience to a new level. It was supposed to be interactive with other players,
in its upper stages. Could that substitute for the drabness of his remaining
life? It had seened worth the try.

So okay, here he was, and he had used up about twenty-five mnutes of his

hal f-hour wait. What did it matter exactly what character traits his dummy
character had? He would just spread the fluid evenly between the cups, and see
how t he gane played, this tine.

Then a notice appeared. GAME CANCELED ON NG TO LACK OF PLAYERS. NEXT GAME
SCHEDULED I N 35 M NUTES.

Walter grimaced in disgust. He had wasted his tine here. Wll, not exactly; now
he had reviewed his history, and had a better handle on it. The psychol ogi st had
told himthat he would know he was maki ng significant progress when he was able
to do that. So he was making that progress. But he renmained a parapl egic.

Well, he might as well take tinme out fromthe game, and return in half an hour
If Metropolis was filled, he'd try some other setting. It hardly nattered, at
this stage

He reached up and touched the OPTIONS choice on his screen, then QU T. SAVE? it
queried him That rem nded himof the religious query, Have you been saved?
Conput er technol ogy gave it new nmeaning, or perhaps nerely clarified it. Because
if you exited a conputer programw thout saving, you lost it all. He didn't want
to start over with the Novice-level challenges, so he touched YES

A new nessage flashed. ERROR CAN NOT COVPLETE DI RECTI VE.

Huh? Al'l he had done was try to quit and save.

Very well. He'd quit without saving. It wouldn't kill himto come up through the
ranks again. He touched CLEAR ERROR, then QU T again, then NO to the SAVE query.
ERROR. CAN NOT COWPLETE DI RECTI VE.

What was goi ng on here? How could it be inpossible to quit? Quitting was the one
thing you could al ways do.

But as he tried it repeatedly, he realized that this was the exception. He
couldn't quit frominside the gane—and because he was in it, not |ooking at it
via a screen eighteen inches fromhis face, with a keyboard, he couldn't

di sconnect by pulling the plug. It seened |udicrous, but he was trapped in the
gare.

G adually it dawned on himthat this was serious. If he didn't get out, he would
be unable to feed hinself. He would starve, or rather dehydrate, because fluid
|l oss was a nuch swifter threat than food | oss.

Actual ly the nurse who checked on himevery day woul d di scover hi mand unhook

hi m manual ly fromthe gane, and then baw himout for getting hinself into such
a scrape. But she wasn't due for eight hours. He had cranked up in the mnorning,
and she canme in late afternoon. He could get pretty unconfortable in the
interim

well, if he was stuck, he was stuck. He nmight as well play the gane.

He checked the other choices, and saw one that might be interesting: Princess in
Castle. That mght even be fun, if the Princess was beautiful. There were

al ready several players signed up for it, so probably the good parts were

al ready taken, but he didn't need a good part. He just needed sonething to play,
until he could figure out howto exit the game, or until the nurse cane and got
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himout. Still, what did he care about a fantasy adventure? He was an ex-cop,
not given to that sort of thing.

Then he noticed one of the names on the player roster. BAAL CURRAN-the sane one
he'd seen before. The guy nust have passed his Journeyman test and made it into
the Survivor level. Walter didn't know him of course, yet it was the one

hal fway-fam liar thing here. Maybe they could neet in the interactive gane, and
compar e notes

So he touched PRI NCESS, and watched the screen change.

0110

Si X

PRI NCESS

REPEAT? t he screen inquired.

Baal considered. She had washed out of her first Journeyman setting, but she had
actually cone pretty close to success. |If she had done everything the sane, but
covered up before speaking to the Princess, she should have succeeded in gaining
her cooperation and rescuing her. Why not try it again now, while the experience
was fresh in her nenory?

So she touched REPEAT, and wal ked to the door again. She stepped through, and
there she was at the beginning of the Princess sequence. The others did not seem
surprised to see her; they of course had no nmenory of her prior effort, because
they weren't people at all. She could run through this a hundred tines, and it
woul d make no difference to them It was |ike playing a song over and over: the
song didn't care

They ran through the business with the dragon and the nynphs in the river. Baa
tried to keep the sanme pace, because she didn't know what night happen to change
things if she deviated too far, and she didn't want to find herself in an

unfam liar situation. She wanted to win this game, so she could progress to the
Survivor level, where it was supposed to get really interesting.

When she nade it to the Princess' chanber, she took down the curtain hiding the
key al cove, and fashioned it into a tenporary skirt. So this was a nale
character; so what else could she do? At least it would cover up what had
freaked out the innocent dansel |ast tine.

"Princess," she said in a low voice. "Do not be afraid; | may | ook strange, but

I have cone to help you."

The Princess lifted her head and | ooked. She saw not hing of what she had seen
before, but she evidently suspected it was there. "W are you?" she asked
nervously. "Another servant to prepare nme for ny fate worse than death?"

"No. | amthe Hero, cone to rescue you fromthat fate. But | nmust warn you that
it will not be easy to escape this castle."

"I would rather die than remain here in dire captivity!" she decl ared
passionately. That could not be literal, since she had not thrown herself from
the window to die, but Baal saw no point in arguing the matter.

"Then let ne explain what we nmust do. | found ny way here by swinmring in the
river, and we can swi m back out. But clothing will only get in the way. | had to
| eave mine behind, and you will have to do the sane."

"Ch, | could never do that!" she exclainmed, putting one hand to her heavingly

al armed bosom

"I fear you will have to," Baal said. She was beginning to appreciate why sone

men | ost patience with sone wonen. "Unless you prefer to wait for the Evi
Sorcerer to marry you and undress you shortly after." That was a bit cruel, but
it seenmed that the Princess needed to be persuaded.

"Ch!" she cried faintly.

"You see, it is known that Princesses do not go naked," Baal said. "So if anyone
should spy you in that state, they would assune it was a serving nmaid. Nudity is
the perfect protection.”

"But my honor!" she protested.

"Your honor?"

"I't would be severely conpromsed if any man were to see mny innocent body."

And Baal was in the formof a man. This promi sed to be difficult. She could have
done wi thout the skewed definition of honor, where it seemed it related to
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sights rather than actions. But this was a different world, and had to be
handl ed on its own terns.

Baal pondered, then tried sonething chancy. Wuld the gane allowit? "I may | ook
like a man, but in truth I amnot what | seem | ama wonman who has been pl aced
in the body of a man. After | rescue you, | will revert to ny natural form So

your honor will not be conpromised if | see you."

"Very well," the Princess said. She stood and began renpvi ng her apparel. She
was of course a Royal Lady, and as she stripped it becane apparent that she was
as well constructed as any nynph.

Surprised at this ready acqui escence, Baal couldn't help inquiring, "That makes
it all right?"

"OfF course. | thought you were going to tell ne to use ny apparel to cover ny
head, so no one coul d recogni ze ne."

"And that woul d have been w ong?"

"No, that's the standard ploy."

These ganme constructs were certainly literal -m nded! Maybe she shoul d sinply
have asked the Princess how to nake their escape. The gane figures weren't
supposed to offer constructive advice, but if she had phrased it as a review, to
be certain they had things straight, it mght have worked.

"Now | mnust disrobe nyself," Baal said carefully, renenbering how the Princess
had reacted before. "Renenber, | amnot really a man, and ny tenporary body has
no nore relevance than that of a statue. There is no part of it that need
concern you."

"OfF course," the Princess said bravely.

Baal found herself quite nervous about renoving the nakeshift skirt. This female
was a gane construct, but she was realistic, and if she was progranmed to freak
out anytine she saw a certain thing, this gane would be | ost again. But there
was no way to find out except to try it. So she nerved herself and renpved the
skirt.

The Princess stared. "What a weird apparition,” she said distastefully.

"Yes, | can hardly wait to get back to nmy own body," Baal said, relieved that
the reaction was no worse. She had succeeded in detuning the girl's freak
reflex. "Now we nust go quietly downstairs, and we nust try to hide whenever
sonmeone cones. | will guide you. Do not say anything—and particularly, do not
scream for that will bring guards running. Then they would see you, and it is
best that as few see us as possible."

"Ch," the Princess repeated in her faint fashion. She had accepted the idea of
Baal seeing her, since Baal wasn't really a man, but a guard might be an
honor-shattering disaster even if he didn't recogni ze her

Baal | ed her out and down the wi nding stairway. But as they approached the
bottom of the spiral, Baal renenbered the guard. How were they to get by him
this tinme? She couldn't use the "naked man" ploy, because that would bring the
guard up the stairs, and there was no place along the stairs to hide. They had
to get beyond the guard before the ploy would work, which nade it usel ess.
Woul d she have to resort to violence, after all? Baal still didn't |ike that.
There had to be a nonviol ent way.

She paused. "There's a guard ahead," she whispered to the Princess. She wi shed
she coul d throw her voice to the side chamber she had used before.

Then she had an idea. This was a real mof magic, because the dragon was a

magi cal creature. Coul d people work magi c? Coul d voice throw ng be possible

her e?

If she tried it, she would probably ness it up. She had no experience with
magi c. But the Princess was a native

"Princess, are you able to throw your voice nagically?" Baal asked.

"Of course. That is one of the first things we learn. Sonetines it is necessary
to give a servant an order when the servant is in another part of the castle."”
Good enough! "Then throw your voice to the chanber which is to the side of the
base of these stairs. Say 'Eeek! The naked man is back, and there's a naked
woman with him®' "

The Princess did not question this, since it was a specific directive and it was
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true. She was not progranmed to be di scerning enough to realize that such a

voi ce coming fromthat chanmber woul d be deceptive, as the naked man and woman
were actually on the stairs. She gl anced down.

"Eeek!" a feninine voice cried. "The naked man is back, and there's a naked
woman with him"

Baal stared. Two things amazed her. The voice really was com ng fromthe chanber
bel ow—and the Princess' mouth was closed. She wasn't speaking with her nouth,
but with her magic.

"Hey, I'mnot falling for that again," the guard below retorted. "Go away, you
practical joker."

Quch! Even gane figures |earned fromexperience, if it was in the same sequence.
But what el se was there? Maybe they could up the ante. "Can you nmake a mal e

voi ce too?" Baal asked the Princess.

"No, that would be unnuaidenly."

"Well, then, can you pretend that the wonman is talking to the man, saying ' Take
your hands off nme, you brute!'?"
"Yes, | could do that."

Always fairly literal -mnded! "Then do it."

The Princess did it, and it sounded so realistic that Baal herself al npbst
believed that there was a wonan there. Then, pronpted by Baal, the Princess
continued the nonol ogue. There was a pause between utterances, but that was al
right, because they were presumably in response to silent actions by the nman.

"If you don't stop, I'll tell the guard!"

"I"'msure the guard is a nicer man than you are."

"Eeeek! That tickles!"

That did it. The guard went to investigate.

Baal and the Princess scanpered down the stairs. Baal crossed to the next
staircase down, and started to use it. Then she realized that the Princess was

| aggi ng. Baal turned, and saw the Princess standing at the foot of the circular
staircase, looking in the direction of the chanber.

"What's the matter?" Baal cried in a whisper, which was a talent she hadn't
realized she had.

"l hope the guard doesn't hurt her."

"There's no wonan there!" Baal said. "She's just your thrown voice! Renenber?"
"Ch, yes," the Princess said, renenbering. Still she stood there. Because Baa
had not actually told her to nove

"Conme here!" Baal said. "Hurry!"

The Princess obeyed, running to the |lower stairs. Her hips sw veled and her bare
breasts bounced, and suddenly Baal realized why nen |iked to watch running
worren. The breasts called attention to thensel ves, their separate notions
drawi ng the eye in, and nmen were partial to breasts. O course it helped to have
breasts |ike those of the Princess, which were inpossibly full yet firm It
woul d have been pointless for Baal herself to run naked; her natural body | acked
both the substance and the firmess.

But in the gane, she could have a perfect body. It might not be real outside the
ganme, but it would be a pleasure nonethel ess. Next tine she would select the
best fenal e body available, and revel in it. She had entered this ganme to flirt
with death, but now she realized that she wanted to flirt with life too. Life as
it mght be without her limtations. Life as it mght be for one of the
beautiful people. So it was illusion—so it could still be fun for a while.
Meanwhi | e they were noving down the stairs, getting away fromthe guard. But
they weren't safe yet. There were about seven nore floors to go, and a nunber of
random y wal ki ng people in the halls.

In fact Baal heard one approaching as they reached the foot of the staircase.
"Qui ck—we nmust hide in a closet!" Baal whispered, drawing the Princess toward
one of the nenorized sites.

They nade it, and the person passed wi thout noticing them Then Baal becane
aware of sonething else. She was jammed up agai nst the Princess' |ush body. She
had no sexual interest in it, but realized that if she had been in the Princess
body, up against True Blue's body like this, she would have found it quite
intriguing. Make that one nore thing she wanted to try in the next setting!
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They energed fromthe closet and hurried to the next stair. They got safely down
it, and down the follow ng one. Then, abruptly, they had a probl em

A castl e deni zen approached from one side; Baal heard the footsteps of a man. So
they ran for a hiding place around a corner—and there was another figure, a
worman. A castle matron. There was no way to avoid her; they were both in plain
sight before reali zing.

"Cover your face with your hair!" Baal told the Princess. "So they won't
recogni ze you." The nmaiden had lustrous long tresses, of course: the kind that
took hours of attention each week. The Princess obeyed, and Baal did |ikew se,
for True Blue had the handsone | ocks of this archaic fantasy setting. Together,
anonynous, they charged on by the wonan.

But the wonman saw sonething other than their faces. She screaned. "There's a
man! There's a wonman! They're na-na- naked!"

I medi ately there were footsteps fromother directions. Baal realized that she
had found an even better way to bring fol k running than the ploy of scream ng
"Fire!" instead of "Robbery!" Just scream "Naked Woman!"

But then sonething coincidental happened. "Stop that!" a man's authoritative

voi ce snapped. "The topnost guard has turned in two false alarns of that nature.
The hunor is wearing thin."

"Who's that?" Baal asked the Princess as they sped for the next hiding place.
"The Evil Sorcerer!" the dansel replied, horrified. "Throwi ng his voice."

"Well, he did us a favor this tinme." Baal wondered at that; since when did the
ganme start covering for the players? But she realized that she had been | ucky.
The gane woul d al | ow soneone to be fool ed by voice throwi ng once or tw ce, but
after that prevented it. She had benefited fromthe prevention. That had to be a
fl uke.

They nade it down to the cellar. Baal explained how they would have to go down
into the well and then dive under the wall and out into the river

"But | can't swim" the Princess protested.

Qops! This hadn't occurred to Baal. But she renenbered that half of all folk in
the world today could not swm so it was reasonable that the Princess couldn't.
What now?

"I'"ll just have to teach you," Baal said. "First, you will have to hold your
breath. Then you cup your hand, like this, and—=

She broke off. She heard footsteps approaching!

"Just hold your breath and hang on to ne!" she said. Then she grabbed the
Princess around her slender waist and junped into the well. The plunge took them
under the surface; she waved her free hand through the water, found the wall,
slid her fingers down, and found the bottomrim She haul ed herself and the
Princess down and ki cked her feet, driving themforward. Then she braced agai nst
the outer wall and pushed themout into the river. They were free of the castle!
Well, alnost. They still had to get out beyond the dragon's path. In fact they
still had to get out of the depths and breathe sone air.

They bobbed to the surface, but only Baal breathed. The Princess was stil

hol ding her breath. She did not seemto be in any particular distress. Since she
was nerely a gane figure, she didn't actually have to breathe; still, for
realismit seenmed better. "Breathe!" she said in the Princess' ear

The Princess breathed. Baal held her up, then instructed her to hold her breath
again, so she could haul themboth to the shore. The Princess obeyed without
questi on.

They clinbed out on the shore away fromthe castle. Baal knew she shoul d feel
tired, after that effort, but she didn't. That was because her body hadn't
really done it; this was all game activity, with no nore actual substance than a
dream Still, its threats were real on its terns, as she renmenbered from her
death in the prior session

There was a cry fromthe castle. "The Princess is escaping!"

They had been di scovered! Someone nmust have checked the Princess' chanber and
realized that she was gone. Then soneone had spied themenerging fromthe river
The chase was on!

But they had a head start. "Run," Baal said. "This way!" She set off up the side
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of the river.

The clamor in the castle increased. Baal gl anced back, and saw guards boiling
out of the front gate. But they were on the other side of the river

An arrow sail ed over Baal's head. Uh-oh! "Get behind a tree!" Baal told the
Princess.

But when they were behind the tree, they couldn't run for freedom Meanwhile the
guards were bringing up a boat from sonewhere. They woul d soon cross the river
Baal cudgel ed her brain for an idea. Al she cane up with was one that required
a consi derabl e act of faith.

There was no time to think of anything better, because inaction would have mnuch
the sane effect as wong action. So Baal stepped out from her cover and called
to the guards. "If you fire any nore arrows at us, you risk hitting the
Princess, and then your master will be very angry, because he doesn't want to
marry damaged goods." Wuld the guards buy it?

"Conme on," she told the Princess. "W have to get past the dragon's line before
the guards cross the river." Because once the guards crossed, they could grab
the Princess without hurting her, and drag her back to her fate worse than

deat h.

They ran again, in plain sight and range of the archers. But no arrows fel
around them The ploy was worKki ng!

As they canme near to the dragon's path, Baal veered back to the river. They
could dive under the water and cross the line the way she had before, with the
wat er drowni ng out the snell of them

Then the Princess stopped running. "Wat's the matter?" Baal asked, pausing.
"The guards—they have seen ny body!" the Princess said. "My honor has been
sullied! | nust die of shane."

Baal sighed inwardly. They had too little tine to waste on the discussion of the
phi | osophy of a superficial definition of honor. She had to settle this

i mredi atel y.

"No! The guards are too far behind to fire their arrows safely. If they' re out
of arrow range, they're out of honor range. Just keep far enough ahead, and
they' Il never see enough to sully you."

"Ch." She was buying it. Apparently the gane accepted any reasoning that seened
persuasi ve

They resuned their run toward the river. But their loss of tine hurt. Now the
boat had reached the bridge, and guarded their access there. They couldn't use
that route.

Meanwhi | e the dragon was conming along its path, breathing fire.

"Maybe we can cross before it gets here!" Baal said, though she didn't quite
believe it. "Run!"

They ran directly for the dragon's path. But the dragon spied them and
accelerated. It was going to intercept them

It was too late to call it off; the dragon had its eye on them and would foll ow
them back and scorch them anyway. So they just kept on running.

They reached the path just ahead of the dragon. The dragon inhaled, ready to
send out its flame. It was way too close to miss.

But the flame didn't cone. Baal |ooked, and saw that the dragon had stopped. It
was nerely watching them pass.

Then not one but two expl anations burst on her mind. Nunmber One: the dragon
didn't dare hurt the Princess either, because that would ruin her for the
Sorcerer. Nunber Two: the dragon was programed to attack only those fol k who
tried to cross fromoutside, who were by definition intruders. Those inside were
by definition friends. That was the sinplest way to do it.

They passed beyond the path. They had nade it! |ndeed, the score screen
appeared, showing Baal Curran with five points. There was a door set in the
trunk of one of the larger trees. The castle, river, and dragon becane
cardboard. She could exit the setting now, with her new status achieved.

She | ooked at the Princess, who stood with her bare bosom heaving gently. She
al one seened still to be real. If Baal were a true man, she woul d be interested
in doing something with that nmiden, before quitting the gane. But that was not
t he case.
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"You are free," Baal said. "Go back to your native kingdom and be happy. | am
glad to have rescued you."

"But aren't you going to play with ne before you go?" the Princess asked

pl aintively.

What was this? Was the Princess being offered for the chanpion's pleasure? O
was it a secondary trap? Baal hardly cared to ganble, and woul d have felt the
sane even if she had been a man.

"No, as | told you, I ama worman, nerely using a man's body. | cane to rescue
you, nothing else. So you may do as you pl ease now. "

"You are rejecting ne?" the Princess asked. "After you have tarnished nmy honor
by seeing and touching ne naked, so that | have no choice but to oblige your
vile lust, you are throwi ng ne away?"

This was weird! Had the maiden forgotten the significance of Baal's explanation?
O had she never properly understood it? Probably it was sinply that she was
programmed for a certain reaction at a certain stage, and prior stages becane
meani ngless. "I'mafraid I am" Baal said.

"Ch!" the Princess declared, a tear falling fromone eye. "I am undone! Spurned
after ny honor is gone!" Then she too becane cardboard.

Baal stared at the figure, feeling strangely guilty. It was alnost as if she had
sentenced the Princess to death. How could a gane figure have any feelings?

It had to be nmischievous programrming. But Baal's curiosity was getting nore
persi stent. Wat woul d have happened, if she had tried to—+to do sonething with
the | ovel y nai den?

She gazed at the cardboard creature, benmused. She had wondered before whether it
was truly possible to indulge in sex in the gane. Now she seenmed to have had the
confirmation. Maybe it had been a trap, and if the Hero had indul ged, he would
have been disqualified. But she didn't think so. The Princess had seened to be
quite ready for it, forgetting the prior reassurances about the player's actua
gender. |If Baal had really been a man, she surely would have indul ged. It seened
that not only was it possible, it was expected.

Baal found herself intrigued. There had been a tine, about an hour ago, when she
woul d have been repul sed.

She wal ked to the door and opened it and stepped through. She was back in the
anteroom-enly this time it was a different one.

WELCOVE, SURVIVOR, the big screen said. YOU MAY NOW PLAY | N ANY OF THE LI STED
SETTI NGS, WTH OR W THOUT OTHER PLAYERS DEPENDI NG ON FACTORS | N FLUX. PO NT
BALANCE MAY BE POSI TI VE OR NEGATI VE. BECAUSE SURVI VOR LEVEL | S | NTERACTI VE

SETTI NGS MAY BE SAVED ONLY AT PLAYER S RISK. AN EXI TED ROLE | S FAIR GAME FOR ANY
OPPCSI NG PLAYER. PO NTS ARE SCORED OR LOST ONLY BY DEATH OF PLAYERS AND BY
BONUSES.

Baal considered that. This |l evel was getting serious! She had won her way

through the prior level without killing anyone, though she had | ost two gane
characters. Wen she had | ost, she had not |ost any points. This tinme she would
have to get into violence. Death was only in the ganme; still, this was a rougher
course. It wouldn't be enough to kill nmere gane constructs; she would have to
kill other players, or be killed by them

Well, this was after all the Kill-o-byte gane. It specialized in killing. It
kept murderers in prison entertained, as well as ordinary folk with secret
passions. It was the way to indulge illicit agendas w thout breaking the law |If

it got too hot for her, all she had to do was exit it and not return.

She | ooked at the list of settings. One junped out at her: Princess in Castle.
That was the one she had just been through! Only now it was a Survivor set,

i nstead of Journeyman. The rules and action woul d be nore advanced.

One section of the screen listed the players already commtted to this setting.
There were five. The nore the nerrier, she knew, but she preferred a relatively
qui et ganme. Just Princess and rescuer, ideally. Since there could be as many as
fifty characters, five was at the |ow end. There was a screen clock, show ng
that this ganme would start in another ten mnutes, and run for four hours.

Ten minutes? That gave her tinme to exit and get her booster shot. Then she woul d
be good for the duration.
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So should this be the one? Wll, she was infernally curious about an aspect of
it, and it should be better to start this level with a faniliar setting than an
unfam liar one. So she would try it, this time taking the character of the
Princess, and see what happened. At worst she would get killed and | ose a point.
She touched PRINCESS. |Inmediately the screen showed a new list: that of the cast
of characters. She could choose to be any of them nale or fenale. Unless
sonmeone el se had chosen it before her. Even the Evil Sorcerer. She had never
encountered himin the Journeynan version of this setting; he had just been a
renot e background figure. Now she saw that he was an avail able role, which neant
that he woul d probably be active on his own behalf. Not just an irate voice. He
woul d probably be able to do nagic, but there would be sonme kind of constraint
that prevented himfrominterfering directly with the Hero.

She touched the Princess as a character. To her surprise, she got it; no one

el se had taken it. Good enough. Now it was hers, unless she failed to nmake it
back in time for the start. Then she would forfeit a point, as if she had been
killed at the outset of the ganme. That was no good!

She saved and exited. She checked her bl ood and gave herself a shot. She was
okay. She reset the helmet and re-entered the ganme. There were still three

m nutes to spare.

Oops—she had sel ected her character, but hadn't defined it. She had to hurry!
Appear ance was no problent she gave the Princess lovely | ong dark hair and the
same figure she had had as a gane construct. Al so a beautiful |owcut gown to
display that figure. She renenbered the advice of Mss Piggy: if you ve got it,
flaunt it. She would have it, for this scene.

But now she had to tackle MENTAL, SITUATION, and PHYSI CAL. A crystal decanter
appeared on the screen. It was filled with golden fluid. Each listed quality of
the character had a crystal goblet. Wiat did this nean?

Then she remenbered the explanation in the manual: she had to distribute the
fluid to the cups, and the nore she put in any one cup, the stronger that
quality would be. But by the same token, less would be left for other qualities.
Oh, if only she had left herself nore time for this! She had too little tine to
consider. She would just have to slop it in halfway randomy. But that could be
di sastrous. She | ooked at the choices:

MENTAL: | NTELLI GENCE, CREATIVITY, DI SCI PLI NE

SI TUATI ON: CLASS, LUCK, PERSUASI VENESS

PHYSI CAL: STRENGTH, REFLEXES, ENDURANCE

Well, she was a Princess, so she didn't need nuch in the physical side; her
lovely figure would have to serve instead. Her situation was already defined to
an extent, but persuasiveness could be useful, and luck. As for the nental
qualiti es—she wanted them all

So she touched the picture of the decanter. It noved with her finger, as if she
were carrying it. She tilted it over the | NTELLI GENCE goblet, and the fluid
spilled in, filling the gobl et about hal fway. She nobved the decanter to
CREATI VI TY and poured sone nore. She gave less to DI SCIPLINE, on the assunption
that she would be nostly | ocked up anyway and not need to exercise it. Then she
nmoved to PERSUASI VENESS, and tilted too much, alnmost filling it.

Only a little remained in the decanter. Her tine was running out. She splattered
a few drops in each of the remai ning goblets. Then, with only thirty seconds
remai ning on the clock, she ran for the door at the end of the hall. She flung
it open and stepped through.

She was in the lofty turret chanber she had seen before. But it was a painted
scene, with a cardboard bed and chair, and a picture of a viewin the w ndow.
Then it turned real. The gane had begun, on schedul e.

It should be a while before the Hero fought his way into the castle to rescue
her. Meanwhile she could enjoy her new appearance. Baal went to the mirror set
in the wall and inhaled. Her full and perfect breasts bul ged from her
décol | etage. She angl ed her head. Her lustrous tresses fell across her shoul ders
and caressed her awesone cleavage. She whirled, and the skirt of her gown flung
out to show a bit nore of her shapely legs. Oh, rapture!

She renenbered how the gane-figure Princess had acted, when Baal had had the
aspect of a man. Endl ess protestations about sullied honor, then a direct sexua
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come-on. It was evident that sex was a part of this game. It m ght be vicarious,
but it was bound to be better than any prospect she faced in real life with her
real body. So she intended to be reasonably denure at first, but she would not
protest unduly when the Hero rescued her. She would find out just what this fine
body could do in that regard.

0111

seven

SORCERER

Walter | ooked at the list of characters for the Princess setting. There was the
Hero, of course, and the Princess. Also a plethora of ninor ones: castle guards,
serving wenches, |aborers, farners, assistants to the Hero, and frolicking
nynphs. Walter wondered why any player should choose any of those minor roles.
Surely there were nore points to be won in the mgjor roles. If they were all
filled, other players might sinmply nove on to another setting, with better roles
still open.

He touched HERO. Sure enough, it was taken

Then he spied the dragon. That was a rol e? That could be fun! This was evidently
a fantasy setting where nmagi cal creatures roaned.

In fact now he spied the Evil Sorcerer. Well, obviously there had to be one for
a setting like this. No one would want that role, of course.

Walter smiled. He touched it. It should be fun to be the bad guy for once.

Then he considered the character types. Could True Blue assunme an evil role? He
m ght, but his uprightness mght be a liability. Doodoo was surely the
appropriate type. But Walter wasn't satisfied to be that obvious. So he took the
internmedi ate type, Joe Blow. He should be decent, but not perfect. He m ght | ose
out as the evil figure for the setting, but perhaps sone imagi nati on woul d bring
hi m t hr ough.

Wal ter consi dered appearance and character traits. He decided to make Joe Bl ow
as much like hinmself as he could, as he had with True Blue in the aborted
Metropolis setting. Tall, brown-haired, and so on. Then he pondered the nine
other qualities. He had intended to spread the fluid evenly between them

before, but now he wasn't sure that was wise. He wanted intelligence,

creativity, and discipline, but maybe persuasi veness woul d be better. So he
poured the PERSUASI VENESS cup full, then distributed the rest of the fluid nore
or |less evenly between the others.

Then he reconsidered. He had assumed that his own intelligence and other
qualities, of better or worse nature, would translate into the gane character
but it was evident that they wouldn't. WAs he dooning hinmself to stupidity,
weakness, and | ack of gunption? Could he repour sone of the fluid?

He touched the PERSUASI VENESS cup, and it lifted and jiggled. Hastily he set it
down again, lest he spill some of the precious fluid. The cup was brinmmng, and
he woul d probably | ose some when pouring.

On the other hand, why not try it this way? He needed to know just how nuch
control the character-set qualities exerted. If he turned out to be a noron, he
woul d know better next tinme. He nmight as well experinent, since he had so nuch
time to pass. What had gone wong with the gane's Quit option? Was it a glitch
that would clear itself in tine, or was it a defect in his particular conputer
systen? Maybe he shoul d wash out of this setting early, and try to quit again,
and it would be okay. So his severely unbal anced distribution of traits night be
best, because it would show himjust what counted, and boost him quickly on out
of the setting.

He saw the door at the end of the short hall. Only five minutes renained to the
start of the setting. He might as well enter it early, and get his bearings.
Then a flicker caught his eye. Another name had just been added—no, there was no
nane |ist here, only a nunber indicating the total nunber of players
participating. It had been six, and now was seven

WAl t er paused, considering. Was the roster of the names of players
"outside"—avail able only to those who had not yet committed to this setting?
When he joined this Princess setting the anteroom had not changed, but naybe his
status had. So now he could not know the name of the new player, just that there
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was one. Way was it set up that way?

This al so denobnstrated that this was not a comon chanber. O her players did not
appear here. Because the newest entrant nust have cone and perused the list of
settings, and chosen this one, and nust even now be choosing his character and
the traits of that character—while Walter's anteroomrenai ned enpty except for
him Since this was all a construct of the |larger gane, another w ndow in the
screen as it were, that was no problemto understand. But why was it done this
way? Could he step out, as it were, and look at the list of nanes, then step
back in? He suspected that he could not; that he would | ose his place the nonent
he I eft. The gane wouldn't |ike having players step in and out at the | ast
monent. Maybe sone players were prone to stepping out if they didn't like the
identity of later players. So perhaps they could pause, and exit the |arger gane
at this stage, but would have to return to this particular spot by its starting
time, or forfeit.

Now there were three mnutes. It was tine to go to the door. Wat woul d happen
if he didn't? Wiy was a door necessary? Surely the gane coul d change the scene
around himwhen the tine cane. Probably that's what woul d happen. The door was
just for those who wanted to enter the setting early. Once they did, they would
be |l ocked in, unable to change their mnds. So if any were unsure, they would
remain in the anteroom

The screen flashed again. HERO ROLE VACATED; OPTI ON OF TRANSFERRI NG

The player for the Hero had stepped out! So it did happen. The total nunber of
players in this setting was now |listed as six again. The gane was offering the
role to another player in the game. It renminded himof the way airlines offered
passengers bonuses to be bunped, when they had overbooked. Could Walter hinself
transfer?

Bef ore he coul d decide, the screen flashed once nore. HERO ROLE FILLED. Anot her
pl ayer had beat himto it. O else a new one had entered, because the nunber was
back up to seven, and now eight. Then nine, and ten, as the tine wound down to

| ess than a mnute. Way were so many conming in so |late? They would know that it
was too |ate for good roles. They would barely have tine to get their characters
set up. Unless they were experienced players who knew exactly what traits they
wanted, and could do it in an instant.

Ten seconds. He started for the door, then stopped. He might as well find out if
his conjecture was correct. So he waited—and as the cl ock reached zero, sure
enough, the scene changed.

He was in an el egant chanber with a four-poster bed, w de desk, full-length
mrror, and fancy tapestries on the walls. A deep woven rug covered the floor.
The Evil Sorcerer evidently coddl ed hinsel f.

He wal ked to the mrror and gazed at his figure. He was hinself, as described by
his choices for Joe Blow, and did not |ook evil. He wore an ornate robe which
encl osed his body fromneck to feet, and, yes, a sonewhat pointed magician's
hat. He was every inch the Evil Sorcerer

But just exactly what did this character do in the setting? He had better find
out soon.

There was a book on the desk. A conpilation of spells? He went to pick it up

I ndeed, on its ancient crinkled | eather was printed ANCIENT EVIL MAG C. | nside
were spells, one to a page, listed like recipes. Indeed, sone were recipes, for
potions of |ove, hate, strength, youth, know edge, and the |ike. O hers were
nmerely descriptions: how to see around corners, howto fly, howto hypnotize
instantly with a glance, howto hurl fireballs, and how to call down a pl ague of
noxi ous ail nents.

Wal ter nodded. This was good stuff! But there had to be a catch, or the Evi
Sorcerer would automatically win all his encounters. How could he find out what
that catch was?

He | ooked at the mrror again. It occurred to himthat this was a fairy-tale
setting. There were certain standard devices. Could it be?

He went to it. "Mrror, mrror, on the wall, what's the catch to this all?"

A face fornmed, replacing Walter's reflection. "O Evil Sorcerer, the catch is
that all thy magi c has been expended in the takeover and control of this castle.
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Thou canst not perform any nagic wthout freeing sone denizen, who will then

i medi ately seek to do thee ill or free the Princess."

Wal ter had never had any use for fantasy, but already he found hinself |iking
this mirror. It pronised to be a nost useful source of information. "Are you
al so constrained only by ny magic? Can | trust you?"

"I amthy magi c possession, requiring no constraint; | serve thee loyally

t hroughout and rmay be trusted."

"How can | be sure of that?"

"If ever | lie to thee, | will crack asunder. But | take pleasure in lying to
all others, because | am of course an evil mirror. | delight in showing conely
dansels as fat old harridans, and in insulting the servants. So didst thou craft
me to be, Ony naster, in thy foul intellectual inmage."

Walter decided to take the nmirror at its word. "What is ny nission in this
setting? That is, what do | have to do to w n?"

"Thou nust marry the Princess thou dost hold captive, at noon. Only then wll
her power to resist thee be ended, and when she is wed to thee, her powers and
those of her kingdomwill be joined to thine, and thou will be suprene over
all."

"I hold her captive? How did that happen?"

"Thou di dst approach this castle in the guise of a wandering noble, and once
within its protective ranparts thou didst kill the knight in charge and enchant
every person within it except the Princess, whose nobility alone sufficed to
resist thee. Now all serve thee, and keep her confined to the highest turret
chanber. "

"So this is her castle!™ Walter exclained. "Not mine."

"True. Until the nuptial, when it will be thine by conjugal right."

"And what about the Hero?"

"He nust infiltrate the castle and bear away the Princess before the noon hour
Then he will win the bonus points."

"Bonus points?"

"At this level points are earned in tw ways. Each opposing player thou dost
kill counts one point, and costs himone point. |If thou dost possess the
Princess at high noon, thou dost also gain a bonus of one point for every player
in the setting. Since there are ten players this tine, this nmeans ten bonus
points toward the twenty-five required to achi eve Expert |evel."

"And if the Hero rescues her, then he gets the bonus?"

"Correct. And if the Princess escapes both Hero and Sorcerer, the bonus is
hers. "

"The Princess can kill players too?"

"Indeed. But she is but a nmiden, so prefers not to sully her hands with

vi ol ence, unless there is no other way."

"And every person any of us kills gives us a point?"

"Not so, ny nmaster. Only the players thou dost kill. Gane figures count for
naught . "

"How can | tell a player froma gane figure?"

The reflection formed hands and spread them "There is no easy way, O evil one,
apart fromthe mgjor characters of Hero, Princess, and Sorcerer, who are
required to be players. But if a castle denizen thou hast ensorceled tries to
betray or kill thee, then surely he is a player who has taken the place of the
real denizen."

So he woul d not know the difference, and woul d have to be al ert against any

ot her person he encountered. "Suppose there had been only three players? Only a
t hree- poi nt bonus?"

"Even so, nmy nmaster. This is why nore players will cone if a gane al ready has
several . They quest for the | arger jackpots."

Walter was intrigued by the anachronistic term"jackpot." Actually it m ght
derive froma pot with a jackrabbit: a good neal for the hungry. So maybe it was
after all consistent. "But why do they accept |esser roles? | nmean, a castle
deni zen can't rescue the Princess, can he? So what's the point?"

"It is true that a mere deni zen can not achieve nuch at the outset. But if he
kills the intruding Hero after the Hero has taken the Princess, then that

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt (49 of 164) [1/23/03 5:24:03 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Killobyte.txt

deni zen becones her rescuer and is eligible for the bonus. Simlarly, if one of
the Hero's conpanions kills the Evil Sorcerer, he can assune the role and
recover the Princess for the bonus."

"But that neans that both the Hero and Sorcerer are targets!" Walter said

"CQther players will try to kill theminstead of rescuing the Princess."

"Thou didst ask for the catch," the mrror rem nded him

So he had. So now Walter knew the underlying rules of this setting. He had to
fight off the invasion of the Hero and his mnions. The advantage of taking a
mnor role was that the player was |less of a target, and m ght have a better
chance of wi nning the bonus in the |ater stages of the episode. Evidently there
were players who preferred to wait until they could see which games had the nost
ot her players; then they would join, taking whatever rol es renmai ned, ganbling
for the | arger bonuses. He could see the dynamics of interactivity shaping up
Way play ten ganmes, winning two or three points in each, when the bonuses of two
ganmes m ght provide the sane point total ?

But points could be lost at this level too. Everyone who died |ost a point, and
there woul d be only one real winner. So this was also like a lottery, with the
many | osi ng sonmewhat, while the few won big.

But he couldn't just remain holed up here. He had to get out and defend his
position. O herwi se he risked being surprised by a killer player

"Mrror, you said that all ny nagic is taken by the need to control the castle
personnel ," he said.

"I ndeed. "

"Then how can | use it to forward ny cause?"

"That is thy main problem naster. To use thy magic, thou nust free one or nore
deni zens, who will then turn against thee, and be forever thine eneny. | may not
instruct thee in howto handle this; it is thy challenge to win or |ose."
"Forever ny eneny? You nean | can't recover control by ending ny spot nmgic?"
"True, O ny master. Thy magic, once invoked, remains thine to use or ignore, as
thou dost choose, for a period of but fifteen mnutes. Thine freed enem es

remain to harry thee, until thou dost kill themor they kill thee."
"But suppose | invoke ny magic and it turns out not to be as useful as
expect ?"

The face smiled grimy. "Tough obscenity, master."

Wal ter pondered. Invoking magi c seemed to be a losing ploy, since it was
temporary while the losses it incurred were permanent. This m ght not be
sensible, but it seemed to himthat if he had the power of nmagic, he ought to be
able to use it. It was likely to be a safer risk than going physically into the
fray. So he would just have to make his quarter hour of power count.

He | ooked in the spellbook again, turning its pages. Flying—that should be
useful. And invisibility. And invulnerability to physical weapons. Ch, there
were many goodi es here! But each one he invoked woul d cost hima castle denizen,
and that would be mischief. If a denizen happened to be a player, he m ght cone
to kill the Sorcerer right away.

But maybe there was a way around that. "Mrror, can | send any deni zens away
fromthe castle?"

"Thou canst, master, but when they |eave the castle environs, they will no

| onger be subject to thy enchantnment, which holds sway only within."

That was perfect! Except, perhaps, for one detail. "Wen | take enough magic to
do a spell—an | sel ect which person | oses control ?"

"No, master. That is random The one freed nay be relatively harnm ess, or may be
critical. Thou mayest know hi monly when he takes action."”

So he couldn't send a denizen outside, then turn himloose when he was about to
be | ost anyway, where he would be relatively harm ess. Too bad. He woul d just
have to ganble that he could spot any deviants and elimnate them

He studied the spells for flying and invisibility. Both were sinple. The one for
invulnerability was a bit nore conplicated, but still could be done verbally.
Al'l could be put on Pause with a word, and renewed with another word. It was
nice magi c. Wiether it was worth its price was another question, but he was
determned to use it this once regardless. Inreal life he couldn't even walk,
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let alone fly, and he wanted to have at |east this nuch experience.

Walter reviewed the three, then tucked the book into an inner pocket of his robe
and invoked the first. This required a word and a gesture done together. The
magi ¢ woul dn't work for anyone el se, because it was defined for the Sorcerer, so
it didn't matter if any denizen saw or overheard the invocation

"I nvul nerabl e," he intoned, making the requisite hand sweep. He felt sonething
close around him like a metal vest. A timer appeared on his floating screen,
counting down fromfifteen mnutes. That | ent a sense of urgency, but he was
determined not to be panicked. He had to use his spells well.

Just to be sure, he walked to a closet and found a broom He swung the handl e of
the broomat his own foot. It bounced off wi thout touching the foot, and Walter
felt neither disconfort nor rebound. But in real life it was hard to know what
his feet were doing anyway, so that wasn't sure. He tried putting his hand
against a projecting nail on a beam and it wouldn't touch. He was protected.
"Invisible," he said, naking the appropriate gesture. And saw his reflection in
the mirror disappear. He | ooked down at his body and could not see it. CGood
enough.

"Flight," he said, making the third gesture. He saw the blank mrror descend,
and the ceiling conming dowmn. He had floated up fromthe floor, possessing no

wei ght .

Qui ckly he spread his arns and nade sw mming notions through the air. He noved
rapidly in the direction he wanted to. Air swi nmrng was nuch faster than water
swiming. In fact it was flying; it surely would not have worked like this if he
had nerely been wei ghtl ess.

He flew to the casenent w ndow and opened it. This chanber turned out to be
about hal fway up the castle, or perhaps fifty feet. It overl ooked the shorter
trees nearby, and offered a good view of the npat and adjoining river. Was he
sure he wanted to trust his magic enough to step into the air? If it decided not
to work outside the castle..

"Hey, mirror!" he called. "How far out do the spells work?"

"As far as the setting extends, naster," the mrror replied.

Well, either he trusted this or he didn't. Walter stepped onto the sill, then
did a dive out.

It was glorious. He sailed over the small trees and around the castle. He flew
out to the track the dragon had worn, that circled the castle and crossed over
two bridges. There was the dragon, poundi ng al ong, watching for enemies, fire
and snoke streaming fromits nostrils. Pity the creature who got in front of

t hat!

And the enenmies were there. A group of nmen were busily chopping down snall trees
and linbing them A framework was forming. Was it a huge shield? No, it |ooked
more like a catapult. Wre they going to bonbard the castle? That didn't seemto
make sense, because the Princess was still in it. Suppose they |lofted a stone
and it crashed through the Princess' high turret, killing her? Were was the
bonus then?

But as he studied it, he saw that the energing structure wasn't even ai ned at
the castle. It was ained to intersect a turn of the dragon's path. It was the
dragon they were going after!

But after they elimnated the dragon, they still had to win their way into the
castle. The deni zens would fight, because they were under the control of the
Evil Sorcerer. Al but three of them Sonething nore was required.

Then Walter saw three nynphs bathing in the river. They were shapely bare girls,
| aughi ng and spl ashing each other. But one of themwasn't staying with the
others. She was swi nmm ng downriver toward the castle, evidently having passed
under the dragon's bridge wthout getting torched. She had to be a player, and
therefore an eneny. Maybe she planned to sneak into the castle, and open a door
for the others. This could be a well-coordi nated canpai gn.

However, there was no need to let it happen. Walter | anded and brought out his
magi ¢ text. And paused, disgruntled. He couldn't see it!

So he wal ked to sonme shrubbery where he could hide. Then he nulled the
invisibility spell. The book canme into view along with his body. He flipped to
the page covering fireballs. He rehearsed the spell silently until he was sure
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he could do it. Then he wal ked to the catapult.

"Hey!" soneone yelled. "Wo's that?"

Qops—he had forgotten to restore his invisibility! He did that, and ran a

di stance so that the others couldn't close on him Then he addressed the
catapult. "Fire," he said, naking the gesture.

A fireball appeared, the size of a basketball. It sailed at the catapult and
splattered into the wood. It exploded, setting the wood afire. Never m nd that
it was freshly cut green wood; this was magic.

Appal l ed, the Hero and his cohorts stared at the fire. "Get water!" the Hero
cried. "Fromthe river!"

"Wth what?" anot her asked.

That baffled them they had no buckets.

"The Evil Sorcerer!" the Hero exclaimed. "This is his doing."

That was Walter's cue. He nulled his invisibility spell. "Ho, ho, ho!" he

| aughed, and took off. "You oafs will never win the Princess!"

One of the nmen brought out his bow Walter quickly reinvoked his invisibility
spell and veered to the side. His invulnerability should protect him but he
wasn't inclined to test it. This incident had been fun, but there was no point
in pushing his luck too far. He had not poured hinself nmuch luck, after all

He returned to his chanber and | anded before the mrror. He nulled all his
flying and invisibility spells. His screen showed that only five m nutes had
passed. It had seened | onger, because of the excitenent of the experience.
"Mrror, what's the situation?"

"Three deni zens were rel eased. Two went to the Princess' chanber. The third cane
here to assassinate thee."

"Ch? Where is he now?"

"Ri ght here," a man said behind him "D e, mscreant!"”

Walter whirled, ready to defend hinself. The nan was comng at himwith a sword,
swinging it at Walter's head. There was barely tinme to duck. But when he did
duck, the man swung agai n, backhanded, and this stroke was inpossible to avoid.
Wal ter gave hinself up for |ost.

The sword struck his shoul der, and bounced off. Walter didn't even feel it. Then
he realized that he still had the invulnerability spell. He had forgotten about
it, since it didn't interfere with his standing on the floor or his dial ogue
with the mrror.

"Accursed sorcery!" the man cried, amazed and fri ghtened.

"That's right, mscreant,"” Walter said. "I aminvul nerable. You can not hurt

ne.
The man threw down his sword and dropped to his knees. "Spare ne, O great

| eader, and I will never betray thee again!"

Brother! But at least it was a solution to the i nmedi ate probl em

"Return to your duties," Walter said, and the man dutifully departed. There was
no point in punishing him after all; he was just playing the gane.

Walter turned to the mrror. "How did | handl e that?"

"Not well, master. Thou shoul dst have killed him since he becane thy eneny when
he cane to kill you, and renmmins so. Thou coul dst have won a point."

The thing was right. He was maki ng m stakes, and those were bound to catch up
with himbefore |ong. This was no chivalrous exercise, it was an
every-man-for-hinmself nelee. The man had tricked himinto giving up his

advant age. Because in a few mnutes Walter's nmagi c woul d be gone, and then he
woul d be vul nerabl e.

So what he needed to do was get smart. The key was the Princess; he didn't know
who nost of the other players were, but she was sure to be one, and he needed to
mai ntai n possession of her in order to win the bonus. So what could he do that
woul d ensure that, before the Hero or one of his mnions infiltrated the castle
and got to her?

He gl anced at his screen. He still had seven m nutes. Watever he did would have
to be done quickly. The two other denizens were probably trying to break down
the Princess' door right now.

Break it down? They belonged to this castle. They probably had a key. And they
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served the Princess. She would probably go with themwillingly. He was in worse
troubl e than he thought.

"Mrror, what is the status of the Princess?"

"Two nmen are nearing her chanber. They have been del ayed by the guard, who
serves thee." The face paused, |ooking surprised. "Correction: the guard killed
one and gai ned a point, but the other killed the guard and is now starting up
the final flight of steps."”

So he still had time. But why would the Princess go with the Evil Sorcerer,
i nstead of the denizen who served her?
Well, his character was strong on persuasion. Wiy not use it?

Qui ckly he checked the door to his chamber. It wasn't |ocked. He |locked it and
set the bar in place, so that no one could enter during his absence. He had been
a fool not to do that before. Had he returned, stopped his three spells, and
tried a new one, the castle denizen could have clobbered him It was better to
have no one else in this suite.

Next he checked the Sorcerer's closet. There was a fair array of costunes
hangi ng on hooks. As he had suspected, the man often enough had occasion to go
about in disguise. It was the nature of evil folKk.

He sel ected what he presunmed was a traveling nminstrel's outfit: black tights
with a codpi ece, volum nous white blouse, flat cap, and pointed slipper-shoes.
There was no nusical instrunent; probably the Sorcerer conjured one when he
needed it. It didn't matter; Walter had no particular aptitude for nusic anyway.
He just needed to | ook as unlike the Sorcerer as possible.

He adjusted hinself before the mirror. He ran his fingers through his hair,
messing it. That hel ped. He could be nistaken for a Hero's assistant.

Then he thought of sonmething. "Mrror, those spells—s the tine continuous, or
does the clock stop when |'m not invoking then?"

"I't is continuous, nmaster. Thou hadst better get a wiggle on."

Dam! But he could see why the time could not be saved. A smart Evil Sorcerer
woul d i nvoke his spell of invulnerability only when in danger, and nmake it | ast
the whol e game. He would fly only when there was a barrier he couldn't navigate
by foot. And turn invisible only in the presence of enem es. Fifteen mnutes of
magi ¢ woul d be a deci sive advant age.

He wal ked to the wi ndow. He now had just five minutes left. He reinvoked the
other two spells, then flew out again. This tinme he stayed close to the castle,
spiraling up until he reached the wi ndow of the Princess' chanber. It was open;

i ndeed, she was standing at it, pensively gazing out. She was absolutely |ovely,
with long dark hair, an excellent figure, and a dress which showed of f that
figure to extrenme advant age.

"Princess, hear ne," he said.

"Eeeek! " she screaned, stepping back in affright.

He entered and | anded on the floor before her. He nulled the flying and
invisibility spells. "Princess, fear not," he said. "I ama man who nmeans you
only well."

"You used mmgic!" she excl ai ned.

He smled. "How el se could | get here? By fighting ny way through all the castle
m ni ons?"

"But Heroes don't use nagic,
"But Heroes can borrow spells,

she protested.
" he said. "Cone with ne, O beautiful creature,

before we are discovered. | know a place where they will never think to seek
us."

She | ooked at him considering. She nmight have objected, but he was overfl ow ng
wi t h persuasiveness, and she had to yield to it. "Very well, stranger; | nust

trust you. But first tell me your nane."
"Inlife? | amWalter Toland."
"And | am Baal Curran."

"Baal!" he exclaimed. "I thought you were a man!"

"You saw ny nane on the register for the setting? No, |I'mferale, though I have
pl ayed a male part in the gane."

"And | have played a female part. But | |ike ny own gender better."

"Yes. Well, Walter ny Hero, let's get on with it."
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"I must carry you. If | can bear you out the window, I'll be able to fly with
you."

He approached Baal, and she acceded gracefully to being picked up. Hs arns held
her | egs and upper torso, while she put an arm around his neck. Wen he gl anced
down he found hinmself gazing right into her deep décoll etage. That al nbst nade
himreel. Wat a beauty she was!

"When you get an eyeful, w nk," she said.

"Ch, | couldn't bear to shut out a sight Iike that, for even that long," he said
gallantly. He knew that it was all crafted by the ganme, but the unexpected
glinpse had sent a thrill through himof a nature he had not felt in recent

years. But he had no tinme to waste. He invoked the flying spell

It was no trouble. She becane as light as he, and he hovered in the air of the
chanmber. Then he invoked the invisibility, and they both di sappeared. It seened
that the spells applied to anything he was in close contact with.

There was a sound beyond the door to her chanber. The deni zen had arrived, and
was unl ocking the door! Walter knew he should kill the man, but his screen
showed only ninety seconds remaining. He had to get her out of here now.

He flew with her to the wi ndow-and sonet hing bunped. "Quch!" Baal exclained in
his ear. "My foot hit the sill."

"My deepest apology," Walter said, trying to hide his urgency. If the magic ran
out while they were in the air, they would both perish. He nulled the
invisibility so he could see her |inbs and get her safely out the w ndow. But
that brought back the royal distraction of her body. The skirt of her gown was
riding up, so that her snooth round | egs showed above the knees, and her
décol | etage was buckling, so that her gl obular breasts now showed at
three-quarter rondure. What a sight!

"Actually it didn't hurt," she confessed. "It just sort of bounced off
harm essly. | expected it to hurt, so | reacted. | apol ogi ze."
"I have a spell of invulnerability," he explained. "It affects you too, while

you are in close contact with nme."

The deni zen burst into the chanber. He spied Walter and qui ckly nocked an arrow.
It flew-and bounced off harm essly.

"So | see," she nmurnured appreciatively.

But he had a job to do. In just over one minute. He navigated her through the
casenent, actually closing his eyes when her bare | egs spread to get past the
obstruction one at a tinme, so that he wouldn't lose all thought of what he was
doi ng. She might be a gane construct, but she | ooked and felt |ike the finest
worman since Lori. He could fall right out of the sky if he let hinself be
dazzl ed by her body now.

The deni zen cursed and fired another arrow, with no better effect. Walter took a
certain peripheral delight in the man's frustration. So did Baal; she tittered.
They got through, and he reinvoked the invisibility and strai ghtened up and flew
right. He spiraled dowmn around the castle, while she oohed and aahed at the
experience. Her armtightened around his neck. Then he felt something at his
face. It was her invisible face. In a noment her nouth found his, and she kissed
hi m

This time he did | ose control. He dropped |like a stone. Baal screaned in his
ear. That jolted himback to business, and he got his spell in order and stopped
their fall. The screen showed ten seconds | eft. He headed for his w ndow, but
there wasn't quite tinme enough. The clock reached zero just before he reached
the sill.

But they didn't fall. Instead, the clock reset itself for twenty-five seconds.
His flight continued. They reached the casenent, and he nanaged to get them

i nside without bangi ng anyt hi ng.

He set her on the floor, closed and fastened the wi ndow, and then felt his
flying lightness end. The two of them al so popped into sight. But what had
happened to extend his tinme?

Then he realized that he had not invoked the three spells together. He had used
invulnerability first, then the other two. There m ght have been twenty or
thirty seconds between those invocations. The clock had started with the first.
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Only when it had expired had it reset itself to showthe remaining tinme for the
next spell.

He had been | ucky, again. But luck could go two ways, and he wanted no nore of
it.

Now it was just the two of them in his nice suite.

"Where are we?" Baal asked, |ooking around as she strai ghtened out her robe. He
was sorry about that; now that he could afford to | ook at her body wi thout
crashing into a window or falling out of the sky, the view was gone.

"This is the Evil Sorcerer's suite," he said. "They may | ook everywhere el se,
but they'll never | ook here."

"Ch, how very clever!" she said. "But suppose the Sorcerer returns?"

Dangerous question! Walter doubted that any amount of magi cal persuasive power
woul d persuade the Princess that her best interest lay with the Evil Sorcerer
But he didn't have to tell the truth about that, because he had selected a
character type of inperfect integrity. For Joe Blow, the end of being with a
beautiful woman justified the neans of a small deception. Now was the tine for
hi s nost persuasive lie.

"I hope | have arranged a distraction for himthat will keep him occupied for
the rest of the setting," he said. "If he doesn't check your turret chanmber and
find you mssing, he my renmain distracted."

"A distraction?"

"I arranged to have himencounter a nost attractive wonman." That much was true.
"Ch, he won't be distracted by that," Baal said. "His nmissionis to marry ne at
hi gh noon, and gain all ny power."

"But that's a matter of politics and expediency. H's romantic inclination may be
el sewhere. "

"You are very persuasive," she said. "But |I'mnot sure this makes sense. The
setting is for only four hours, while his real romance will be in the rea
wor | d. "

"Not if he seeks romance within the setting, because he | acks any such interest
in the real world."

"Yes, folk do that," she agreed. "I understand some nmen get no farther than the
nynmphs in the river."

"I saw them | can see the tenptation. But | had to rescue you."

Baal shot an oblique glance at him "So you passed up the nynphs? Perhaps you
will find some way to consol e yourself after that di sappointnent.”

Was there a suggestion there? The Princess seened smarter and nore aware than he

had expected. "Speaking for nyself, | find your presence to be all | desire. You
are the very nodel of ny ideal wonan."

She bl ushed. "You know I'mnot this way in real life. | chose to be pretty,
here. "

"Of course. But you chose well."
She bl ushed again. It was surprising how human this gane figure seened. "Are you
trying to seduce nme, sir?"

Now WAl ter blushed. "I apologize if | gave that inpression. I'mjust trying to
have possessi on of you—dh, to win the bonus points—

She took a breath, as if briefly considering sonething. "Because if you are, |'m
anmenabl e. "

He stared at her. "I don't think |I understand."

"This is just a setting in the gane. Everyone wants to win points. But |'mjust
here for fun; | don't expect to becone a master player. |'mcurious about just

how-how far it is possible to—you know. That's really why | chose this role. To
find out what is possible. Wien a wonan is beautiful and available. If we have
to wait three hours anyway."

"But you don't know ne!"

"Yes. W're like ships passing in the night. W nmay never see each other again
in the ganme, and surely never in real life. So it doesn't matter who we are.
We're just Princess and Hero."

Walter was wickedly intrigued. He had never expected the Princess to broach such
a thing. But her body, faked up as it night be, fascinated him Just how far
coul d gane characters go?
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Still, he was not at ease. "l think there are things | should tell you first."
"Ch, don't spoil it by telling," Baal said.
"I have to. | have a character who can lie, to a degree, and | have m sl ed you

I amnot the Hero."

She stared at him her nouth formng a sweet O of surprise. "That magic! You
mean you' re—=2"

"I amthe Evil Sorcerer. 1'd |love to possess you, in the other sense, but | fear
that would be cheating if | do it before noon."

"The Evil —you're joking!"

"Il prove it." He faced the mirror. "Mrror, tell her the truth.”

The face formed. "He is the Evil Sorcerer, cutie. A fool, to be sure, but
neverthel ess the Sorcerer."

Baal | aughed. "You know, you had nme fooled, Walter! Wat a ploy! | should never
have conme with you. How will the Hero ever find nme?"

"I hope he won't. That's the idea in the gane."

"But why did you tell ne? | was ready to—

"That's why | had to tell you. My character may be di shonest, but I'mnot. |
just didn't want to use that particular deception to get close to you
Romantically, | mean. Because that's sonething beyond the rules of the gane, |
suspect. Sonething, well, real."

She | ooked around. "The door and wi ndow are | ocked? And you have magic? |I'm
captive, no matter what | do?"

Walter sighed. "I'mafraid you are. | wouldn't have deceived you, if 1'd
realized what you had in mnd."
"Way not? | nmean, why this ethic in real life?"

"I +'ve been unlucky in love. It's not something | care to mx in with
deception. Even a fake romance, even fake sex, if it's possible—+'d rather not
have it under a false pretense. | knowthis is just a gane, but, well, maybe
don't exactly know why it bothers nme, but it does. 1'd far rather have you | ove
me than curse nme, but not for alie."”

"You could rape ne."

He was appalled. "I would never—=

"It's only in the ganme. | understand it happens.”

"I don't care where it is! That's out." Then, as an afterthought: "But since you
can quit at any tinme, how could there be rape? You could sinply vanish fromthe
scene. "

The mirror took that as its cue. "That is not the way it works, nmaster. If she
quits in the mddle of a scene, her body renmains here, without volition. Then

thou canst rape her when she's unconscious, or kill her, preventing her from
com ng back to the role. So she |oses, either way. Maybe if she stays for the
rape, she will get a chance to kill thee, and get even that way. It is all part

of the gane."

Walter whistled. "This is nore of a game than | thought! Maybe there are players
who cone for this sort of stuff, but it's not for ne. Not even vicariously."

Baal nodded, not seemi ng displeased. "Let's put it this way. Cbviously the Evi
Sorcerer lured the Princess here to have his evil will of her. It doesn't matter
what she feels about it. She's captive. She was a fool to walk into this, but
she did, so she pays the penalty. There's not even nuch point in her scream ng
or crying, because the chanber nust be soundproofed. She could try to fight, but
he's got nuscle and magic. So she's caught like a fly in a trap. Everyone w |l
know what she's in for."

"They will know wong. | will |eave you al one."

"But | said | was willing."

"Before you knew | wasn't the Hero."

"Yes, but since I'min for it anyway, | mght as well enjoy it.'
remove her robe

"You're not in for it anyway!" he protested, unable to take his gaze fromthe
exqui site body she was unveiling.

"You aren't seducing nme," Baal said carefully, "so |I'mseducing you. It's fun
bei ng daring and wanton here."

She began to
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"Princess, | like thee," the mrror renarked.

Walter wenched his eyes up to her serene face. "Despite the fact that—

"I't"'s only a ganme. One fake man is as good as another. Here | have a body to
madden nen's nminds, | want to use it while | can. | wouldn't do this in rea
life, but this isn't real life. For the purpose of the gane, you can tell others
that | screanmed and fought. Okay?" She stepped out of her bra and panties and
stood naked before him She was gl ori ous.

Walter capitulated, as he had with Lori. "Ckay," he agreed weakly. "As |long as
you feel that way." He rempved his own cl ot hing.
H s anatomy was all there, but it didn't react. He | ooked down. "Damm, | hoped

it wouldn't be this way," he muttered.

She came and enbraced him "Maybe this will help."

He felt every part of her torso. He longed to do nore. But he couldn't. The
i mpotence of his real body carried through to his game body.

"You have to do your part, you know," she reninded him

"I want to. OCh, how |l want to! But it seens | amunable." He saw the face

forming on the mrror. "Don't say a word, glassface! | know |I'm an inpotent
sorcerer."”

"Just how unlucky in | ove have you been?" Baal asked.

"It's a long story. | don't want to bore you."

She consi dered. "Suppose | bore you with ny story first, then you bore nme with
yours? Then we'll know each other better, and maybe it wll change."
"Ckay," he said, relieved.

"We'll lie on the bed together and do it," she said.

"I will like that."

They lay on the capacious bed, and she began to talKk.

1000

ei ght

ONSET

Baal was ten when it went wong. She had been a reasonably good fifth-grade
student with the usual conplications: teachers who didn't understand creative
spelling, parents who didn't understand the inportance of slunber parties, and
friends whose folks let themget away with twice as nuch as Baal ever coul d.
Then her best friend got into trouble, experinenting with a drug that made her
feel good though her grades were bad. Baal in her naiveté told her parents, who
told the school principal, and Steps were Taken, and suddenly Baal's best friend
was her worst enemy, who woul dn't have spoken to her even if further association
wasn't forbidden. And Baal was frozen out: she had Told, and was therefore
ostracized. If only she had known!

She felt terrible. Her schoolwrk suffered, and then her grades. G adually,
seeing her humiliated, her classmates rel ented; other things were happening, and
the group attention span was |imted. But sonehow she didn't feel better. She
had to urinate frequently, which was odd because she had never had that problem
before. Then she got thirsty. Terribly thirsty. She kept returning to the water
fountain to drink and drink, until she was awash. Then she had to use the

bat hroom agai n. She thought she would die of thirst, fifteen mnutes after
gul pi ng down all the water she could hold. But no matter how nuch she drank, her
mouth felt dry. She | acked the energy she had once had, and she felt slightly
nauseous for no reason. This tinme she had the sense not to tell anyone, and she
tried to act as if nothing were wong. She dragged her way through, naking up
excuses for her declining performance.

Her skin got dry in places, and chafed, especially in the bathing-suit region
She got a terrible itch, nmaking her fidgety unconfortable. She was afraid to
scratch it in the classroom because of where it was, but when she was al one she
just about rubbed herself raw. \Wat could she do? Pain was better than the

intol erable itch.

She was | osing weight. She had been a bit overweight, so this didn't bother her.
She wasn't dieting or anything, just sheddi ng pounds. Gddly, this didn't make
her feel lighter; she was just as tired as she had been with the extra weight.
Maybe it was only some kind of flu, and she would throw it off. Wy look a gift
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horse in the mouth? Thi nner kids were nore popul ar.

She made a valiant effort and managed to haul her grades up just enough to get
through the critical tests. But her mal ady was worse than before. Her vision

bl urred. She had gl asses that hel ped her read, but the blurriness renained
despite them

Sonet hi ng el se happened that seened irrelevant at the tine. Her nother
conpl ai ned that she must be dunping sonething in the toilet, because it was so
hard to clean. All Baal had put in it was urine. Lots of it.

There was a kind of sequel at school. "Hey, did you spill fingernail polish
renover on yoursel f?" a girl asked

"l don't use nail polish renover," Baal replied

"Yes you do," the girl insisted. "I snell it on you. On your breath, even. Maybe
you swal |l owed the bottle!" She | aughed.

Baal | aughed with her, letting it be a joke. But it was another nystery. Later
she asked a friend: "Does ny breath smell |ike nail polish renmover?"

"I't sure does! What have you been eating?"

After that, Baal was careful not to breathe in anyone's face. Even so, there
were sone remarks about a fruity odor. She w shed she could just stop breathing
when ot hers were near

Then her nausea intensified, and she started voniting—and couldn't stop. Her
stomach retched up everything and nore, and kept on heaving. Through the night
it continued, with her unslaked thirst demandi ng water, and her stonach casting
that water out soon after she drank it. When she sat up to drink n