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Virtual Mdde -- Piers Anthony

(Version 1.0 -- 12/12/2001)

CHAPTER 1 -- COLENE

COLENE had a study hall during the |ast period, and as an Honor student she had a regul ar
hal | pass. RH P, she thought: Rank Hath Its Privileges. She sniled marginally, renmenbering a
cartoon she had seen: two grave -- stones, one plain, one quite fancy. The plain one was |lettered
RI P, the fancy one RHIP. She liked the notion. No one chal -- |lenged her as she got up and wal ked
out of the roomand down the hall to the bat hroom

She was in luck: it was enpty at the nonment. She went into the farthest stall, closed and
| atched the swinging door, lifted her skirt, took down her panties, and sat on the seat. But she
did not actually use the toilet. Instead she held up her left arm and used her right hand to
unwrap the winding around her left wist. It was a style only a few girls affected:

bright red cloth on both wists, conplenmenting her blue skirt and yellow bl ouse. It was
attractive, of course, and Colene preferred to be aesthetic, but it was nore than that.

For as the band cane | oose, her wist showed, horribly scarred. There were welts al
across the inner side, sone old and white, others fresh and raw. She gazed at it with m xed awe
and | oat hing. She was artistic and creative as well as snmart, but this was none of these things.
This was closer to' her real nature, ugly and dull and tragic, that had to be hidden from ot hers.

Then she reached down to fetch her conpass from her purse. A knife would have been better
but m ght al so have brought suspicion on her. She lifted the point, set it against her wist, and
made a sudden, sharp slice across. "Ch!" she exclainmed as the pain canme. She hated the pain, but
it was the only way. Maybe she could get a small, sharp knife, seem ngly decorative and harn ess,
that would cut al nost painlessly, and deeper. |If she had the nerve. The nerve was | not in the
cutting, but in the acquisition; if anyone saw her

with the bl ade out, and asked..

The scratch was stinging, but only a bit of blood was show -- ing. She clenched her teeth
and nade another pass, in the sane track, harder. This tinme the surge of pain was rewarded by some
real blood. It welled out and flowed slowy across her wist. It was beautiful, like a rich red

river wendi ng across

a desol ate terrain.

She spread her | egs and nudged back on the toilet, so that

she had nore space in front. She angled her wist so that the blood could drip directly
into the water below. The first drop gathered itself, bunched, and finally let go. It struck the
wat er and spread out, losing its identity as the water diluted it. It

was dyi ng.

Dyi ng. There was the thought that counted. Ch to fall Ilike

that drop into the water, and dissolve, and dissipate, and be

no nore. Just to fade away, forgotten

Drop by drop, coloring the water, turning it slowmy pink -- ish. Like nmenstrual flow, only
more vital. Menstrual flow was associated with life, or potential life. This was associated with
death, and that was infinitely nore inportant, t

Anot her drop fell to the water, but this one was not red. | It was a tear. That seened

fitting: blood and tears. For a nman t it would be blood, sweat, and tears, but it wasn't femnine
to sweat, so just the blood and tears would do. Her life, gone into the water, flushed down the
toilet, cleanly. Part of the problemw th death was the sheer nessiness of it. She didn't Iike
mess. She liked things neat and clean and in order. If

only she could find a way --

The bat hroom door opened. Instantly Col ene snapped out

of it. She put her wist to her nouth, licking off the salty blood. She dropped the
conpass into her purse. She rebound her wist with a practiced notion, and tucked in the end so

it was tight. Then she slid forward on the toilet and used it as was its custom taking
care to make a splash so that the sound advertised the fact of her urination. There were |evels
and |l evel s of conceal nent, and she had | earned not to assunme that others would get the nessage she
intended. It had to be too obvious to niss. Nothing but pissing going on here, na' am

The other girl chose another stall and settled down. She was not suspicious. Still, it was
nervous business. If anyone were to catch on, Colene would just die of enmbarrassnent. That was not
the way she wanted to die!
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She stood, reassenbled herself, and flushed the toilet. No blood showed; the drops had
fallen cleanly into the water, |eaving no gi veaway stains. Yet somehow she feared that the traces
were there, a guilty anbience, so that the next person who used this toilet would sonehow know
that a person had flirted with suicide here.

But rmaybe not. A girl could have changed her tanpon, and that was where the bl ood had cone
from Not a pad, because that couldn't be flushed. A tanpon would | eave no evidence. Sone girls
used pads so as to maintain the pretense that they were virginal, but nost preferred convenience,
as did Col ene herself. So she was cover ed.

She went to a sink and washed her hands carefully. No bl ood showed on her wists, thanks
in part to the w apping:

red covered red. The inner |ayer was absorbent, and would take up the blood and help it
t hi cken and clot. She would have to wash out the cloth at honme, but she was used to that.

Back in the study hall she brought out her conpass and wi ped the point on a tissue, just
to be sure. Then she brought out her geometry homework, so that no one woul d wonder about the

conpass. Geonetry was a snap; in fact, it was boring, because it was two-dinensional. It would
have been nore of a challenge in three dinensions, or four. If only they had a class in cubic
georetry, or multi-di nmensional construc -- tions. Or fractals: now, there would be one she could

truly sink her teeth into. Cass, today we shall take our little pencil and graph paper and define
the conpl ete Mandel brot Set.

Colene stifled a smle. The Mandel brot Set was said to be the nost conplicated object in
mat hemati cs. Even mainframe conputers could not fathomthe whole of it. Yet it was sinply

an exercise in algebra, plotted on paper. How she would | ove to explore that beautifu
picture! To lose herself in its phe -- nonenal and din nishing convolutions, forever and ever

Amen.

But this was nundane school, where brains were routinely

pickled in trivia. No hope here.

As the final bell approached, Julie canme to sit beside her. It was Friday, and the teacher
in charge knew better than to try to keep things totally quiet in the closing mnutes. As |long as
they didn't nake a scene, they were all right.

Julie had long yellow hair, which she liked to swirl about her face and shoul ders. It was
a nice conplement to Colene's similar brown tresses. But in other respects they differed nore
widely. Julie wore gl asses and braces, which nade her by definition unattractive; Colene, wth
neither, was far nore popular. That was a barrier between them and their friend -- ship was only
nom nal, because it was mutually convenient to wal k home fromthe bus stop together

Actual |y Col ene had no friends, by her definition, though nmany others called her friend.
It was as if she had an invisible barrier around herself that kept all others at a certain dis --
tance. No one touched her heart, and her heart was | onely. She wished it could be otherw se, but
the truth was that no one she knew at school was the type she cared to sincerely like and trust.
Maybe she was just an intellectual snob, and she felt slightly guilty for that, but only slightly.
If she ever encountered soneone with really solid intelligence and integ -- rity, soneone she
could truly admire for maintaining stan -- dards she herself could not, then nmaybe --

"Did you hear?" Julie inquired in a breathless whisper. "The principal canceled the rally
tonmorrow "

Col ene had pl anned on skipping the rally anyway, but she acted properly outraged. "The
nerve of the nerd! Wy?" "Too many Bunper Stinkers in the parking Iot." Col ene remenbered: there
had been a rash of bad-taste stickers, using four-letter words and concepts. Principal Brown had
| aid down the law. no nore of themon the school grounds. Evidently sonme of the stupid high schoo
boys had tried it anyway. The principal wasn't satisfied to punish the errant boys; he had to
puni sh the whol e school too. Actually there was reason for this: those stickers would keep reap --

pearing until there was a climate of rejection anong the stu -- dents, and that woul d cone
only if all of thempaid the pen -- alty. Col ene understood, but it would be traitorous to argue
t he case.

"What will we do with Brown?" Julie denanded rhetori -- cally. It was a matter of

definition: no nmatter what happened, the principal was always wrong. That was one of the unifying
principles of the student body.

Col ene gl anced around, saw that the teacher in charge was not paying attention while
near by students were, and |l aunched into one of her clever little stories. She was good at this
sort of thing, and she enjoyed it in her fashion

"Why, we should hold a benefit for him" she said brightly.

"A benefit?" Julie asked blankly, playing the straight man to Col ene's act.

“"Yes. Wien he drives up in his Datsun with the tags saying OBI TCH -- " She paused, giving
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themtime to put that to -- gether: DATSUN OBI TCH. An expanding circle of sniggers indicated that
the joke had registered. "Then we should stage a gal a fund-raising extravaganza, a dunk-the-i di ot
benefit, with Principal Brown as the nmain event. Three balls for a dollar, and whoever scores on
the target nakes Brown fall on the biggest, |oudest, snelliest whoopee cushion ever put out by the
Ack- Mee Novelty Conmpany!" She put the back of a hand to her nouth and bl ew t he whoopee noi se.

It came out too loud. The teacher glanced quickly over at them and they all had to stifle
their laughter. Then the bell rang, saving them That reni nded Col ene of a recording she had once
heard at a party she wasn't supposed to attend: a "crepitation" chanpi onship match, in which the
contestants broke wind in novel ways, each effort appropriately named, such as the sonorous
"Fol | ow-up Bl ooper" and cute little "Freeps," and the end of the round was signal ed not by a bell
but a flatulent horn. The school buzzer was actually nore Iike that than a church bell.

JULI E and Col ene got off the bus and wal ked honme. It was a pl easant nei ghborhood, with
neat |awns, trees, and even sone overgrown |lots that were alnost like little jungles. Drainage
ditches were forming into the beginning of a streamthat wound on out of the city. Col ene had
explored the re --

cesses of that nascent river many tinmes, on the assunption that there had to be sonething
interesting there, like buried treasure or a vanpire's coffin. Maybe even, 0 Rapturous Joy, a |ost
horse | ooking for soneone to love it. But all she had

ever found were weeds and mnud.

"Goan, | have to go in for X-rays tomorrow, " Julie was

sayi ng. "Those damed hard ridges on the pictures always slice up my guns. | don't know
why they can't make them

softer.”

"Easy to fix," Colene said brightly. "Just bring the pres -- ident of Code-Ack in for X-
rays, and have his guns and roof -- of-nmouth cut up by those corners. Make himreally have to chew

down on them for retakes, and tell him 'Don't be a difficult child now, those things don't hurt!
| guarantee: next day those edges would be soft as sponges."”

"Yes!" Julie agreed, heartened. "If only we could!" But they both knew that nothing that
sensi bl e woul d ever be done, and that sharp edges would continue to find their hel pless victins.
That was just the way of it. The people who manufactured things never actually used them
t hemsel ves.

As they approached Col ene's house, her wandering gl ance spied sonething in the ditch. It
was probably just a pile of cloth, or garbage tossed froma car; there were creeps who routinely
did such things. But she felt a chill, and surge of

excitenent. Suppose it was sonething el se?

She said nothing to Julie. She wanted to check this by

hersel f. Just in case.

They wal ked on. Julie's house was beyond Col ene's house,

so Col ene turned off. Her parents weren't home at this hour, of course; they both worked.
Not that it mattered. She had ways in her imagination to glorify the enpty honme. She liked to
pretend that the drainage ditch behind was a great river that wended its way past the nost
illustrious regions: the Charles. Her sinple residence becanme a gl oony nmansi on on the bank of this
river, where death was a faniliar presence. Thus it was the Charles Mansion, a takeoff on a grim
killer in a text on |legal cases. Her folks wouldn't have thought that funny, and her school nmates
woul dn't have caught the allu -- sion. That seened to be typical of her life: she couldn't relate
well to either parents or peers. But she was the only one who

realized this.

She unl ocked the door and entered. She set her books on the table and wal ked straight on
through to the back door. She unl ocked that and went out, glancing back over her shoul der to nmake
sure that there was no one to see her. It was fun being secretive, despite the fact that her whole
life was pretty nuch an act, papering over her secret reality. She fancied that she was a princess
going out to discover a fallen prince froma far Iand. What she would find would nost |ikely be
garbage, but for thirty seconds she could dream and that was worth sonething. Even garbage m ght
be better than tackling her stupid homework early.

She cane to the cloth, and froze. It was a nan! A grown man, |lying face down on the weedy
bank. H's clothing was strange, but it was definitely a man. Was it a corpse, thrown here by sone
drug gang? Such things did happen, though not in this neighborhood. O course the nei ghborhood
wasn't what it represented itself to be either; a lot was covered up for the sake of appearances.

Thrilling to this norbid adventure, she approached. Death fascinated her, though she hated
it. This was as good as watching her blood flow. Wuld the body be riddled with bullet holes?

She renenbered one of her favorite lines, froma song she could not otherw se renenber. It
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was about sone great Irish or Scottish battle, and a sore wounded sol di er had staggered back from
the front line. But he had not given up. "I'lIl lay me down and bleed a while, then up to fight
agai n!" he decl ared. She knew she would have |iked him Mybe this was such a man, who had laid
him down to bleed and had forgotten to get up again before overdoing it.

Then it noved. Col ene stifled her scream for all that could do was alert the nei ghbors
and bring a crowd, and her little adventure would be over. Cautiously she approached.

The man lifted his head, spying her. He noved his right arm reaching toward her. He
groaned. Then he sank back, evidently too weak to do nore.

But if she stepped within reach, he m ght suddenly conme to full |ife, and grab her ankle,
pul | her down, and rape her. It could be just a ruse to get her close. After he had his way with
her, he mght kill her and roll her body under the brush near the trickle of water that was the

river. After several days

she woul d be found, covered by flies, and he woul d be | ong

gone.

It was as good a way to die as any. Wen it cane right

down to it, it hardly mattered whether death was pretty or ugly; what counted was that the
escape had finally been nade. A certain anount of nessiness could be tolerated for the sake of the
novelty. She stepped deliberately within reach

But the nman did not respond. He just lay there, breathing in shudders. Maybe he was sick
with some deathly mal ady, and she would catch it, and die in horrible agony of a di sease

unknown to sci ence.

She squatted. "Who are you?" she asked. The man reacted to her voice. He |lifted his head
agai n,

and uttered sonething alien, and sank down once nore. He really did seemto be too tired
to do nore. He hadn't

even tried to grab her ankle or to | ook up her skirt. He didn't

| ook di seased, just worn out.

That clothing was definitely strange. H s | anguage, too,

was unlike anything she had heard before. Could he be a diplomat fromsone faranway little
ki ngdom who sonehow got off at the wong stop and got hopel essly |ost? Unable to speak the | oca
| anguage, perhaps with no | ocal noney, he

m ght sinply be starving.

O he might be hideously dangerous in a way she couldn't fathom As an innocent fourteen-
year-old girl, she definitely ought to get quickly away from hi m and phone the police. They could

handle it, whether he was a diplomat or a crim -- nal. That was the only proper course.
Colene felt the thrill of danger, and knew she was about to do sonething nonunentally
st upi d.
She | eaned close to his ear. "You must come with nme. | will help you. I will help. Do you

under st and?"

H s hand slid across the ground, toward the sound of her

voi ce, the fingers tw tching.

Maybe he was dehydrated. The day had been hot, though the night would be cold; that was
the way fall was in Ckla -- homa

“I'"l'l be right back," she said.

She strai ghtened up, paused as dizziness took her because of the sudden change of
position, then wal ked qui ckly back to her house. She went to the nessy kitchen and fetched a

plastic glass. She filled it water fromthe tap, and carried it out.

The man had not noved. She sat down beside his head, set the water down in a snug
depression, and reached for him "I'mback," she said. "I brought you water. Can you drink it?"

He tried to raise his head again. She put her hands on it and lifted; then she scooted on
her bottom so that she could set his head in her lap. She held it tilted up, then reached for the
glass. It was a stretch, and she had to | ean over his head. Her bosom actually touched his hair
He did not seemto notice, but the contact sent new waves of specul ation through her. Wasn't this
the way the Little Mermaid had rescued the drowning prince? Hol ding himcl ose, hel ping himsurvive
-- until he recovered and marri ed sonebody el se, never realiz -- ing what he owed to the nernmaid.
The tragedy of not even knowi ng!

She got the glass and brought it to his face, which was now propped agai nst her front.
"Water," she nurrmured. "Water. Drink. Water." She touched his nmouth and tilted the gl ass.

Suddenly he realized what it was. Eagerly he sipped. She tilted further, spilling soneg,
but he managed to drink nost of it. She had been right!

"More?" she asked, still holding his head and feeling very naternal. "Mre water?"
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H s hand canme up, questing for sonmething. He seened to have nore strength than before, but
that wasn't saying much.

She sec aside the enpty gl ass and caught his hand with her free one. Hs fingers were
col d. She squeezed themw th her warm ones. H s squeezed back

She was thrilled again. Comrunication

Then she decided that she had better get away from himbefore he recovered too nmuch. She
had al ready taken a phe -- nonenal chance; it was time to stop pushing her luck to the brink
"More water," she said firmy, and pulled herself away. She set his head back on the ground,
scranbl ed up, got the glass, and hurried back to the house.

When she returned with the next glassful of water, the man was struggling to his hands and
knees. He was definitely gaining strength. It would be absolutely crazy to get near him again.
Anyt hi ng coul d happen

She brought the glass to him But he had now recovered to the point where he m ght walk
and he was trying to get to his feet. He was a good deal |arger than she was, and surely stronger,
whi ch neant yet again that it was tine for her to get anay fromhim So she dropped the glass and

stepped in and hel ped hi m stand.

She put her arns around his body and heaved, and he

lurched to his feet. They staggered toward her house.

At whi ch point Col ene thought things through just a bit further. It didn't matter whether
she was being sensible or foolish -- as if there were any question! -- because once the man got to
her house, and her parents cane honme, the ganme would be over. They would call the police, and the
police woul d take the man away, and both parents would bawl her out for her stupidity before
settling into their usual pursuits for the evening. Her father would head off for his date with
his cur -- rent liaison, and her nother would settle down to serious drinking. Things would be
back to nornal.

"No!" she gasped. "Not there -- there!" She shoved himaway fromthe house and toward her
shed. This was a solid structure, larger than a doll house but considerably smaller than a real
house, perhaps originally intended for storage, but she had taken it over and nmade it her own
private place. Her parents had | earned not to bother her there. It was often enough her nain |ink
with sanity. Sonetimes she spent the full night there, rather than watching her nmother drink. She
called it Dogwood Bunshed, because a small dogwood tree grew beside it. It wasn't a great tree,
and it wouldn't survive at all if she didn't water it, but it did flower nicely in the

spring, its noment of glory.

The man noved in that direction, yielding to her shove.

She wrenched the door open and he stunbled in. He col -- |apsed on her pile of cushions;
his brief strength had been exhausted. Perhaps that was just as well. "Mirre water," she told him
and shut the door on him Now he would not be discovered, by her parents or anyone el se.

She fetched the glass, which had fallen and spilled when she hel ped the man wal k. She t ook
it to the house, filled it again, then checked the supplies of food. There was a | oaf of bread;
she took it whole. That would do for a start.

She brought the'things to the shed. The man | ay where he

had settled, but revived when she entered. Now he was able to drink by hinself; he
accepted the glass from her.

He did not seemto know what the bread was. She opened the package and took out a slice.
He gazed at it blankly. She took a bite of it. Then his face lighted; he finally understood. He
took a slice and bit into it with considerably |ess delicacy than she had. Oh, yes, he was hungry!

St andi ng there, watching himeat, Colene finally had tinme to reflect on what all this
nm ght be | eading to. She had res -- cued a nan; now what was she going to do with hin? He did not
seemto be aggressive, but of course he was weak from hunger and thirst. Wat would he be Iike
when he had his strength back? She really should report himnow, she had taken nuch nore risk than
she shoul d have, and gotten away with it, but there were limts. She knew not hi ng about hi m except
that he was a man, and that was warni ng enough

She returned to the house and fetched two bl ankets from her closet. She knew al ready that
she was not going to turn himin. He might turn on her and kill her, but that risk in -- trigued
her nore than it frightened her. She would see this through to wherever it led, no matter what. I|f
she coul d only keep anybody else from findi ng out about him

Did that nmean she was going to try to keep himcaptive? After all, how could she stop him
fromsinmply wal king out? She didn't know, but until he did depart, she would take care of him

The man finished the | oaf of bread, and Col ene returned to the house to get nore food. She
couldn't take anything el se that would be missed; it would be difficult enough ex -- plaining the
bread. She found sone ol d cookies, and sone | eftover casserole in the back of the refrigerator
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she could say it was getting noldy so she threwit out. It was getting noldy, but she trimed off
the mold and took it anyway. She was an old hand at trimrng nold, because her nother con --
stantly forgot things; she knew it wasn't anything to freak out about.

The man was gl ad to have the additional food. But he re -- nained weak, and she knew she
couldn't send him back out into the world. He would just collapse again

But there was sonething she had to nmake clear to him How coul d she establish
conmuni cation, so as to tell him

what she needed to? For the fact was that her parents would be getting home soon, and if
the man showed hi nsel f, the gane would be up. He had to renain hidden

Well, all she could do was try. First maybe they coul d exchange nanes. She tapped herself
on the breastbone: "Col --

ene. Colene." Then she pointed to him

He | ooked at her, then tapped hinmself sinmilarly. "Col -- ene."
Qops. She cast about for sonething el se. She picked up a
not epad and pencil, and quickly drew two figures, one small and fenmale, the other |arger

and nale. She pointed to herself, then to the female. "Me. Colene." Then to the male. "You."
She paused expectantly.
He took the paper. "Me. Colene," he said, pointing to
the fenmale. "You. Darius."
Well, it was progress. "Me Colene, girl,'
Darius, man."
He nodded, pointing to her. "Me -- "
"No, you." He | ooked perpl exed, but nmanaged to get it. "You Col ene
girl. Me Darius nan."

she said, tap -- ping herself again. "You

She snmiled. "Yes." It was a beginning. He did not know
her | anguage, but he could |l eam She drilled himon Yes and No until she was sure he
understood them and tested himon the picture of the horse on the wall, titled "For Whom Was That

Nei gh?" "Man?" she asked, pointing to it. No. "Grl?" No. "Horse?" Yes. He had it straight. Then
she gave her nmessage. She opened the door and pointed to the house beyond. "House. Col ene. Yes.
House. Darius. No."

After some back-and-forth, he seemed to understand. But he seened uneasy, even
unconf ort abl e.

"What's the matter?" she asked.

Finally he made what m ght have been taken as an obscene gesture, but he did it in such an
apol ogeti c manner that she knew he wasn't trying to insult her. He touched and hal fway

squeezed his groin.

"The bathroom " she exclai med, catching on. "You have

to use the -- " But she couldn't bring himto the house for

t hat!

"Wait," she told him and dashed back to the house. She

dug out a big old rusty pot and brought it to the shed. "This."

She pantomi nmed sitting on it. She even nade the whoopee noi se.

He | ooked extrenely doubtful. "No, | won't watch you!" she said, know ng he couldn't
understand the words, but hop -- ing the sense of it came through. "I have to go to the house,
there." She pointed to it. "So ny folks won't know any -- thing's up. 1'll try to check back on

you, when | can. You just stay here.” Then she stepped out, and closed the door on him

She was just in tine: her father's car was pulling into the drive. She hurried to the back
door and in. She checked the kitchen to make sure that nothing there would give her away, then
went to the front roomto pick up her school books. But no, this was Friday, and she never did
honmework on Friday. She didn't want to arouse suspicion. She had to be perfectly normal. So she
turned on the TV too | oud and plunmped down on the couch

Her father came in. "Turn that thing down!" he snapped

She grabbed the renote control and di m nished the volune just enough to accede without
quite ceasing to annoy him He went on to his bedroom

One down. One to go.

An hour |ater her father, clean, shaved, and neatly dressed, went out again. Col ene stared
at the TV, pretending not to notice. She didn't care about his date with his mistress, as long as
he was discreet. Wl |, maybe deep down she did care, but that was worse than pointless: it only
cut her up further. There was nothing she could do about it anyway. So it was safer not to care.

Fifteen mnutes after that, her nother's car arrived. Col ene renained before the TV.
Actual ly her nmind was on the man in the shed; she wasn't paying any attention to the program But
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she had to play her role, nore so today than usual

Her nother went straight to the kitchen, and Col ene heard the first drink being poured.
Good; there would be no trouble fromthat quarter this evening.

She got up, leaving the TV on, and went to the kitchen. "I'll just take a snack out to the
shed, okay?" she said, picking up sone candy bars and raisins. She put tap water into a plastic
bottle. Her nother, intent on hiding what coul d not be hidden, offered no objection

Col ene carried her things out. It was strictly live and let live, in her fanily; none of
them wanted the hassle that a challenge to any of them would have brought. If soneone insisted on
visiting, all three of them shaped up to put on a good act for the required tine. Wat was to be
gained by letting the truth be known? A philanderer, an alcoholic, a suicidal child. Fanmly |ove?
What a | augh. Ha. Ha. Ha. Maybe there had once been love. Now it was nerely strained

tol erance. Typical Anerican famly, for sure

She knocked on the shed door, just to warn Darius. Then

she opened it.

He had used the pot. She could tell by the snell. She

shoul d have brought a cover for it. Wthout a word she wal ked across, set down the candy
bars, picked up the pot, and car -- ried it outside and around to the back of the shed. There was
an old rusty spade there with a broken handle. She used that to dig a hole, and she dunped the pot
and covered up the stuff. She had had sone experience with this sort of thing, and knew that it
wasn't worth even winkling her nose. It wasn't as bad as cleaning up her nother's vonit, after
all.

She found a battered piece of plywod, banged it against the ground to get the dirt and
mold on", and set it on the # pot. She brought the set back into the shed. She put them

down in a coner.

Then at last she faced Darius. "I can't stay long," she

sai d.

He nodded as if he understood. He smiled. She snmiled back. Then she picked up the candy
and rai -- sins. "Mre food for you."

He insisted this tine on sharing it with her, so she ate one

bar while he ate the rest. He was nuch nore alert than he had been, which was a relief. He
was al so hal fway handsone under his dirt. There was nothing wong with himthat food

and a washcl oth woul dn't cure.

Well, that she could handle. She found a tatter of colored cloth she had pretended was the
flag of her imaginary king -- domin the Land of Horses and poured some of her cup of water on it.
"Clean," she told him and proceeded to rub it across his face. He did not protest; in fact, he
seenmed used to having such a thing done for him Finally she fetched her conb and conbed his hair
back. Onh, yes, he was handsone,

when al | owance was made for his stubble beard. But that kind of beard was considered
macho, because of all the undercover crimnal-playing cops on TV.

They drilled on vocabulary. Darius was a quick study -- a very quick study -- and so was
she. Soon they had the words for the parts of the body and itens of clothing, and were working on
other parts of speech. For the first time Col ene appreciated basic grammar, now that she was
teaching it. It was convenient to say "noun" or "verb" in sonme cases when clarifying the use of a
word. When Darius indicated the door and said "verb" she knew he was zeroing in on things |like
"open" and "cl ose" and "wal k t hrough."

One bit was fun in its own fashion. She had a little box of wooden nmatches in the shed,
whi ch she used for lighting her canned heat so she could do a tiny bit of cooking. An electric
hot pl at e woul d have been better, but she didn't have one. This was good enough

Dari us saw t he box, and inquired. "Mtches," she ex -- plained. Then she denonstrated by
striking one. He gaped as it burst into flane. Then he wanted to try it hinmself. She et him--
and he burned his fingers on it. But he was really intrigued by the phenonenon, like a little
child. "Keep them" she told himgenerously. "I can get nore."

He put the box away in a pocket, smling. It was as if he had found a charm

She tried to learn his words for things, but they were me -- |odious and extrenely
strange, with nuances she was sure she was nissing. She was apt at |anguage, but knew that there
was nothing like this on this side of the world. So she con -- centrated for now on teaching him

When he could talk well enough to tell her where he was from she would look it up and learn a
whol e | ot nore about him Sonewhere in the Oient, maybe, though he did not |ook Oiental

She realized in the course of this session that she had | ost her fear of Darius. He was
unusual and nysterious, but not dangerous. He was al so fascinating.

It grew dark in the shed, for though there was a line here, Colene had used it only to
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listen to tapes in the day, and had never brought out a light. Now a |ight would be disastrous,
because it woul d show that Darius was there.

"I have to go," she said abruptly. "Momw Il wonder if |

stay out here too long. But you stay here, and I'Il bring you

nore food in the norning."

"Yes," he said. She hoped that he really did understand. She slipped out the door, not
opening it wide, just in case her mother was | ooking this way, and closed it quickly behind her
Actual ly there woul d be nothing visible inside except darkness now, but it nade sense to practice
safe nmanage -- nent. She returned to the house.

Her nother was pretty nuch out of it by this tine. Good. Col ene scrounged in the
refrigerator for nore to eat, and gobbled it down w thout bothering to sit. Then she went to her
room There was her bed, neatly made, and her desk where she nornally did her homework, and her
dresser and nmirror, and the guitar she hoped someday to leamto play decently. Al very
conventional. She kept it that way delib -- erately, so that no one could garner any secrets about
her by anal yzing her living space. There was even a set of standard dolls on the dresser. Ken and
Barbie. Wat a visitor would not know was that she had renaned the nmale: he was really Klaus. Thus
the pair was Kl aus Barbie. There had been a notorious Nazi crinminal by that nane. She fl ossed her
teeth, brushed her hair, changed into her pajanmas, and |ay down on her bed. She stared at the
ceiling.

Sleep didn't cone. Al she could do was think about Da -- rius, out there in the Bunshed,
and her heart was beating at a running pace. She had to slow it to a wal king pace before she could
nod of f. She knew from experience with bad nights.

After a tinme she got up, went to the closet, and changed into her silKky ni ghtgown. She
loved the feel of it against her skin. It was |ong enough so that she wore nothing under it, which
gave her a deliciously wicked feeling. It was a good outfit in which to dream Very good. In fact,
t oo good.

Now her heart slowed, but her thoughts turned darker. She renmenbered the tinme a few nonths
ago when her bel oved grandnother, one of the mminstays of her young life after the default of her
parents, had sickened with cancer and then died. It was as if the last | eg had been knocked out
fromunder Colene's will to live. Wthout G andma, what was the point? She had not exactly told
Grandna about the horrors she had experienced, or how her life had been falling apart,

but she suspected that Grandma knew. It was better to go where G andma was, and have her
reassurance agai n. Col ene had taken her nmother's pills fromthe cabinet, one sniff of which, as an
Arabian Nights tale put it with suitable hyper -- bole, could nake an el ephant sleep fromnight to
ni ght. She swall owed three, then another, pondered, and finally two nore. Six was a good nunber.

Si x-si x-six was the devil's own nunber. Sick-sick-sick was what these pills woul d nake her. Sick
unto death. Then she lay down in her sexy nightie -- the one she was wearing now. She wanted to
expire in maid -- enly style.

The el ephant pills did not exactly kill her. They put her into a trancelike state in which
she had a vision. In the vision she was exactly as she was, in her naughty ni ghtgown, and
gloriously dying; the church bells were warnming up for the sonber death toll, and there woul d be
mourni ng until the funeral. How sweet she would | ook in the casket, a red-red rose on her cold-
cold bosom Oher girls would envy her the beauty of that nightgown, knowi ng that they would not
have the nerve to be shown dead in such an outfit.

Three figures entered the room com ng through the wall, so it was obvious that they were
of the spiritual persuasion. Two were her grandparents, now reunited in the afterlife. G andm
approached. "Dear, you may not yet die, because there is sonething you have yet to do with your
life. W love you and will always be with you."

Then the third figure, the stranger, approached. He was clothed in a dark robe and wore a
cow over his head, and his face was shaded by mist. Who he was she dared not guess, but there was
an i nherent gl ow about himthat bespoke his authority. "Colene," he said, his voice full of conpas
-- sion and know edge. "You have to go on. You will not be able to quit. Your life will get
better."

Buoyed by that nessage, she had roused herself fromthe vision, stunbled to the bathroom
poked her finger down her throat, and gagged out the remaining contents of her stom-- ach. "Just
call me bulinmc,"” she had gasped with gallant gallows hunmor as her heaves expired. She had changed
her m nd about dying. For a while.

No one had known. Her nother hadn't even mssed the six pills.

Had she done the right thing? Colene could not be sure. Yet now, with the appearance of
Darius, it seened that there was indeed sonmething for her to do with her life. Maybe her vision
was comng true
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After nore time she got up again, slipped her feet into her slippers, turned out the
light, and cracked open the door. She nade her way through the house. |If her nother asked, she was
just going for another snack. But her nother didn't notice her passage.

Col ene got the spare house key, stepped quickly out the back door, and | ocked herself out.
That way her nother would assunme that she had | ocked themin for the night, and woul d not check
her room Colene would use the key to let herself in again |ater

It was chill outside, and she shivered as she made her way across the dark back yard to
the shed. Her heart was pound -- ing, but not because of the tenperature. She was enbarking on
anot her suicidally foolish risk.

She knocked on the door, then opened it. She couldn't see anything inside, but knew he was
t here.

I ndeed he was, hunched under the blankets. They really weren't enough, considering his
weakened state. He needed nore warnth

"l shoul d have brought another bl anket,"

she murnured. "But | would have had to take it

fromm own bed, and that would be chancy. 1'Il see what | can do."

She sat down beside him and pulled at the blankets, re -- arranging them Then she |ay
down, full length beside him and drew the bl ankets over themboth. "It's warnmer this way," she
expl ai ned.

He rolled over to face her, and she stiffened with fear. "Please don't rape nme," she
whi spered. "I really don't like it." Yet she had conme out here in her provocative nightgown. He

couldn't see it, of course, but he could feel it. She had gotten under the blankets with him in
the dark. No jury would convict him

"Rape?" he asked, not know ng the word.

Now she had to define it! How could she do that? If she nmanaged to get the concept across,
wi t hout the use of her pad and pencil, it would have to be by touch, and he night think

she was asking for it. But she had used the word, and she had to explain it.

She pondered, her heart beating so wildly she al nost thought her nother in the house could
hear it, let alone Da -- rius. Then she found his right hand under the blanket. She brought it
across his body and up to touch her head. "Yes," she said. Then she took it down to touch her
right breast through the nightgown, as she lay on her back. "Maybe." Finally she put it against
her thigh. "No."

He considered that, while she lay breathing rapidly, her body stiff. Then he reached
across her, not to enbrace her, but to find her left arm He brought it across her body and up to
his head. Her fingers touched his mouth. "Yes," he said. Then he took it down to his clothed
crotch. "No."

He understood! "That's right," she said, squeezing his fingers with hers. "lI'mhere to
warm you, and that's about it."

"Thank you." He brought her hand to his |ips again, and kissed it.

Col ene experienced a wild thrill. She knew she should just |lie where she was, having nade
her point. But it was her nature to risk disaster. Suicide was nerely the nost extreme extension
of a syndrone that perneated her existence. Wiat -- ever she did, she had to push the lint,

courting trouble. This was folly, but it was her way. Had she been a man, she woul d have been a
daredevil cyclist, hurdling lines of cars soaked in gasoline, daring the flanmes to get her. But
she was only a teenage girl, so had to settle for |esser dares.

She rolled over toward him scooted up a bit, found his head, and lifted hers to kiss him
on the nouth. Then she lay against him her body touching his full Iength. O course he was
cl othed, but she wasn't; all she had was the flinsy night -- gowmn. Wth her wi ckedly bare torso
within it, her breasts nudging himw th each breath she took

He put his right armaround her and drew her close. Hi s hand did not wander. She put her
| eft armaround him They were enbraced.

She had intended only to remain for half an hour or so, but this was such dangerous
delight that she couldn't bring herself to break it off. Slowy her heart eased its horrendous
pace, and she rel axed.

She woke, and realized that she had been asleep for sone time, nestled against Darius. He
was warm and she was warm As far as she knew, he had not touched her even in the "maybe" region
She was al nost di sappoi nted. She fell

back into sl eep.

She becane aware of the creeping light. "Chnigod!" she

squeaked. "Morning!"

She scranbl ed out fromunder the blanket, startling Darius awake. "My parents!" she said.
"I have to get back to ny room so they don't know where | was!"
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He nodded, seeming to understand. She found her slip -- pers, slipped out the door, and
al mrost flew, waithlike, across

the yard to the door

The door was | ocked. "The key!" she breathed in angui sh. She turned about and flew back to
t he shed.

A hand reached out. It held her key.

"Thanks!" She snatched it and ran back. The door seemed to nake a thunderous noise as it
unl ocked and opened. She went in, then turned to lock it again. She put the key away.

Then she forced herself to walk slowy through the house to her room No one was up. She
was unobserved

She entered her room went to the bed, and threw herself

into it. She had nade it!

Now she remenbered how Darius had given her the key. He knew what it was for and where it
was. He could have kept it fromher. He could have raped her. He could had taken the contact of
his hand on her breast last night as a pretext to go wild. It wasn't the kind of breast found in
macho nmal e magazines, but it didn't exactly require padding for a formal gown either. She had
gi ven himevery opportunity.

He was either a decent man or he just wasn't interested. She cursed herself for her total
absolute, unmtigated folly -- and knew she would try to find out exactly which it was. Decency or
disinterest. If it killed her. And it just night. Which was perhaps the point.

CHAPTER 2 -- DARI US

DARI US woke as the naiden junmped out of bed in -- the wan |ight of dawn. For a nonment he
was dis -- oriented, but it quickly came back: she was Col ene, and she had cone back to spend a
chaste night with him warm ng himw th her conpany. He appreciated that very much.

She hurried out. She did not speak his | anguage, unsur -- prisingly, but had taught him
sonme of hers. She had nade it plain that she shared her domicile with her parents, who woul d not
understand Darius' presence here. That too was under -- standable. Certainly he did not want her
to be distressed be -- fore he could get to know her well enough

He felt sonmething cold against his ankle. It was her key. She would need that to enter her
| ocked house. He picked it up and noved to the door.

In a nonment she appeared, shivering in her pretty nightdress, her breath fogging in the
chill morning air. He saw her small high breasts heaving enticingly. He extended the key. She took
it and ran back the way she had cone. He shut the door

Col ene. She was young, but by the same token fresh and pretty. She had courage too, and
intelligence. She seened eminently suitable. But would she want to do it? It was too soon to tell

He had time to find out. Unless there was trouble before he did. If there was trouble, he
woul d have to --

Then he remenbered that aspect. He couldn't! He had | ost

the signal key!

What was he to do? Wthout that key he couldn't return. He would be locked in this
reality, and he had already dis -- covered that he was not equipped to survive here.

Well, did it really nake a difference?

It was pointless, but the know edge of his likely dem se here caused himto set a higher
value on his life than hitherto. Wth renewed interest, he reviewed the events of the last few

days.
THE post of Cyng of Hiahtar was an enviable one, but it had its desperate drawback. A
castle was provided, fully staffed and supplied. The Cyng's magic was virtually limt -- less. As

| ong as he perforned.

It was inpossible to endure alone for long; every Cyng soon was depleted. The only
practical way to survive was to marry a strong, abundantly happy wonan, and draw on her resources
until she was depleted, and then cast her aside in favor of a new one. Because the post was
prom nent and the perquisites excellent, many wonen were willing to endure this, and it was
feasible to maintain a chain of marriages indefinitely. But Darius, newto the post, had rebelled
after divorcing his second wife. She was not a bad person, and they got along well, but she was
depleted. He did not want to marry a series of women for their life forces, daring to | ove none.
He wanted to marry one for love, and to renmin

with her for the full tenure

The wi ser heads had nodded. It was often thus with new -- lings; they just had to | eam
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from experience. Once a Cyng cane to proper terms with the inevitable, he generally settled

down and perforned adequately.

Darius went to the Cyng of Pwer. "Wat are ny op -- tions?" he inquired.

“"I'f you will not heed the wi sdom of experience, you nust |eamin your own fashion," the
old nan said. "You may nmarry for |ove, but you can not keep her long. She will die if you do not
let her gointine. | think you will find it better to nmarry for other than |ove."

"The Modes," Darius said. "Wat are my options there?"

"The Modes are dangerous,” the man remi nded him "O every ten folk who risk them three
do not return. O those who do return, half do not achieve their desire. This | eaves about one in
three who is successful. | do not reconmend this course."

"“You woul d have ne suck the joy fromendl ess i nnocent wonen instead?"

The Pwer shook his head. "No one forces them They do it to escape poverty, nonentity, or
poi ntl essness. It is a good bargain for them They do not die, and they recover slowy after you
turn themloose. It is a feasible system"”

"Not as | see it!" Darius retorted. "I see love and mar -- riage as ennobling."

"You are young."

"Tell nme nore about the Mddes. What can | expect?"

"You can expect the unexpected. Do you understand the theory of it?"

"I understand only that when | appealed to the Cyng of Migemt, to provide nme sone better
way, he sent nme to you for the Mddes. | never heard of them before.”

"Then | will tell you in capsule what we know of them As you surely do know, | handle the
broadcasting of the magi c power that enables all other nagic to operate. That power nust have a
source. The first Cyng of Pwer found the source in the Mddes. W have a nunber of what he terned
Chi ps which enable us to relate to the real ns beyond our own, and one of these has limitless raw
power. He constructed mech -- anisnms to harness this power and convert it to a formwe can use. It
is my special ability to channel it, and to keep the mechani snms operative. The Chips still relate
to what seens to be an infinite nunber of other Mdes. But we explore these others at our
considerable risk. W conjecture that they are alternate realities, and that each Chip attunes to
the spot where it would be in that other Mdde. In nmany Mddes that spot it enpty, w thout even
earth, water, or air, and whoever goes there inmmediately dies. In other Mdes there is sone --
thing there, but not what we |ike. W have brought back the bodies of those we have sent through
and they have been burned or dehydrated or nmaul ed, as by sone nonster. But in some Mddes there are
worlds like ours, only different. By

that | mean they may have a confortabl e environment, and people, but those people have
drastically different custonms fromours. In fact, it seens that even the fundanental |aws of nagic
differ in them so that nuch of what is truth here is

falsity there."

He | ooked hard at Darius. "W have |located a region of fairly safe Mddes. But even there,
the risk is as | described. Also, there seens to be inprecision in the tuning of the Chip;

no person seenms to go to the sane other Mdde that any other person has been to. Thus we
can not get to know any one of themwell, and it is always a serious ganble. | suggest to you that
it is unwise in the extrene for you to take this ganble, because not only do you risk your own
life, you risk the welfare of our society, which truly needs your ability as Cyng

of HHahtar."

"Anot her can assune the post," Darius said.

"But not one as talented as you. That is why it came to you, after the retirenent of the
prior Cyng of Hi ahtar. You can be the best, and if we |ose you, we will have only the next best,
and that will hurt us all to some degree."

He spoke truth. Darius felt guilt. But it was not enough to sway himfrom his purpose.
"What | may gain nmust be worth the risk," he said

"Exactly what do you hope to gai n?" Pwer asked sharply.

"A wonan who will not be depleted by close association with me. A worman | can | ove and not
|l ose. A woman | can nmarry and never divorce."

"There is no such wonan."

"Not in this reality," Darius agreed. "But el sewhere, where other fundanental rules
obtain, there may be wonen of another nature, who can not be depleted. If | can find one of them

and bring her back here -- " He broke off, alarmed. "Can | bring her back?"
"Ch, yes. If you are in contact with her when you signal for the return, she will comne
with you. Your problemw |l be finding her -- and if you do, convincing her to cone with you

There are several problens in that connection."”
"Thi s has been done before?"
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"Yes. Not by a Cyng of Hiahtar, but by others. They have brought back people or things.
Sone wonen have brought back babies or odd animals. But if you want to marry and

| ove her, you nust explain to her what this entails; you nmust not abduct her, for then she
will hate you and be no true wife to you."

"Well, of course | wouldn't abduct her!" Darius ex -- claimed. "If | were inclined to
treat wonen in that manner, | would be better off sinply marrying a chain of w ves here and
casting them aside!"

"Precisely."

"If that is the only problem then certainly I will -- "

"No. There is worse. W have ascertai ned through sone -- tines bitter experience that not

all people or things can be taken. It seens that any person who plays a significant role in his or
her or its Mde -- "

"lts?"

"Some Mode-fol k are sexl ess, and sone are nechanical ."

Dari us shuddered. "Go on."

"No person of significance can be taken. Apparently there is a certain stability; a Mde
will not let go of what it needs to nake it what it is. This has a peculiar effect.”

"Go on," Darius said, experiencing a chill

“I'n general, only those folk who are destined to have min -- imal inpact on their
realities can be taken. It nmay be that their Mddes know that these folk are soon to be | ost
anyway, and do not try to hold them"”

"Do you nmean they are about to be accidentally killed?"

"Not necessarily. They may have sone term nal nalady. You could bring such a one here, but

she woul d soon die anyway. O possibly she nerely is of little account, so will live but will have
no significant inpact. You night find that she has sinmlarly little effect here."
Darius was still struggling with another aspect of this. "You said their Mdes know, and

hol d those they want. The Mbdes are conscious? The Mdes are |ike peopl e?"

"W don't think so. It seens nore |like a stone that does not readily give up any of its
substance. But if part of it has been cracked, a chip nay be flaked off with less effort. So you
will have to find a | oose flake."

Darius pondered this. A diseased wonman? It would be bet -- ter to take one who was about
to be killed. But what kind would that be? A crinmnal? He did not want to marry that kind either.
The prospects were di nm ng

"I anticipate your next question,” Pwer said. That was good, because Darius didn't know
what to ask

next. "Yes."

"How do you | ocate such a woman?" the nman said. "The answer is that we can help you there.
There are settings on the Chips. Not many, but enough. We can put you through to a reality that is
livable, with human bei ngs nuch |ike us, and where one is suitable. W can nmake that one female.
We can not guarantee that she is not already married, but of course if she dies that will not
matter. We can not guarantee her age or health or personality. But we can put you close to her
Not conpletely close, for our command of this alien device is inperfect, but in her Mdde and in
her vicinity. Then you can inspect her, and bring her back here with you if that seens

appropriate. Wich brings up your final question." "Yes," Darius agreed, as before. "How do you
return? And the answer is that you will have a signal device, an aspect of the Chip. Wen you
activate that, | will receive the signal, and will revert you and what -- ever you hold to this
reality. If you do not signal within a nonth, | will assune you are not going to. Because you are

dead or unable to signal. Wthout this signal we can not bring you back, because the Chip is
unable to fix on you."

So now Darius had all the information, and was not reas -- sured. He understood perfectly
how three of ten could fail to return, and three or four others would not attain their desire. But
at | east sone did succeed. That |eft him hope.

"Suppose | go, and return without a woman?" he said. "Could | then go again, and perhaps
that time find one?"

Pwer stared at him "Go again? Few have been interested in that! Each time a person goes,
he has about one chance in three of not returning. If you went tw ce, you would double

your chance of that."

"But | would al so double ny chance of finding what |

need," Darius pointed out.

"Perhaps. But you could not return to the sanme other Mdde. There are too nmany of them and
our way is inpre -- cise. Sone few have tried to go again to the sane one, but
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none we know of has succeeded."

None we know of. Because sone did not return. "Could that nmean that they liked it there,
and stayed voluntarily?"

Pwer shrugged. "It could. But it does seemdoubtful. It seens nore likely that they found
a wholly new situation, and could not survive it. Those who did return the second tine reported
that their experience was just as difficult as the first time."

"I want to do it," Darius said. "If | lose once, | may try again. If | lose twice, | may
decide to do it the conventional way, and marry the chain of wonen."

Pwer sighed. "W are a free society. Your position and your need entitle you to take this
foolish risk if you choose. Return tonorrow, and | will have the Chip prepared.”

"My thanks to you," Darius said gratefully.

DARI US got up, for he needed to urinate. The mmi den had brought a pot and indicated that
he should use it for such purpose. Her nethod of conmunication in this respect had been quaint:
she had nade a vul gar poop noise. He was not easy about this matter, but realized that it was best
to oblige her desires. Surely she had reason to keep himout of sight;

his limted experience here had suggested the nerit of her case. So he remai ned confined,
and di d what was necessary. He used the pot and covered it.

He was hungry agai n, and hoped she would bring nore of her strange food. He knew that she
could not act with com-- plete freedom because she was young and had to maintain the senbl ance
of her normal life-style. She seened to be resourceful, and she was certainly healthy. How could
it be that she would either have mnimal inpact in her Mdde, or soon die?

He t hought of the night just past. He had expected to be alone. Evidently she had sneaked
out to join himfor a while, then stayed |longer than intended. He was grateful for that; he had
been cold, and her warmlittle body had been a great confort.

More than that. It was clear that she knew the effect such a body could have on a nman, and
she had addressed the matter forthrightly, considering their lack of a conmon vocabul ary. She had
set his hand on her head, breast, and hip, identifying what was a perm ssible touch and what was
not. Then she had slept against him trusting him He liked that.

O course he had not touched even the part of her where

the proscription was vague. It was not that her breasts were inadequate; they were
extrenely nice, being neither insignif -- icant nor ponderous. They had the filling perkiness of
youth. It was that he could tell by her nervousness and ti ghtness that she was afraid. She had
of fered hi m somewhat, hoping that he would be satisfied with that, but even that nuch was not her
desire.

Wiy, then, had she cone at all? Because he was cold, and she wanted to warm him She was
generous despite her fear. He liked that too; in fact, he was quite inpressed.

But that was not quite all. She had cone dressed in only the sheerest of garnents, no
protection against the cold. No protection against any inclination he mght have had. She had nmade
sure he knew it, by causing his hand to touch it. Her pulsing breast mght as well have been bare.
Was it to tease hinP No, for she had not |abeled that breast "No."

Why had she pl aced herself at what she surely believed was serious risk, when she could
have avoided it by wearing nore substantial clothing?

Per haps she had cone out on a whim and not thought to dress nore appropriately. She had
i ntended to sleep in her warm house, but stepped out to check on him then, finding himcold, she
had wanned him Yes, that would explain it. She was young, and therefore sonewhat foolish, not
t hi nki ng things through. If he remai ned here another night, and if she came again, she would be
better cl ot hed.

She was obvi ously the one he had cone for, and he liked her very well. He had naintained a
mental blank in lieu of a picture of the kind of wonan he sought, but Col ene was far superior to
what ever he night have envisioned. As soon as he knew enough of her |anguage to make his m ssion
clear, he would ask her whether she would like to return with himto his reality and be his wife.
He woul d of course have to nake clear the nature of the relationship, which was no or -- dinary
marriage. She would have to understand that if she turned out to be unable to w thstand depl etion,
he woul d have to divorce her despite still loving her. He could appreciate how that m ght annoy
her .

Then the brutal realization struck him How could he even risk taking this sweet nmiden to
be depl eted? She was evi -- dently no special type who would be i mune to the effect.

And even if that were not the case, how could be bring her back -- when he coul d not
return himself? He had | ost the key!

Dispirited, he returned to the blankets and buried hinmself under them The cold was not
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nmerely of the body now.

He returned to his review of recent events. \Wat else was there to do?

So Darius went to the alien Mdde, armed with the sig -- nal chiplet and a pack with
supplies of food and water, be -- cause he had no certainty of finding either quickly in the other
reality.

The actual process was sinple enough, fromhis perspec -- tive. Just a matter of standing
inthe circle that marked the focal point of the Chip. Pwer did sonething -- and Darius found
hi nsel f standing at the edge of a level place, sur -- rounded by what were evidently dom cil es.
But what oddities they were! Each had nmany crystalline wi ndows, and peaked roofs, and bits of
vegetati on around. The | evel place sent out squared-off offshoots which reached right to the edges
of the structures, and sonetines right into them as if feeding on them

He stepped out onto the level region. It was conpletely hard, as if fashioned of stone.
But it was not stone, and not packed dirt. He squatted, touching it with his finger. Less hard

than stone, actually, but still inpressive.
There was the blaring of a hom Darius | ooked up and saw sone kind of creature charging
him It was not a dragon, for the snoke puffed fromits tail, and it seemed to have no nouth. But

it was definitely aggressive.

He scranbl ed erect and stepped back. The creature charged on by him There was the sound
of a human shout. A human arm projected fromthe side of the creature and made a ges -- ture with
one lifted finger. Apparently there was a person inside who renai ned alive.

Uncertain how to respond, Darius emnul ated the gesture. He signaled the creature with one
finger.

The creature squealed as it turned and slewed back toward him Darius retreated farther
It halted, and nouths on its sides abruptly opened. Human men energed, in unfamliar apparel. They
converged on Darius, shouting incomprehen -- sibly. They | ooked angry.

He tried to withdraw, as he did not want trouble, but the nen attacked him He was so
surprised at this uncivilized behavior that he invoked an el ementary pacification spell --

and it had no effect.

Then he knew. this was one of the realities in which nmagic was not operative. At |east not
the type he knew. He was

def ensel ess.

He tried to explain that he sought no quarrel, but his words

seenmed only to enrage the young nmen further. They struck at himwith their fists, knocked
hi m down, and ki cked him One of them grabbed at his pack and wenched it away. Then they sent him
rolling down the incline toward what m ght

have been a stream

H s head collided glancingly with a rock. Hi s conscious -- ness faded.

AFTER a period, the naiden canme again, bearing food. This tinme she was sonmewhat better
prepared: she had a box and a jug and a bow and a curious spoon. She opened the box and poured
some bits of sonething into the bow, then opened the jug and poured sonething he recogni zed --
mlk -- into the bowl with it. She gave himthe bow and spoon, and nade gestures as of using the
spoon to eat the peculiar mx -- ture.

He tried it. He dipped out both mlk and food-bits and put

the spoon in his nouth. The bits were crunchy, and the milk not sufficient to slake his
thirst, but of course this was only

one spoonful .

Col ene sniled. Evidently this was the proper way to do it. She was now attired in a
completely different outfit: a heavy shirt, solid cloth shoes, and some kind of tight blue
trousers. No worman in his reality would allow herself to be seen in such clothing, for it was
di sturbingly simlar to nakedness fromthe wai st down. The nuscle of her posterior flexed vis --

i bly as she wal ked, and there was no | ooseness at all in the region of her groin. The contrast
bet ween her decorous upper section and i ndecorous nether section was startling.

She sat on the floor to watch himeat, folding her legs so that her feet were crossed and
her thighs were wi de apart. He tried to avoid | ooking at this enbarrassing display, but he could
not do so without turning his face conpletely to the

side. The worst of it was that the nmiden seened to be com-- pletely oblivious to her
erotic display. Her manner suggested that her concern was only with his consunption of the mlk --
and-bits concocti on.

He tried to be simlarly oblivious, but her spread crotch was directly in the |Iine of
sight of his bowl and spoon, and his gaze could not help but center on it. There was no doubt:
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she wore no di aper beneath those alarnming trousers. He was getting a reaction. He felt a
flush coming to his face

"Troubl e?" she inquired, becom ng aware of his distress. "Food bad?"

How coul d he explain, without simlarly enbarrassing her? But she insisted on know ng.
Finally he set down bowl and spoon, put his two hands on her projecting knees, and pushed them
t oget her.

For a monent she was confused, then startled. Then she burst out |aughing. She | aughed so
hard that she fell over backwards, drawi ng her |egs up agai nst her body and ki cking her feet from
the knees. This was no i nprovenent; not only was her indecorous region in view, it was flexing.
Hi s face was now burning.

Finally she exhausted her mirth. Then she kneel ed beside him kissed himon the cheek, and
gave himanother lesson in clothing and culture. "Blue jeans," she said, touching the tights.
"Ckay. No show bad."

Maybe so, by her definition, but the suggestion was nev -- erthel ess overpoweri ng.

She pointed to his crotch. "You. Sit. Sanme."

That was true, but he was a man. Also, his clothing was considerably | ooser in that

regi on, revealing no private con -- tours.

Col ene was unconvi nced. "Ch, Darius -- you nake nme |augh."

True, he had made her laugh -- and he had experienced no depletion. But he realized that
was because' magi ¢ was not operative in this reality. Here, it seenmed, the transfer of eno -- tion

did not cost the source. |Indeed, he had not even been trying to make her | augh; she had done it on
her own.

That gave himsonething to think about. Was it possible that she was a self-generating joy
person? If so, she was per -- fect! But he could not presume too nmuch; her ready |aughter

m ght merely be because her |evel was high, and could be as readily depleted as that of
any ot her person.

At | east he had | earned something: in this reality, the nmere fact of physical materia
covering a region was considered sufficient discretion. Her entire genital region had been ex --
posed in outline, but because there was opaque material be -- tween her flesh and his vision, she
had no concern. That explained her action of the night too: her breast had been quite tangible to
his touch, soft and warm vyet because there had been a thin barrier of material, she considered it
no ex -- posure. Apparently she believed that he could have no sexual excitenent if he saw or
touched the outline, rather than the direct flesh. Perhaps that was the way of men here, being
unnmoved by views that woul d have naddened nmen of his own reality. He would school hinself to react
accordingly, difficult

as it would be.

Now he was gl ad he had been cautious during the night!

Had a wonan of his own reality cone to himin the manner Col ene had, |ightly garbed,
sharing his bed, and placing his hand on pans of her body, it could only have been because she
wi shed very nuch to fornicate with him Her Yes and No woul d have been mnerely indications of the
approach he was to nmake: first kissing, then fondling, and finally copulation if she did not
change her nmind. It would have indicated phe -- nonenal trust in him for nmen were not known for
di ffidence once enbarked on the exploration of female flesh. He had assunmed that her actions were
not identical in significance to those of wonen of his own reality, and made no attenpt at all to
pursue a sexual experience. This, as it had turned out,

had been the correct course.

But how would it have been if he had not been greatly depleted from exposure, thirst, and
hunger? At that time, the thing he needed nost had been warmh. She had brought himthat, and it
had enabled himto sleep in confort and to re -- cover nore of his well-being. A sexual effort
m ght have been beyond his neans. So he had taken her warnth, and nothing else, ganbling that her
ways differed fromthose of women in his own reality. Had he been robust, he surely woul d have
interpreted her actions as an invitation. In that he woul d have been gravely m staken, as he now
under st ood, after seeing

her way wi th cl othing.

He had, he knew, been | ucky.

"You. Think." She tapped her head as she spoke, watch -- ing him

"Yes. |. Think." He tapped his own head. That was a new word, but clear in this context.

"Thi nk. Wat ?"

"What" was a general query termhe had | earned to use. Wien he pointed to an object and
said "What?" she woul d nane the object. Now she was inquiring what he was think -- ing.

How could he tell her? It was conplicated, and he | acked the vocabul ary, and perhaps the
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i nformati on would affront her. "No," he said, smling to show that this was intended as a positive
negation rather than bad feeling.

"Yes," she said insistently. He was beginning to realize that she did not respond well to
"No" when she wanted sonething. "Tell. M."

He was obliged to try. He cast about for some way, and saw a snall inert figure in the
comer, in the likeness of a very young girl. There was sonething comon to both re -- alities!
Li ke all who were serious about magic, she had effi -- gies.

Serious about magic? But there was no magi c here, as far as he had been able to ascertain!
He had been naki ng anot her potentially dangerous assunption

"Try," he agreed. He pointed to the effigy. "What?"

Col ene | ooked. "Doll," she said, picking it up. She cra -- dled it as if it were a baby.
"Play."

Play? Was that what they called synpathetic nagic? No, probably it nmeant something quite
different. He would have to be extrenely careful about that term until he was sure of its nature.
"Doll. Me."

She gave himthe effigy. He held it with his left hand, and extended his right hand.
"Doll. Me."

Col ene consi dered nonmentarily, then went to the conmer. There, in a box, was another
figure. This one was male. Good.

She gave himthe second doll. He held up the male. "Me." Then the fenale. "You."

She nodded. She was paying close attention

He put the male down and covered it with a coner of a

bl anket. Then he brought the female, as if she were wal king. She canme to |lie beside the

nal e.

"Last night," Col ene said.

"Ni ght," he agreed; that seermed to be the time of dark -- ness. But he nade sure. He waved
hi s hand, indicating their surroundings. "Wat?" Y

“Day. Light."

"Ni ght Light," he said, pairing the opposites.

"No. N ght. Day. Dark. Light. Night-Dark. Day-Light."

After a nonment they got it straight. This was Day, and the tine of sleeping was Night.

He indicated the dolls. "Day. No. N ght. Yes."

She nodded again. "You. Me. Night." There was no doubt of her interest.

Now he needed to convey the concept of his honme reality. That m ght be inpossible. "You.
Me. Things. Here." He gestured, trying to show t hensel ves and their surroundings. "Day. Night.
Day. Night. There." He tried to indicate sone -- thing far away.

Col ene said sonething, seem ng to understand. He hoped that was the case. "Here." He
touched the two dolls. He noved the armof the male to touch the fenale's head sec -- tion. "Yes."
Then her chest region. "Maybe." Finally her leg. "No." After that he put them cl ose together
wi t hout noti on.

Col ene nodded. "Us. Last night."

Us. Evidently the two of them "Yes." Then he nmade the faraway gesture. "There." He noved
the dolls to another place. Then he repeated the action between them But this tine the male doll
did not sleep. Instead it became nore active, covering the fenale.

She still seened to understand, but was not concerned. "You. Me. Here," she said firmy.
"No. There."

Cl ear enough. She understood that in his Mdde, she could not expect to be |eft alone at
night. But in her Mdde, the | ocal custons prevail ed.

DAYS passed. Each night Col ene canme to share her warnth with him though she brought
anot her bl anket that sufficed against the cold. He held her and did no nore, though his strength
was returning and he did desire her. She was

young, he rem nded hinsel f, probably not nore than five years into nubility, but enticing.

They continued to talk, and he | earned enough of her lan -- guage so that in due course
they could cover nore sophisti -- cated topics. Now he could tell her where he had conme from and
what his m ssion had been -- and what had happened. Their dial ogue was extended and fraught with
m sunderstand -- ings and missing terns, but in essence it was this:

"So you cane all the way here fromyour fantasy world to narry me?" she asked. "Only you
got nugged and | ost your ticket hone?"

"This is too sinple," he protested. "I came here to dis -- cover whether you were right to
marry. But this is uncertain. Now it does not nmatter, since | can not return."”
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"And am | ?"

She cut so quickly to her aspects that he often had to pause to follow them "Are you
right to marry? I amnot sure, but |I am hopeful."”

"What woul d make you sure?"

"That is conplicated to tell. But there is no need, since | will die here."

"Way will you die?"

"Because | can not endure without magic. | have no way here to support nyself, and soon
you will tire of bringing me food. Already | feel the depletion of ny separation fromny reality.
When it becones too great, | will seek as easy a death as | can nanage."

"You hurt, and you will die?"

"Yes. | amnot |like you. But | thank you for the great confort you have given ne."

She | ooked at himintently. "You are not joking, are you?"

"The King of Laughter does not joke." This was hardly a precise translation of his role in
his own Mode, but it was what she best related to.

"If you were going back, would you take me with you?"

“I'f I could return, | would want to do that. But only if |I knew that it was right, and
that you wished to. Marriage to Hiahtar is no easy nmatter.'

"Even though | amonly fourteen?"

Darius was startled. "I thought you were ol der! Unless our years differ."

"I don't think they do. Everything you have told ne sug -- gests that your world is the
same as mne, except for the way

you |live. So does it matter?"

“In ny reality it does not. Every person does what

he chooses, if he can do it well enough. If you truly un -- derstood the requirenents of
the marriage, it would be
honor ed. "

"Li ke having sex with you?"

"No, nmarriage is not necessary for that. It is a nore im-- portant commitnent."”
"Because of the nergence of life forces?"

"Yes." She shook her head. "You know | don't believe you."

"Yes. | think you would believe only if you could be in ny reality. Wat you have done for
me has been nost gen -- erous, since you can gain nothing in return.”

"Do you really live in a castle with many servants, and do

magi ¢?"

"My servants usually do the magic for ne. My ability is
joy, not conjuring."

"Tell me again what you do." "Colene, | will not be doing it any nore, because -- "

"Tell me!" He did not understand her intensity. "I bring joy to the

mul titudes. | make them | augh."

"Then you are a conedi an.”

"No. | do not tell funny stories or do funny things. | infuse joy directly, so that they

can laugh at what nerits

it."

"That's what | don't understand! How can you -- | nean,

that's not the way it works!"

"How does it work here?"

"Each person's pleasure and pain cone frominside him I|f he sees or hears sonething
funny, he laughs and feels good. |If he sees something bad, he is unhappy. If sonething hurts his
body, he feels pain, but the painis fromhis nervous system not the other thing. If he loves or
hates, the enotion is all in hinself. He can't receive it like an electric current

from anyone el se."

"Physically that is true for us too. But enotionally we can

transfer it. It is ny post to transfer joy to others."

"But if you can do that, that doesn't nean you lose it yourself!’

"Indeed it does! It is ny enotional substance being shared.”

"But then you would be mserable after maki ng one person happy."

"No. | have a special qualification for the post. | can mag -- nify ny joy as | transfer,
meki ng a thousand peopl e happy, while | suffer only a little depletion. Mst people can ex --
change only on an even basis, as you say, but sone can nmul -- tiply, and | can nultiply better

than any other. That is why I am Cyng."
"Then what's your probl en?"
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"There are many thousands who need joy. So many that | can not serve themall w thout

eventual Iy being depleted. But | can not stop, because then everyone woul d becone un -- happy. ''
"What does a wife have to do with it?"
"My wife shares her joy with ne. | can then share it with others, nmultiplied. Wre she

abl e to share on an even basis, that would double nmy ability to serve. But nornmally wonen are
found who can nultiply sonewhat thenselves, so that | may receive what two or three others m ght
provi de. That can enable nme to carry on for a year or nore, before we are both depleted."

"What happens t hen?"

"I nmust divorce her before she dies, so that she can re -- cover. Then | nust marry
another, so that | can continue ny work."

"How coul d you do that to one you | oved?"

Darius spread his hands. "I can not. That is why | elected to search in other realities."
"So you could find nme, and take ne back, and deplete nme, and cast ne aside after a year?"
"Ch, no, Colene! | amlooking for a woman who can multiply the way | do, so that | can

| ove her and never cast her aside. There are none in ny reality."

"And you think I mght be one |like that?"

"I hope you are. The Chip oriented on wonen who might be like that. But the Chip is
fallible. It may be that it is a msreading."

"How can you tell?" "There is no sure way except to bring you back with

me.

"And if | amnot right?"

"Then | could not marry you. You would be provided for

| could nmake you one of ny servants."

"One of your servants!”

"The Chip can not focus on precisely the sane reality twice. You could not return to your
own realm But you could have a good life with me. Just not as nmy wife."

"Thanks a lot!"

She was evidently angry. "I do not understand."”

"That's for sure!" She lurched to her feet and charged out

of the shed.

But |ater she returned, with nore food. "I amsorry | blew up at you, Darius," she said.
"I know your culture is way different fromm ne, and you didn't think you were insulting

me."

"That is true. | amsorry | insulted you. Please tell nme in what nmanner | did that, so
that | can avoid doing it

again."

"Wth us, awife is different froma servant. A wife you love; a servant you maybe don't
care nuch about. If you see ne as a potential servant -- "

Darius was stricken. "No! It is this way in ny land too! It is that at least |I could be
with you, if | couldn't marry

you."

She stepped close to him "How do you really feel about

me, Darius?"

"It is ny hope that you are suitable, and that you will be

willing to -- "

"Forget suitability! Wat about we?" "I can't forget suitability, because marriage to ne
woul d

kill you if --"

"But you can't go back, so that doesn't matter! Al there

is, is you and ne. So how do you feel ?"

That made hi m pause. She was right; he could not go back. Al he could do was remnain here
until he died. "I can not marry you here either, because -- "

"Nobody asked you to!" she flared. "WII| you answer the

guestion!"

He | ooked at her with an altered appreciation. He had been so girt about by the problens
of his isolation and his depen -- dence on her for food and information that he had not all owed
hinself to think of her as a feeling creature.

She was snall, the top of her head reaching just above his shoul der. Her hair was brown,

with slight curving, just touching her shoul ders. Her face, franed by it, was rounded, except for
a slightly pointed chin. Her eyes were large and round and brown. She wore a dress, perhaps in
deference to his problemwith the blue jeans, and she never sat in that particular position when
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wearing it. But now she was standing, nicely proportioned, small of chin, breast, waist, and hip
but well bal anced and extrenely fem nine.

But appearance was only one aspect of a person. Col ene had shown great patience, teaching
hi m her | anguage, and good judgnent in the food and cl ot hing she had brought for him and had been
responsi bl e about things like enptying the privy pot. She had wanted hi m kept out of sight, and
though it nade hima virtual prisoner here, he felt she was correct in her judgnent about this.
She had nmade it as com-- fortable for himas was feasible. Her personality was nice;

she | aughed often, and was direct in her dealings with him She was generous, going to the
troubl e and disconfort of sharing her warnmth with himat night despite the risk of discovery.

Yet still he could not answer, for there was nore than all of this in the question
Feelings were bidirectional things, and if hers were not there, his could not be either. There was
one nore thing he had to know.

“"May | handl e you?" he inquired.

"You want to have sex with ne?" Now she was guarded.

"I must give that a qualified answer. | do find you desir -- able, but that is not ny
intent at the nonent."

"You nmay handle ne," she said, understanding that this was not a casual thing. He had to
do this in order to deter -- nine the answer to her question. How he felt about her de -- pended
in considerable part how she felt about him

He put his arnms around her back, drawing her in close. Her body yielded to him and she
lifted her face. He knew that magic did not work here, but perhaps just a bit of his

pecul i ar power could be invoked. His power to relate to the enotions of others: to receive
and return their joy. Perhaps, with the cl osest and nost evocative contact, he

coul d know.

He kissed her: just a touching of his lips to hers.

CHAPTER 3 -- KEY

SHE knew it had not been long externally, but internally it was as if she had stepped
across realities, or Mddes as Darius put it. Then she was sobbi ng agai nst his shoulder, and it
wasn't di sappoi ntnent but relief: now she knew how he really felt about her -- and he knew how she
felt about him She had not really believed in electricity between people, or in instant know ng.
Not until now.

Soon enough she pulled herself together. She had | earned to nake quick recoveries. She
drew hi m down, and they sat side by side, |eaning against the back wall of the shed, her right
fingers interlaced with his left fingers.

"So it's love," she said matter-of-factly. She had to tackle it this way, as if it were
sonet hi ng she had observed fromafar, that didn't concern her, because that was the only way she
could handle it at the nmonment. "W have to talk."

"We have tal ked," he said.

"Not this way. You can't marry me here, because |I'mun -- derage and you'll die soon
anyway. But you can -- "

"No. Your |ove suffices."

She | aughed. She did that often with him and now she knew why. "I wouldn't tell, Darius.
I''m good at keeping secrets, honest. You've been a real gentleman, and | like that a lot. But
that's not it. You can tell nme exactly howto get to your reality."

"But even if | could return, and take you there, there would

be no certainty -- "

"I know. If we went there, and you couldn't marry me, |'d be your servant. The fornms don't
matter. Now | know how you feel. | want to go with you, Darius. Just tell ne

how. "'

He seemed surprised. He thought this kind of discussion was useless. He night be right,
but she had a notion. "I must have the key. That, in nmy hand, becones the signal. Then Pwer wll
revert nme to ny reality, together with what | hold."’

"So if you are holding ne, I"'mthere too."

"Yes."

"How do you activate the key? Is there a button on it?"

"No. My mind does it. | touch it to my forehead and nmake

ny desire.”

"You make a wish!" sheexclai med. "That makes sense!"
"Yes. No one else can activate it. It is attuned to ne. It anplifies ny wish to return
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and that signal crosses the re -- alities, and the Chip responds. | need it, and it needs ne.
Separate, we both are useless.™

She squeezed his fingers reassuringly. "So if you could recover that key -- "

"l could return. But it's lost."

"But if I found it for you -- "

Hs fingers stiffened against hers. "If you could do

that -- "

"I can't promise, Darius, but I'll try."

"You give nme hope! If | had that key, | would take you with nme."

"That's the idea, you know. "

His face turned to her. "But you don't believe."

"I believe you |ove."

"That is enough, | think." They |eaned together and kissed. Again she felt the magic
tingle of passion, intimacy, and cormitnent. All that she | acked in her own poor life she had
found in Darius. She knew.

She spent the afternoon stocking supplies. She had sone noney of her own, and she used it
to buy groceries at the only store within wal king di stance that was open on Sunday. She piled them
into the shed. "These are canned goods, "

she explained. "You open themw th this can opener. They may not taste good col d, but
they'Il feed you."

"But why are you doing this?" he asked

She faced himseriously. "This is Sunday. Tonorrow | go back to school. | think I know how
to find your key. But getting it may be tricky. If | don't cone back, | don't want you to starve.
Stay here as long as you can, and when you can't, well, you'll just have to go out. But I'll try

to get back here okay. This is just in case."

"Just in case what?" he denmanded, al arned.

She shook her head. "Darius, it's been beautiful here with you. You have made ne believe
i n human decency again. But out there's the real world. It's not all that nice. Please don't ask
me to tell you any nore."

“I'f I ask, you will tell?"

"Yes. But please don't."

"Then | ask you only to be careful."

"Thank you." She kissed him She |liked doing that. Not only did it make her feel good, it
made her feel good about it. He was a good nman, and he wel comed her kisses, and he asked no nore
than that. It was love fulfilled. For now. Until she had the chance to prove her love, in a way he
m ght not understand if he knew.

MONDAY, school day, Col ene headed out to the bus with her books. Her attendance the past
two weeks had been spotty; she had pleaded illness, then sneaked out to be with Darius. But she
had done her homework, because she didn't want to bring any unnecessary suspicion on herself. She
had done it with Darius, teaching himwords and expl aining things as she went along, and it had
actual |y been pl easant.

The t hing about Darius was this: he mght be crazy, or he might be lying, nmaking up a
story about a magic |land so he wouldn't have to say where he really was from But she liked his
story, and the neticulous detail of it, and she liked him with his archaic ways and respect for
her body. It was fun having a man to herself. Since she had found him she had not sliced her
wrists. Her skin was healing over; she could probably take off her wist waps now, and the scars
woul d not be fresh enough to attract attention.

In fact, all the tinme she had known him she had been very

like a normal girl. She had |aughed, nmeaning it, liking his confusions, liking his
conmpany, liking him Wen at |ast he had ki ssed her, she had becone a normal wonan. A woman in
| ove.

Love. At first she had held it at arms length, uncertain what to do with this weird
enotion. Was it real, or just sonme -- thing she inmagi ned? She had heard that girls her age only
t hought they could love, and were actually in love with the idea of |ove. Maybe that was true for
some. Maybe for nost. But not for her. What she felt swept all other considerations aside. It was
like a magic fire, burning away all her prior supports, naking ashes of other interests. Now there
was only Darius. Everything she did was with his welfare in nmind. Even what she woul d do today.

"Tell Biff I want to deal,"” she said to a boy she knew had a connection
He was startled. "You?"
“"Not his way. But if he has what | want, |'ll deal."

She went to classes, and she shone. That extra homework tinme was paying off. Normally she
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ski nped on school work, and was bright enough to get by with high grades anyway;

now she was prepared with research done for the joy of doing it with Darius, who was
unfailingly interested in all the things of her world. Wat had been dull becanme interesting with
him and by the tine she got it all explained to him she knew it better than she had thought
possi bl e. But her perfornmance was incidental; it was only to reassure everyone that Bright Little
Col ene had everything to live for, and nothing on her mnd except classwork.

At lunch she was about to sit down with her tray when she saw a young man of about
ei ghteen standing in the doorway to the rear exit. That was Biff. He was theoretically a student,
but sonmehow he never attended cl asses. Students carefully ignored hi munless they wanted sonething
illegal. Then they dealt, making what deals they could. If the school admnis -- tration knew
about it, it pretended ignorance, knowi ng that Biff could quickly be replaced by sonething worse.

She set her tray on a table, picked up the half-pint carton of mlk, opened it, and wal ked
to that door. Biff faded back out of sight. She cane to stand between the doorway and the

| arge trash container, drinking her nmlk. She faced back to -- ward the main chanber

"Yeah?" It was Biff's voice fromthe other side of the doorway.

"I want sonething."

"What ?"

“"I't's a sort of gray netal button, like a slug, only thicker and brighter. It was on a bum
who got rolled two weeks ago. He wore funny clothes. He gave sonme punks the finger, and they
pounded him"

"What's it to you?"

"It's a menento. | heard it's a luck charm"

"l don't mess with luck charns."”

"I want it bad. This one, no other."

" How bad?"

“I"1l game for it."

He | aughed, harshly. "You want it, you bring noney."

"I have no noney. Make another offer.”

"Stand out where | can see you."

She finished her nmilk, dunped the balled carton into the container, and stepped into the
center of the doorway. She was wearing a light white sweater and black skirt, both too tight. She
i nhal ed, turning. She hated this part, but it was all she had to bargain with. Biff could get
girls, but they were either his type, which was no novelty, or under duress, which was no fun
VWhat he wanted was a hi gh-class young one who woul d pretend she liked it. Col ene had acted high-
class for years, and she knew how to pretend.

"Ckay. One week."

Now she | aughed. "I'ma clean girl! One night."

"You ain't clean! Four guys had you."

"Not lately. 1'll put four guys in jail, they cone near nme again. | never ate or sniffed
I"mclean.™

"But you drank." , "Never again!"

"No jail, if you deal. None of that." He meant no charges agai nst him

"None of that," she agreed. "Two nights."

"You don't want it bad enough.”

"You don't even have it." Then, signaling the approach of soneone dunping a tray in the
trash, "Pause."

When the person noved on, she said, "Resune." Part of the deal, when anyone talked with
Biff, was to keep it quiet.

“I can get it." Her heart |eaped. "You know of it? It has to be only that

one."

"They couldn't fence a slug. No value. | can get it. To -- norrow. "

"I said |'d garme, | win, what | want. You wi n, what you

want . "

"That slug agai nst one week, smling." Not only would

she have to do anything he wanted, short of drugs -- there were reasons to keep a clean
girl clean -- she would have to take his side if they were caught, swearing she was his girl --
friend and that there had been no coercion. She gagged at the notion, but had to accept. There was
a screwball honor in this sort of dealing, enforced by those who had no con -- science, just
busi ness sense.

"Yes."

"What gane?"
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"Il decide."

"Before my friends."

"Before your friends. But | deal only with you."

"Pot sure! Tonorrow, after school. Cone to ny car."

"Only if you have what | want."

“I'"1l have it." She wal ked away. The prelininary deal had been struck

He woul d bring the key and she would bring her body. The outcorme of the gane was
uncertain, but if she had to, she would gane again for the key after paying off the first gane.
The inmportant thing was that he knew what it was and woul d

get it. Darius could have it back

This was the part Darius mght not understand. He had odd notions about honor and
chastity. If she had to give her body to a lout like Biff to win back the key -- well, she had a
pl oy she hoped woul d avoid that.

IN the afternoon she was in a daze. She went through classes nechanically. She would get
the key -- but would that really solve anything? For she sinply did not believe in that alternate
universe of his. If she gave himthe key, what could he do except prove that it didn't work? Then
his fantasy woul d

be exposed, and a major part of his appeal for her would be dimnished. As |ong as he
| acked that key, he was the King of Laughter froman alien reality. Wth it, he nmight be only a
del uded refugee from sone nental hospital

Wy was she risking so much, for such likely disappoint -- ment?

Maybe she had been fooling herself. She remai nded as suicidal as ever. She had nerely
found a new way to flirt with death. Because if she lost the gane, and Biff had his way with her
for a week, she might as well die. Maybe the key was just a pretext. Maybe her |ove for Darius was
just a pretext.

No!
The teacher paused. "A problem Col ene?”
Her pain had shown on her face. "I"'mbetter. Mss Gum-- nman, honest! Maybe | ate too

fast."

The teacher let it pass. Col ene suppressed her thoughts and paid better attention in
class. It was a fair deal

But on the way hone that question resumed. She hardly responded to Julie's chatter. Was

she naking a nistake? Was she about to torpedo her drean? For even if the illusion didn't end for
Darius, it would for her.

Back honme, she hurried to the shed. "Oh, Colene, | amso glad to see you!" Darius
excl ai med, enbracing her. "I feared | would not."

"I have made a deal to recover your key," she said. "To -- norrow. "

He stared at her. "You really can recover it?"

"The punks who nugged you couldn't fence it. They thought it was just a fancy slug. | can
get it."

"You can buy it?" He had had trouble with the concept of npbney, but understood it
reasonably well now.

"l asked you not to ask."

He was silent. She kissed him and it was good.

But that night she broached the matter herself. She had di scovered that an aspect of |ove
was an extrene reluctance to deceive the object of that |ove. That was awkward, but there was

nothing for it but to play it through. "Darius, there are two ways to do this. | amgoing to
ganble, and if I win, | will have the key for you. If |I lose, | will have to be away

fromyou for a week, at night, anyway. | -- you said you desire

me. | think maybe tonight -- "

"No. | want to marry you, unsullied according to your

code. "

"But | -- " She could not continue. How could she tell him

she nmight be bound for a week of disgusting sex with a crim-- inal |out, pretending she
liked it, when she had told Darius no? He thought she was pure. "All the sane, | think -- "

"No." If she won the ganme, and got the key wi thout having to

pay, and he used it and it didn't work, then the dream would be gone and it would be
foolish to have sex with him If she | ost, she would have no pretense of being the kind of girl he

want ed. Now was the only tine.

"Darius, | told you no before, but now !l tell you yes.

Pl ease -- "
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“"No. | will not have you sully yourself by your code for

me. | will marry you in honor."

She had never expected this. It wasn't that she was eager for sex; that was far fromthe
case. It was fraught with lia -- bilities the sex-ed teachers hardly inmagined. But if she had it

with anyone, she wanted it to be him |f she had to have it with soneone el se, she wanted it first
with Darius. But he, with his inconplete understanding of the situation, would not hear of it. If
she told himthe full truth, he would probably

forbid her to recover the key that way.

They were, in their fashion, having a lovers' quarrel. It was not nearly as delightful as
she had thought such a thing
woul d be.

She thought of trying to seduce him of sleeping naked

with him But she realized that this would only denean her in his eyes, and she didn't
want that.

How she wi shed she could believe in his reality!

TUESDAY after school, nodestly garbed, she sought Biff's car in the parking |ot. Students
she knew were runners stood casually here and there, making sure there were no authorities. That
protected her as well as him because both wanted to deal in private. "You have it?"

He lifted a gray disk that exactly fitted the description Da -- rius had given. "My | see
it?"

He handed it to her. She turned it over. There, in tiny etching, was the coding Darius had
descri bed. She had not told anyone of this. It was genuine.

She handed it back. "This is it."

“In," he said. "Down."

She wal ked around the car and got in. She ducked down so that she was not visible from
outside. He drove cautiously out, and around the bl ock, checking for pursuit. Satisfied there was
none, he drove to his club house across town.

"Up," he said, and she sat normally in the front seat. "How conme a clean chick |ike you
wants a damm slug so much?"'

She was prepared. "There's a man. He said | could have what | wanted if | got it for him
He doesn't really want it;

he just thought | couldn't get it. So I'mgetting it."

Biff did not seemto believe her, but was satisfied that she did want it. Few people in
his business cared to give their real reasons.

They arrived at the club house. They entered. Inside were four nen. She had expected
di sreput abl e types, but these were clean-cut. They were also older, in their thirties and forties.
No juvenile thugs, these; they were the real thing.

"Before we deal ," Biff said. "This never happened. No one was here."

"Yes. You too. No one talks. You win, no one knows how | paid. Not |ike those four
rapists.”

Bi ff nodded. "No one talks. It's private." There was, as she had reflected before, a
certain honor in such transactions. No one wanted the police to get wind of either drug opera --
tions or juvenile sex. The police wouldn't get rid of either, they would only conplicate things
for all parties.

"And no wel shing," she said. "I win, you give ne the slug and take nme back near where
live. No rape."”
Biff smled. "If you win to the satisfaction of nmy friends, no problem | settle ny

deal s."
"You win, you have ne snmling for a week," she said, naking sure they were agreed. "N ghts
only; I can't skip

nore school. No drugs, no bondage, no hurting. No mark -- ing."
"Kid, | like you," Biff said. "Agreed. Now, what's your
ganme?"

Col ene nerved hersel f. Then she began renoving her

clothes. "You, ne, naked. Endurance. The one who fills

nmost cups without falling wins.”

Biff smled. "Naked endurance? Chick, | know you ain't

t hi nki ng what 1'mthinking!"

"For sure," she agreed, renoving her shoes and socks. "Naked to prove there's no cheating.
No hi dden tubes or things. W stand separate. Each has a bucket, or whatever. Several cups, maybe.
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No one touches either of us. W get no
hel p. "
"W got buckets,"” Biff said. He gestured, and one of the
nen left the room returning in a nonent with two plastic
buckets. He set one before each of them

Col ene continued to strip. She had her shirt off, and re -- noved her bra. She was doing
sonet hi ng she had dreanmed of: a strip tease before strange nen who were honor-bound not to touch
her or to tell. She could see that all of them were now fascinated, and not just because of her

i ncreasi ng nudity;

they wondered just what she was up to.

"l can do that," Biff said. He renpved his own shirt. Col ene started on her |ower half,
pul i ng down her skirt.

"Kni ves. Good ones. Sharp and cl ean."

"I got a blade,"” Biff said. A handle appeared in his hand, and fromit suddenly snapped a
wi cked narrow four-inch blade. It was obvious that he knew how to use it.

"l need one too," Colene said. She turned to one of the

spectators. "May | borrow yours?"

The man was surely a killer, but he | ooked startled. Then he reached into his jacket and
brought out an ol d-fashi oned barber's shaving knife. He unfolded it. The blade was a good inch
|l onger than Biff's, but it wasn't the same kind of weapon. It was a slicer, not a stabber. The
kind used to slit throats. She felt a chill, now realizing that nature of his business. He was an
enforcer, a contract nman. He extended it to her, hold -- ing it by the bl ade.

Col ene sm | ed nost sweetly, though there was a | ayer of

the ice of fear coating her heart. "Thank you, sir," she said, taking the handle. "I wll
return it to you soon."

Now they were twi ce as curious as before. "Kid, | got to tell you, if you figure to knife-
fight Biff -- " the owner of the razor started.

"Not exactly," Col ene said. Holding the razor carefully so as not to cut herself, she
tucked her fingers into her panties and slid them down. Now she was all the way naked, and the
eyes of all five men were | ocked onto her body. What a fan -- tasy she was playing out, for real
She turned in place, all the way around, so that they could see everything. She was really pleased
that they liked it; this did wonders for her self -- esteem in its macabre fashion

Biff had meanwhile stripped to his jock, but here he hesi -- tated. She knew why: her

little show was giving himan erection, and he didn't want to bare it unless sex really was part
of the gane.

"You can wear that," she told him "lI'msatisfied there's nothing in there."

Biff scowl ed, but one of the nmen chuckl ed.

"All right, what's your game?" Biff demanded.

Then she dropped her bonbshell. "Just this: who can bl eed the npst before falling. You
know, |ike a knockout, count to ten, you're out. The one |left standing wi ns."

"Bl eed?" Biff asked, disnmayed.

“I"Il cut my arm you cut yours. W bleed into our buck -- ets. The nen nmeasure the bl ood.
If I faint at two pints and you're still standing, and you' ve bled two and a half pints, you win."

"That's no game!" Biff protested.

"It's nmy game," she said evenly. "It's as good a gane as knife-fighting, only we bl eed
ourselves. Isn't it fair?" She | ooked at the other nen.

They | ooked at each other. Then the one who had | ent her the razor shrugged. "It's fair

Biff," he said. "W knew she wasn't coming here to play posies. She said endurance. She didn't say
what ki nd."

Bi ff swall owed. He was now in the position of put up or shut up. "Ckay. You start."

He t hought she was bluffing. He didn't know she was sui -- cidal. "G adly." She extended
her | eft arm over her bucket,

lifted the razor, and nade one fast pass across her forearm No bluffing here!

The edge was, by no coincidence, razor sharp. It cut nuch deeper than she had expected,
al nost painless in the first seconds. Blood welled out imediately, flowed across her arm and
dripped into the bucket. There was so nuch of it that it threatened to spill onto the floor. She
had to | ower her hand, so that the bl ood fl owed down and off her fingers. Now the pain was com ng
but it really wasn't bad. It was nmasked by excitenent. She had done it! Wth aplonb, even. She had
never cut herself like this before! Wiat a sight it was!

She | ooked up. Biff was standing there, staring. So were

the ot hers.
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"What's the matter?" she inquired sweetly. "Never seen bl ood before?"

This time two of them chuckl ed.

She addressed Biff. "You're a |lot bigger than | am" she said. "You nust have tw ce as
much bl ood in you as | have in nme. You can beat ne easy, if you care to."

"She's right," the razor man said.

Still Biff stood, not noving.

"But you have to play the gane," Colene said. "It's not fair to let ne bleed nmyself out if
you don't even start."

The nen nodded. "Do it. Biff," one said.

"But what good's a bled-out chick to ne?" Biff de -- nmanded sonewhat plaintively. "M
weakened, and her un -- conscious -- "

“"There's no tinme limt on the payoff," Colene said. "I thought you'd want it right away,
but you can take a rain check. Make it six nonths fromnow 1'll be there. You know where | live."
She | ooked down again at the blood dripping fromher hand, so bright and beautiful. She felt
di zzy, and knew it wasn't fromthe blood loss; it was exhilaration

Still Biff hesitated.

"Biff, she's got you," the razor man said. "Cut or yield."

Bi ff considered a nmonent nore. At last he smiled. "Okay, kid, you beat ne. You win."

"Thank you," she said. But she didn't nove

"Here's your slug,"” he said, handing it to her. She took it wi th her knife-hand,
careful ly.

"Thank you," she repeated. She had the victory, if she

didn't |ose her nerve now and do sonething nonunentally stupid. So she did nothing. That
seened saf est.

Biff took his clothes and wal ked fromthe room One of the other nmen fetched sone bandage
material. Trust themto have such supplies; they probably had to doctor their own bullet wounds.
"You won, kid; we won't touch you. But you gotta let us help you before you bleed to death."
"Thank you," she said a third tinme, snmling. They did a conpetent job of closing and bandagi ng her
wound, and hel ped her get dressed. Not one tried to handle her body even "accidentally," but they

seenmed to like hand -- ing her the panties, bra, and skirt. It was as if each wanted to have a

personal part in what had turned out to be a nost unusual gane. "I1'll take you hone, if that's

okay with you," the razor nman said. "I don't think Biff feels like it." "Just remenber, no -- "
"Kid, you won. No one touches you. Not now, not ever. Not until you say so. W're -- you

know what we are. But you got our respect. Just keep your nmouth shut, and it's done."

"Thank you," she said once again. "You nmay take ne hone." She conpl eted her dressing,
donni ng her shoes.

The razor man extended his elbow Startled by this bit of chivalry, Colene put her hand on
it, and wal ked with himout of the building.

He drove her home. "Kid, you're as gutsy as |'ve ever seen,"” he said. "If you're ever in
bad trouble, ask for Slick. W'll nmake a deal .”
"Thank you." It seenmed to be the only thing she was able to say now. She was riding on a

high |ike none before. She had played her scene flaw essly, every part of it, and it had worked
exactly as she had hoped. What a dream cone true! It wasn't just that she had won the key, it was
that she had made one of her weird fantasies cone true, and gotten away with it. She had |iked

stripping before those tough nen, hav -- ing them adnire her body. Rape she did not like at all
but this had been showranshi p. See, no touch. There was all the difference in the world.
He drew to a stop a block fromher hone. "You can walk fromhere. I'll watch, then go."

"Thank you." She slid out. "You got a nice little body," he said as she closed the

door. "Dam nice. Keep it clean, kid. Don't mess with our

kind if you don't have to."

"Thank you," she said yet again, experiencing another thrill of pleasure. Then she wal ked
away, knowi ng he was watching that body in notion. H's nane was Slick, as in slick-as-a-razor. She
woul d renenber.

THINGS were nornal at honme: Dad was out and Mom was drunk. Col ene fixed herself a generous
meal and bundled it up and took it out to the shed. If she was spending nore tine there now than
she used to, nobody noticed. As long as she kept her grades up and stayed out of trouble, nobody
cared. There had been a tine when that bothered her.

She knocked, then entered. Darius had been snoozing;

there really wasn't nuch for himto do, as he had not nmade nmuch progress |earning to read
her books.

She brought out the key and held it up
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He seenmed al nost afraid to touch it. But when he turned it over and saw the coding, he
knew.

"Colene, | didn't think you could do it!" he said, hugging her. "But you have! You have
recovered the key! W can go

to ny reality!"

Now she was descending from her euphoria. She had not actually |ost that much bl ood, but
she had taken a phenom-- enal risk, and knewit. It had been her luck that Biff had been
squeamn sh about letting his own blood, and that his crimnal friends had had a sense of honor
about a gane played by their rules. In the letting of her own bl ood she had shown guts, not quite
literally, and they had respected that. She knew that sonme killers had very conservative famly
lives and were kind to children. But sone were otherw se. She had ganbled that not only could she
beat Biff, but that his friends would side with her. She had won, but she wouldn't care to try it
agai n.

Now she faced another ganble: that Darius wasn't crazy or a con-man. Because either that
key would work or it wouldn't. And she knew it wouldn't. Wiich neant that the | ovely bubble would
burst, and things would be back as they

had been before.

She set down her bundle of food. "I think we'd better talk," she said. She spread out the
maki ngs, and they began to eat.

"Yes, of course." H's actual speech was nuch more lim-- ited, but she Iiked to think of
it as educated and courtly, and her fancy filled in the nuances. "I realize that it is a daunting
decision, to |l eave your famly and your entire Mde, wthout any guarantee that -- "

"'*Snot that, Darius. | want to go. | |love what you have described. | have nothing nmuch to
hold ne here. And if you can't marry nme, but all the rest is real, well, I'Il be your |over
i nstead. You've been up-front about that aspect. But there's a problem™

“You don't believe nme," he said.

"I wish | could! But I just don't."

"When | take you there, you will believe. | will take you there now, if you wish. Wth the
key -- "

"Here's the thing: suppose you take that key, and hold it to your head, and nake your w sh
-- and not hi ng happens? What then?"

"Colene, it will work. The sane Chip that sent me here will bring nme back. But as | said,
you do not need to believe, because this is not a matter of faith. | will take you there, and then
we shal | discover whether you can nultiply your joy, and -- oh, I want so nuch to marry you!"

"You have faith, but |I don't, and these things don't nec -- essarily work unless you
believe in them"

He smiled. "If it doesn't work, | will be anazed!"

"I'f it doesn't work," she said doggedly, "you will be crazy." There: she had said it.
He gl anced nore intently at her. "You believe | amnot sane?"

How she hated this. "Darius, | think | love you, but I"'ma realist. | think you are
del uded. | think you have a dreamthat's a wonderful thing, and you've spent years perfecting it,
but sonmehow you got out of the institution and I found you, and nowit's ny dreamtoo, but | know
that's all it is. Wen you try to use that key, the dreamw |l be over. Because |I'mnot crazy, and

I"mnot going to be. So what do we do, after you try that thing and nothi ng happens?"
"You do not wish to try it, and discover the truth of it directly?"

"Di scovering the truth directly can be a whole lot of trou -- ble,"” she said, pushing down
menories that were trying to
rise, like bodies buried in muck. "I'd rather know what |'m

getting into first."

"What woul d persuade you to try it?"

"I'f there were some way it could be believed. | nean, | don't believe in ghosts either
but if one cane in here and said 'Boo!' to ne, I'd sure check it out and maybe change nmy m nd.
Sane thing for a flying saucer, a UFO" Here it took sonme tine for her to get the concept across,
and they finally settled on Ship Containing Alien Creatures. "But if one | anded besi de ny house,
I'd consider it. Can you show

me anything to make nme believe you?"

"I fear | can not. But perhaps | can clarify the rationale.” "How about this: if you try
it, and it works, we're both there and we see about getting married or whatever. If you try it and
it doesn't work, you turn yourself in for nental

treatnent.”

He | aughed. "If they provide food and shelter, | wll not
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mnd if they think | amdeluded! If | can not return, ny life

will not be long in any event."

"Because if they cure you, I'll still marry you," she said. And there was another crazy
thing she was doing! Seriously talking of nmarriage to a nan she believed to be crazy! But crazy or
not, he was a lot better for her than death.

"Let me clarify the rationale," he said. "Because then | can use the key, and it will be
done. There are an infinite nunber of Mdes, in which different people live and different
fundamental |aws obtain. The Chips enable us to establish contact with the others. In mne, magic -

"Li ke computer chips," she said.

"You know of the Chips?"

"Achipis a sort of section of a conputer that enables it to do what it does," she said.
"To address a lot of nenory, for exanple. The fancier the chip, the nore sophisticated the
computer. Take the 86 series, for exanple.”

"There are eighty-six of these 'computers' ?"

She | aughed. "No, silly, that's what they're called! The 8086, 80286, 80386, and so on
There was an 80186 but | think it was the sane as the 8086. Anyway, they may seemsinilar, but the
anount of RAM they can nmanage is -- "

"Ran? A mal e sheep?"

She | aughed so hard she let herself fall over backwards,

whi ch was fun. She tended to be happy when she was with him which was an exhil arating

experience. Then she remem -- bered that she wasn't in her blue jeans now, she didn't want to
freak himout. Not right at this nmonent anyway; better to save it for when she needed it. He had
endearingly quaint notions of propriety. She drew herself up and forced herself into sobriety.
"No, RAM stands for random access nenory. Menory you can change about, any which way you want. So
you can do a lot with it. But that's irrelevant. The point is that when you said you had chips to
make contact with other realities, well, | thought of the way our conputer chips make contact with
a lot of nenory, anmong other things. It's just an anal ogy.'

"Perhaps," he said seriously. "But it sounds so much |like an aspect of what | was
di scussing that | think | had better leamnore of it. Exactly what is a conputer, and how does the
chip relate to it? The chip is an integral part?"

"You really don't know?"

"I really don't know, Colene, and it may be inportant.”

"Ckay. W use conputers in school for homework papers and math problens and things. Ch, we
still use books, but the conputers nake it easier. W can set up our problens and push a few
buttons, and it's nuch faster. W can wite papers on the screen, and edit them and print them
out when they're all done."

"Where do you get these devices?"

"W make them There are conpanies in California and Japan and all over. \Were do you get
your chi ps?"

"They are ancient relics apparently deriving fromsonme other Mdde. W do not know their
origin, only their power, and we understand only a little of that."

"Cee -- mysterious ancient otherworld science! | like it!"
"You |like everything. You are wonderful."
She felt a warmthrill. Wen she was with him that was the way she felt. If she could be

with himforever, would she becone normal? It was an intriguing notion.

But there was business to handle. She had to go into sone detail about exactly what
probl ens and papers were, and how they were done with computers. Then they got down to the
essence:

"So the 186 chip addressed one nmegabyte RAM " she

said. "One million bytes. Maybe 165,000 words if you used up all the space in witing a
novel : one pretty solid book. But the software only addressed about two thirds of that, six hun --
dred and forty kil obytes. Then the 286 chi p addressed si xteen negabytes RAM but the software was

still limted to six forty K So what was the point? They had to devel op a new operating systemto
catch up with the hardware. The way | see it, the 186 was like a line: it did a lot, but was sort
of limted. The 286 was |ike a square, adding a whole dinmen -- sion to conputing. Then the 386 was

like a cube, because it addressed four thousand nmegabytes RAM and coul d do stuff the other chips
only dreaned of. So it's the 86 series, with the nunbers telling how nmany di nensi ons: one, two, or
three. And then four, for the 486, and so on. But each one is based on just that key chip."

"Di nensions," Darius said. "How nany points does it take to establish a di nension?

"Huh? W were tal king about conputers!" "W were tal king about an anal ogy. Chi ps,
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conmputers, and dinmensions. In nmy reality, when we deal with a line, it requires two points to
establish the orientation of that line. Is it the sane here?"

"Ch, sure. You can neasure a line with two points, mark -- ing it off."
"And three points for a plane? Defining it in space?" "You nean like balancing a tray on
three fingers? Sure." "And four points for a three-dinensional object." "Sure, I'mwith you

Length, width, thickness, and time, 'cause if it doesn't exist for sone tine, it's not there at
all. What's your point?"
"Five points for a four-dinensional Mde," he continued. "To fit it in space and tinme. The

Cyng of Pwer nentioned that. The infinite nunmber of Mddes are each fixed in their own places, like
pl anes in a cube, and one of these is mne and another is yours."
"Ch, you nmean like -- like mca. That rock you can just peel apart?"

"Mca," he agreed, after she had clarified the nature of the stone for him "Each |ayer
infinitely thin, but a universe to those who are of it. The Chip enabled nme to cross verti --
cally, fromny layer to yours. Because it addresses many

nmegabytes. But ny finding you was essentially random be -- cause there are only a few
paranmeters we could specify, and infinity to choose from"

"Cee, | wonder if it could set up a Virtual Mde?" she said nusingly.

"What is that?"

"Wll, | told you how each new chi p addressed a whole | ot nmore nenory. But that's not the
hal f of it. The 386 can extend that way beyond by making it seemthat there's a | ot nore nmenory.
There's not, really, but you can use it sane as if it's real. Fake nmenory, | call it."

"Pretend nenory? But surely that would be a fantasy!"”

"No. Like when you have the disk drive, and it's too small for what you want to do, but
you have a whole |ot of nmenory, so you nake up a virtual drive out of nenory, and it acts just
like a real disk. Or the other way around, naking mem-- ory out of extra storage on your hard
di sk. When you turn off the conmputer, it's gone, but as long as you're running it, it works.
Virtual menmory is real, it just isn't quite what it seems. The 386 can make your nenory act |ike
sixty-four mllion negabytes, which is alot. And it can set up a Virtual Mde too."

"Tell me of nodes."

Col ene had been privately convinced that he was crazy, but he now seened nore |ike an
i gnorant but smart person. Like soneone who was from another reality. She began to doubt, and to
beli eve, as she talked. "I don't renenber all the conputer nodes; it's been a while since |I had
that class. | think there's Native Mde, that's sort of whatever the 386 chip would do if left to
itself. Then there's Real Mbde, used to run the regular AT software; it's limted, just sort of
chok -- ing down the chip's potential to nake it seemlike a sinpler one."

"Li ke one slice of mica," he said.

"Yes. And Protected Mdde, used for the Operating System Two nulti-tasking. That's like a
t hr ee-di mensi onal chunk of mica. And Virtual Mde, that will take the chip as far as it will go;
it can be set up any which way, and however it's set up, it acts just as if it's real."

"Wth that we could institute a reality that included you

with your science, and me with ny magic, yet we would be together, neither giving up
anyt hing. "

"So it wouldn't have to be one or the other!" she agreed. "I'd like that, Darius! Then |
could just walk across to you, and if | couldn't marry you, |'d just walk back to here."

"Areality that consisted of a slanting place across the block of mica, permanently
linking us,” he agreed. "Unfor -- tunately that is not what brought nme here. | ama nmere in --

truder into your reality, with no permanence. Wien | take you with ne, you will be an intruder
into nmy reality."

She shrugged. "So | guess there's no way you can show ne your reality, without ny actually
going there and not being able to return.” A journey into madness?

"I see | have not convinced you."

"Right. That conputer analogy is nice, but I never fooled nyself that | can step into the
picture on the screen. My reality is a lot uglier."

"Ugly? But you are beautiful and cheerful!"

She sighed. "Sonething you better know about me, Da -- rius, before you marry nme. |'m not
happy. |'m suicidal."

He was astoni shed. "You seek to destroy yourself? | can not believe -- "

"Believe it!" She began unw nding the bandage on her arm "I slice ny wists and watch the
bl ood. Sonmeday |'Il get up the courage to go all the way, and then I'Il be free." She showed the
i nner paddi ng, soaked in blood. "See this? This is how | got your key back for you. | chall enged

the punk who had it to a bleeding contest. He thought | was bluffing, but | wasn't. Freaked him
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out. So |l won. If | had lost, |I'd either be dead or as good as dead, paying off mnmy bet."
"You are depressed!" he exclained, horrified.
"You bet! | think the only tine |I've been happy this year is when |'ve been with you. So

guess |'mcrazy too. It's been fun dreaming of being in your world with its nagic, and | oving you
and | guess | do love you, but | don't believe you. It's my msfortune to be too firmy grounded
inreality, and | don't nean your kind."

"Ch, Colene, this is terrible!" he cried.

" \le?ll
"Because it nmeans | can't marry you."
"Well, if you get treatment and get cured -- "

"Not so. If | take you to ny reality, where joy can be transferred, you would have no joy
to give me. You have the opposite. That nmakes it inpossible."

"You' re changi ng your m nd?" she asked. Her feelings were horribly mxed. She wanted to
| ove himand have him |l ove her, but she knew that marriage between them had al -- ways been an
i npossi bl e dream Now that he had his key, and his fantasy woul d soon be dashed, it was tinme to
end it. But now she wi shed this sweet interlude could have been forever!

"Colene, | love you, and | want nothing nore than to bring you hone and marry you! But
that woul d destroy us both! | was willing to take you as long as there was a rea -- sonabl e chance
of it being right, but now | know there is not. | blinded ny nind to one of the namjor

possibilities for your availability, and that was nmy folly. My nission has failed. The ki ndest
thing I can do for you is to | eave you behind."

So he knew the key wouldn't work, and was calling it off. That did nake sense. It also
meant he didn't have to nake the deal, and go to a nental hospital when he failed to go where he
t hought he was going. He was defaulting, just as Biff had. Getting set up to walk out of her life
when his bubble of illusion was popped.

She felt the tears starting down her cheeks. "I guess you're right. | guess you'd better
use your key now. You know where | am if you ever change your nind." For now she did not have to
di sparage the fantasy; she could et himdepart in his own way. It hurt terribly, but it was for
t he best.

"I'f there were any way --

"I'f there were any way," she agreed.

He cane to her and kissed her, and it was excruciatingly sweet. It was |like an old novie,
with themparting at the train station, know ng they night never see each other again. Maybe that
anal ogy wasn't so far off.

"I can't even |l eave you anything, to repay you for your great kindness to ne," he said.
"I't has been for nothing."
"For nothing," she agreed. "But | really liked being with you, Darius. I'msorry | can't

believe in you. If | did, 1'd go with you, even if you had to marry someone el se."

"I would not care to do that to you." He lifted the key to his forehead. "Farewell,
Col ene. "

"Goodbye, Darius." He closed his eyes, seenming to concentrate.

Then he di sappear ed.

Col ene blinked her tears out of the way. She stepped for -- ward and swept her hand
t hrough the space where he had stood. There was not hing except the faint smell of him he had not
been able to wash up well here.

The door was closed. He had not wal ked out. He had just -- gone. Exactly as he had said he
woul d.

Now she knew t hat she shoul d have believed. She should have gone with himto his magic
reality. Her disbelief had cost her everything.

CHAPTER 4 -- VI RTUAL MODE

DARI US | ooked around him The famliar |andscape of his hone reality was newmy unfanili ar,
after his acclimation to the alternate reality. He gazed at it with a new appreciation

He stood on a dais, the one addressed by the Chip. One hop distant -- or about twenty
feet, in Colene's system-- was the larger dais of the Cyng of Pwer. Between was the serrate
wi | derness: a |l and surface so jagged that it was not possible to walk on it. Only by pounding a
tenporary path through the crystals could it be nade passable by foot, and that was pointless,
because in days the crystals would regenerate, and their new, snaller spikes would be sharper than
the old ones had been. Also, who would want to danage such prettiness? The original crystals were
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all the natural colors and sone generated ones, shifting iridescently in the changing |ight of the
sun.

He gl anced up. There were good cloud formations, pink above green and yellow. A heavy
purple cloud was slowy descending, and below it the trees on their comobn dais were extending
their black | eaves, ready to draw nourishment. The light of the sun was refracting through a
colorless cloud, its beans re-radiating out to be intercepted by the other clouds, each of which
took its color fromthe color of the light it received.

It was good to be hone!

A figure appeared on the main dais. The nan spied Darius. He made a gesture, and a bridge
appear ed, spanning the rag -- ged gap between them

Dari us stepped onto the bridge, and felt his weight dimn -- ishing. It was what Col ene
woul d have called a virtual bridge:

it acted like a real one, but it was nock. He was able to use it because his wei ght was
bei ng reduced al nbost to nothing. Pwer had sinply invoked a miniature bridge with a figurine, and
was marching the latter across the forner. Darius had allowed himto rmake the figurine because it
was essential to the process of traveling to another reality. Oherw se, the magi ¢ would not have
had effect.

He conpleted his crossing and stood before the Cyng of Pwer. "You return alone," the nan

sai d.

"I found her," Darius said. "I love her. But | msjudged her. She was depressive."

Pwer was startled. "How could you nmake an error |ike that?"

"There is no transfer in her reality. | judged by appear -- ances, not direct nental
contact, and she |aughed nmuch. But it was because she |iked nme. Her contacts with me were Iim--
ited, and her joy was limited to her time with ne. Her un -- derlying nature was suicidal."

“Your power did not work there?"

"Not at all. | thought it did when | kissed her and felt [ove, and she felt |love, but it
seens we were each generating our own in the conpany of the other. | was entirely depen -- dent on

verbal |anguage. Miuch of ny tine was spent learning it, so that we could comunicate. It was in
that period of close association that we cane to | ove each other.'

“You shoul d have brought her."

"l could not marry her! It would have killed her."

"And what will she do, al one?"

That made Darius pause. "She -- she could kill herself."

"Coul d? You fool! She surely will!"

"W can't know that! Maybe her experience with ne will change her outl ook, and she wll
becone | ess suicidal."

"Unlikely, since she is slated to die anyway."

"What ?"

"Don't you renenber? Only those who are destined to

have little effect on their realities can be renoved fromthem That is why the Chip
oriented on her."

"I know. Yet in her case, it seened to ne -- " Darius shook his head. "I blinded nyself."

"The Chip was set to orient only on those whose inpact is mininmal. Sonme nmay have nore
i mpact by dying than by living. But in nost cases, an early death best accounts for it. This may

usual Iy be by accident or disease, but it is evident that your young wonman w |l soon kil
hersel f."

"I left her there, to do what she would, alone!" Darius cried, stricken. "I lost track
entirely. |I forgot the larger pic -- ture."”

"Whereas here she could have been with you, and at |east died happy."

"But she did not believe. She fetched ne the key, but thought it was ny fantasy. She did
not want to commit to one she thought crazy."

"She surely believes now. "

"Surely now," Darius agreed, crushed. "I should have insisted -- but when | knew | could
not marry her -- "

"Cyngs of Hiahtar do not remain functional indefinitely. You m ght have nmarried her when
you gave up the post."

"I was a fool," Darius said.

"WIl you now settle to the normal course?"

Dari us thought of marrying a woman he did not love, in -- stead of Colene. "I can not."
"Or try the Chip again?"

He t hought of searching for another wonan of a suitable nature to love and marry. "I can
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not."
"Then it appears we have a problem"”
"There nust be another way!" Darius exclainmed. "I nmust go to her again! She would comne
with ne, now that she believes."

"There is a way. But it is fraught with conplication and danger."

Darius grasped at it. "Wat way?"

"Before, we set up the sinplest connection between real -- ities, as it were aline. It is
possible to set up a nore com-- plicated connection, if nore than one point is established, as it
were a plane. The line could be flung out and recalled only once, but the plane would be nore
durable."

"A Virtual Mode!" Darius breathed.

"A what ?"

"A tenporary Mde that crosses other Mdes, |like a block of nmica sliced crosswi se. It
woul d be possible to walk fromone part to another, fromthis Mdyde to her Mode."

"I had not pictured k that way, but it is true. However you picture it, it nay be the way
to do what you desire. However, the conplications -- "

Darius was abruptly certain. "Describe them"

"Because it would entail sone tine away fromthis Mdde, you can not go wi thout finding
anot her Cyng of H ahtar to serve in your stead, at |east tenporarily. One as conpetent as you."

"There is none!"

"Not anong those who have not yet served.”

Now Darius understood his reference. "A retired H ahtar? But none of them would serve
agai n!"

"Not unl ess the inducement were considerable."

"What possi bl e i nducenent could there be? They have wealth and power and respect already;
t hey need not hing. None would wish to suffer the agonies of depletion and wi fe discarding again."

"You might inquire.”

"And if | can get one to serve, you will set up the Virtual Mode?"

"After this warning: no person who has gone this route has returned. W do not know
whet her each has found what he sought and been satisfied, or has died. W know not hi ng, except
that we shall wait with no expectation for your re -- turn."

That was why another Hi ahtar had to serve in his stead.

DARI US was at the nmoment poorly acclimated to his native Mde, having been so | ong unable
to do any magic, but he did not wait. He did not know how | ong Col ene woul d |inger before letting
the rest of her blood drain away.

He wal ked into the forest and found several twi gs and bits of vine. He bound these
together into a crude man-figure. Then he pulled out five hairs fromhis head and tucked theminto
the two legs, two arms, and one head of the figurine.

Now he had nade an icon of hinself. It was crude, but it should do.

He touched his tongue to it, anointing it with his saliva. Nowit was twi ce tuned to him
to his solid and his liquid. Al it required was his air.

He breathed on it. "You are the icon of the Cyng of Hah -- tar,"” he nurmured, activating
it and tuning it in. Then he set it on the ground and nmarked a circle around it. He al so marked
several irregular shapes, and a wavy line. "You are here, anong these trees, and near this river."
He marked a square a short distance away, with several points beside it. "The Castle of Hi ahtar is
there, beside the nountains.” Then he junped the figure fromthe circle to the edge of the square.

The worl d around hi mw enched. He caught his bal ance, alnost falling. Yes, he was cl unsy
after the layoff! But he was here before his castle, having conjured hinself here by the use of
synpathetic magic. It was good to be able to travel nornally again!

He lifted the icon to his nmouth. "You are inert," he breathed onit. It wouldn't do to
carry an active personal icon around with him its feedback fromhis notions interfering with his
activities! He put it in his pocket -- and realized that he was not in his normal attire, but in
the odd clothing of Colene's Mdde. It was a good thing he had deci ded to cone hone before visiting
the former Hiahtars!

A maid spied himand shrieked. "A strange man-forml" she cried.

"No, a familiar one, in strange attire," he called. "You know ne, Ellal"

She shrieked again. "It's the Cyng!" She ran out to cone to him her breasts bobbing, and
flung herself into his arns. "Did you find a w fe?"

"Not exactly."

"Ch, too bad! Then you must settle for nme in your bed a while | onger."

"That is no chore," he said, patting her shapely derriere.
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Indeed, it was late, and he needed to rest. He would have to wait until tonorrow to visit
the retired Cyngs.

THAT night, after celebrating his return with a mnor feast, he cane to his bed. Ella was
there, noving over so he

coul d have the spot she had warned for him She had al ways been thoughtful in such little
ways, and often forgetful in big ways. She was cheerful, buxom and pretty, but not phenom --
enally smart, and she had not the slightest ability to multiply joy. Therefore she would never be
other than a servant and in due course a servant's wife. She could be very pleasant as

a nocturnal compani on.

But tonight he found hinself unnoved. "Please, do not

expect nore of ne than sleep," he said.

"You are annoyed with me?" she asked, hurt.

"No, Ella, merely indisposed."

"Why?" This was not a proper question, but part of her

del i ght was her social naivete.

"I have another woman on ny nind."

"Who?" "The one | wished to marry. But | could not."

"“Ch. Wy not ?"

"Because she is depressive."

"But you could have her in bed as a servant, same as ne."

"Sonehow | forgot that. | wanted to marry her."

"Well, you could, if you weren''t Cyng."

It was a foolish statenent, readily dism ssed. But sonehow it struck hone. If he were not
Cyng of Hiahtar.

But he could not just step down. He was the only one who could serve the post with the
necessary expertise. Except for the former Cyngs, who would not resune the post any |onger than
absol utely necessary. If he could step down, without having conpleted his term he would be no
better than a servant hinself, and Col ene mi ght not have liked that. No, the only way was to
conplete his termand retire; then he could have the blessing of narriage for |ove and per nanence.

But if he could use the Virtual Mdde to find Col ene, and bring her back, and keep her here
in servant status until he retired, then he could marry her, and their |ove woul d never have been
sacrificed. Colene had said she would be willing to endure something of the kind; he just hadn't
quite listened. It was feasible. He just had to get her back. "Thank you, Ella," he said, and
ki ssed her. "0ooo," she exclainmed, thrilled to have pleased him She clasped himto her, and
didn't mnd that all he did was fal

asl eep.

IN the norning he used one of his established icons to travel to the castle of the Cyng of
H ahtar who had preceded him This was Kublai, a huge red-bearded man. The nan's dais was
extremely high, so that the trees on it could feed fromthe higher l|evel, before other plants

depleted the nu -- trients. As a result, the trees were inpressive, their trunks brilliant green
and their foliage extensive.

Darius stood at the edge of the dais, in the region reserved for visitors. "I am Darius,"
he said, "Cyng of H ahtar, cone for a dealing."” Again he renenbered Col ene, who had spo -- ken of

dealing for the Mdde key. She had done so nuch for him considering her unbelief, and he had done
not hing for her

Kubl ai appeared. "Wl conme, Darius! Conme into my house!"

Wth that invitation, Darius stepped out of the visitors' area and wal ked the path to the
castle. Had he tried to do it uninvited, he would have i nvoked the dais defenses, which could be
of any nature. He would not have attenpted to breach courtesy even if prepared for the defenses; a
man's castle was his hone.

Kubl ai 's young and pretty w fe served them condensed cloudfruit while they tal ked. Her
nane was Koren. She was evidently happy; there had been no depletion of her joy. That was the
delight of retirement. Gazing at her, Darius knew his nission here was |ost; Kublai would not give
up his love -- marriage to resune the post.

"News has spread of your concern,” Kublai said. "Not widely, but |I believe | know how you
feel ."

"Surely you do!" Darius agreed. "I have divorced ny second wife, and she was a good wonan,
and loyal. | could have | oved her, but never dared."

"I divorced ten," Kublai said. "Each one was painful. Some | did love. But it was a great
relief when you cane of age and displaced nme."
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"I did not truly appreciate the onus, until | sawny first wife depleted," Darius said.
"We had known it would hap -- pen fromthe start, and there was no blane, no rancor. But her joy
was gone, and | think even now she can not take pleasure in the good |life she has as a retired
wife."

"She will recover her joy in tine," Kublai said. "She may renarry a nornal nman, and have
of fspring. Several of mne

did."

"But the flower of her youth will be gone in depression.”

"It is an unkind price," Kublai agreed.

"I think this is hopeless, but | nust ask," Darius said. "I can not allow any person to
take my place who can not per -- formas well as | would. Only former Cyngs of Hi ahtar can

do that."

"Tell me of the need that brings you to this pass." Darius described his visit to the
other Mdde, and his en -- counter with Colene. "I hoped she would be a multiplier,"” he said. "The
Chip was tuned to such. But she was depres -- sive. She would have nmultiplied a negative bal ance.”

"But you |l ove her," Kublai said.

“I love her. | thought it was just ny expectation, and woul d fade when | realized that |

was m staken about her. But | hadn't realized that she was doonmed to die. Here, at |east, perhaps
she could live. If not, at least we could try for sonme happi ness before it happened. Pwer says he
can institute a Virtual Mdde that will enable ne to seek her. Perhaps | can bring her here, and if
it is suicide she contenpl ates, she may postpone it while we | ove. But -- "

"But you need a substitute for the post."

"That is the case. So | cone to inquire whether there is anything I can offer you that
woul d incline you to do this for nme, and | fear there is not."

Kubl ai nodded. "I amin a position to know exactly how nmuch you are asking of ne. Not only
would I have to resune the burden of Hiahtar, | would have to divorce ny lovely |ove-w fe Koren
and marry another for other than love. That is not a thing | would do lightly."

"You would risk rmuch, while |I would have no guarantee of acconplishing ny mssion."

"You woul d have no guarantee of surviving yourself!" Ku -- blai said. "I well mght be
stuck with a full term until sone other prospect matured. That m ght be a decade!"

"And even if | succeed, and find her, and bring her back here safely, | will not be able
to marry her -- unless there is soneone el se to assunme the post," Darius said. "So | can

not even prom se that your |oss would be ny gain; probably I would gain [ ess than you
| ost, even with full success.”

"You are candid."

"l am desperate. | made a terrible mstake. | will do what -- ever | nust to aneliorate it
to the extent | can. |Is there a price that will tempt you?"

Kubl ai was silent. He gazed at Koren. She had of course overheard their conversation, and
now stood with tears flow -- ing down her cheeks.

Suddenly Darius understood the significance of those tears. There was a price!

"There is a price," Kublai agreed gravely.

"Tell nme." He did not want to evince unseemy eagerness, but that was what he felt. At the
same tine he felt guilty, seeing the dawning msery of Kublai's wife. This was the classic Hiahtar
trade-off: joy for many at the expense of a few But in this case it was joy for one at the
expense of one:

not a suitable ratio.

Kubl ai gl anced at Koren. "Come here, ny love; this is not the disaster you envision; | am
not about to cast you aside. This is sonmething it is best that you al so know. "'

She went to himand cast herself into his arms, burying her face in his shoulder. He
| ooked at Darius over her shoul -- der, holding her, stroking her lustrous black hair as he
t al ked.

"When | was young, | encountered a wonan. She called herself Prima. | was attracted to her
not for her beauty or personality, for she was not renarkable in these respects, but for her
ability to multiply. Her power was on a par with nmy own -- "

"Wth yours?" Darius asked, startled. "But no woman -- "

Kubl ai smiled. "In general, wonen are not as capable as nen in this respect, so that while
a man may nultiply by a factor of a thousand, a woman nay do it by a factor of three. But there is
no absolute limtation. It nmay be that wonen woul d be as capable as nmen, were this encouraged in
our culture. Certainly Prima was in this respect. She was fiercely independent and assertive,
whi ch of course did not endear her to others. She wanted to be the Cyng of Hiahtar, but of course
this was not allowed. When | appeared, she asked ne why | shoul d assune the post sinply because |
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was nal e, my

talent being no greater than hers. | had not before considered the matter, but | was
persuaded by her, and agreed that it was not right. Indeed, | canme to | ove her, and she |oved ne,
for we were one in our ability.

"W went to the council of Cyngs and asked that she be allowed to assunme the post.
agreed to marry her and sup -- port her in that post, for nmy talent feeding into hers would make
us the nost effective and enduring Hiahtar our Mdde has known. But they would not allow a woman to
be dom -- nant.

"Then we asked whether we coul d assunme the post as co -- equals, taking turns being the
| ead, one supporting the other. But they would not allowthis either. They would allow only nmy own
assunption of the post. | could narry her, but she would be only ny w fe, supporting nme. She woul d

never be Cyng herself.

“"Neither of us was willing to do that, at this point. W discussed the natter at |ength,
and finally she decided to explore the realns of the Chips. So the Cyng of Pwer set up what you
have ternmed a Virtual Mdde, and she went there to seek sone suitable situation. Perhaps there was
a realmin which wonen were equal to nen, and she could assunme the post there without quarrel, and
they woul d appreci ate what she was able to do for them

"So Prima departed, and | became Hi ahtar. W agreed that if she did not find her

situation, and returned, she would marry ne and accept secondary status. | hoped privately that
this would be the case, for |I could ask no better support than hers. But she had to do it of her
own will." Kublai paused.

"And she never returned,” Darius said.

"She never returned," Kublai agreed. "I married ten wives in succession, depleting each
and retired when you ap -- peared. Now | have love, and it is sweet." He patted Keren's shoul der.
"But al ways | have wondered what becane of Prina. Did she find her situation, or did she die, or
is she still searching? My curiosity has become overwhel ming. But | lack the incentive to explore

the alternate realms myself, now that | have a good life here. So | would ask two things of you:
first, that you seek Prima, or news of her, so that | may finally know the truth. If you should
find her, and she is ready to return, bring her back. If you did that, | would be

happy to naintain the post indefinitely, for with her support it would represent no
burden."

“"I'f you enabled ne to search for my Iove, and bring her back, | would be glad to search
al so for yours, and bring her back too," Darius said. "Once | know the way, any who are with ne
can cone al ong."

"But you will cast nme aside!" Kublai's wi fe protested, her voice buried in his shoul der

"No, ny love," he said reassuringly. "I would have to divorce you and keep you as ny | ove-
conpani on, but that would be little other than a matter of legality. You would remain ny |ove, as
you are now. What | felt for Prinma has faded in twenty years, and certainly she is no | onger
young, and never was she winsonme. It would be a business relation -- ship, based on ny respect for
her talent, and the enornous power that talent would provide ne. You would renmain nmy | ove, and you
woul d not be depleted.”

“I still would rather be your wife," she said.
"The chances are that Darius will return w thout her," Kublai said. "Then he will resune
the post, and I will re -- marry you. | think this is a fair ganble.”

"But you mentioned two things you would ask of me," Darius said. The second was likely to
be the crusher.

"The second is both |arger and perhaps easier," Kublai said. "I have devel oped a curiosity
not only about Prima's situation, but about the alternate realns thenselves. | w sh to know the
nature of ultimate reality. | would ask you to explore these alternate real ms, seeking to

understand them and to fornulate and test an explanation for the way things are. W made the
Chips and left them here? Who nmade it possible for Mbdes to be crossed? Wiy? | would Iike, before
| die, to have that explanation."

"But nmy mnd nay not be good enough to conpass such know edge," Darius protested. "I
hardly understand the one other Mdde | have seen, and | did not understand the nature of the young
wonman | cane to |love there."

"Yet you would make the effort, and tell nme all you leam It might be considerable, and
certainly it would be far nore than | know now -- discovered at no risk to ne."

"But no one has returned!" Darius pointed out. "I may be unable to honor any part of such
an agreenent."

"That is why | ask for two favors: the news on Prinma, and the nature of the Mdes. |f |
win, I win all that | have wanted to know. If | lose, | am Cyng until another suitable prospect
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appears. | amexperienced; it is not the worst of fates. In fact, | find nyself bored with
retirement. Ch, not with you, ny dear," he added quickly as his wife lifted her head. "You are ny
perpetual delight! But the rest of it -- there is only so much ease and |luxury a nan can tol erate.
I think I amready to resune useful activity -- and keep nmy love with nme."

She settled back, nollified.

“I can only agree," Darius said. "If you will take ny place, | will seek what you wi sh."

In this manner it was agreed. Darius and Kublai had nerged their hopes, and it would be
done.

IT took tine to set up the Virtual Mdde and to arrange for the tenmporary resunption of the
post by Kublai. Darius had to do a tour, for the need was growi ng. The public had to be served.

But he lacked a wife. He did not want to narry for just one tour, but it would not be w se
to deplete hinself inmme -- diately before enbarking on the treacherous journey that was the
Virtual Mde. What was he to do?

Kubl ai came up with the answer. "Borrow Koren."

"What ?"

"My wife Koren. She has it in her pretty head that she wants to remain narried to ne, even
as | resune the post. This is foolish."

"Of course it is! But -- "

"I need to persuade her to step down, and to allow ne to narry a worman suitable for that
office. But I do not wish to hurt or offend her. However, if she went with you on the tour, she
woul d quickly leamthe cost, and | think that would be nore persuasive than anything | could
say. "'

"Surely it would!" Darius agreed. "But the intinmacy of the borrowing -- "

“I would rather have you do it, than do it to her nyself. | prefer to convince her wthout
instituting that barrier between us."

"But she is you,r wife!" Darius said, at a |oss.

"Who has never felt nmy power. Let her feel yours. By the tinme the tour is done, she wll
have had enough. ™

The nman did know what he was suggesting. Reluctantly Darius agreed.

So it was that Koren cane to his castle as ad-hoc wife. She nade it quite plain that there
was no private aspect to the relationship. She was here because Kublai had asked her to be, and
she was certain that her mind woul d be changed not one iota by this experience. She expected to
prove herself to her husband.

"I understand your reticence,” Darius said. "I will honor your privacy in all things, but
when the tine of nmultiplication cones, | shall have to enbrace you closely and publicly. You wll
find it a unique experience."

“I doubt it," she said coldly. "If you touch me anywhere else, | will slap you."

Yes, she did not understand. She would |l eama great deal in the next day.

Sexual energy was part of what enabled multiplication, and it was customary for the Cyng
toindulge init with his wife the night before a tour. This was out of the question with Koren
but he did need to do it with soneone. If only Colene had returned with hinm If only he had
understood all of what was at stake, and had insisted that she cone here!

So that night he used a device that he feared would shane himif he thought about it: he
cl osed his eyes and visualized Ella as Col ene. Then he was nost passionate with her. She was quite
pl eased.

IN the norning they set out on the tour. Darius, Koren, a conedian, a props nman, and the
castle's regular conjurer stepped onto a |large disk, and the conjurer lifted a small disk
containing a hair fromeach of themand activated it. They noved upward as the niniature disk did,
floating fromthe castle court until they were high above the dais. Then the conjurer noved the
little disk south toward the nodel of a castle, and the big disk zooned in that direction

It was routine, but Darius' awareness of the other Mde remai ned, and he continued to
appreci ate how novel this would seemto Col ene. She had told himthat her people had huge flying
machi nes, but she didn't believe in magic, so this

flying disk woul d surprise her. Al so, the | andscape bel ow was beautiful. The rugged
crevices of the land formed patterns of ridges, their crystals scintillating, so that it was
possible to see circles, triangles, squares, pentagons, and hexagons form ng and dissipating as
they noved across. Some crystals sent up beanms of reflected |light that formed three-di nensiona
figures, the green beans intersecting the red beans and yel -- |ow beans, the whol e being bathed
by diffused light fromother crystals. It mght be inpossible to wal k across such terrain, but it
was | ovely to float across.

The sky, too, was a continuing pleasure. They floated around, above and bel ow the col ored
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cl ouds, swerving as necessary, and these too were beautiful. Sone had patterns on their surfaces,
projected fromthe crystals, and the patterns changed as the perspective did. Yes, Colene would
Il ove this, and he would do his best to bring her here and showit to her. If only he had thought
it properly through before, and brought her with himdespite her nature and her doubt!

Then they cane into sight of a village dais, nuch larger than those for the castles or
solitary trees. Here there were thousands of villagers, and around it were the | esser plat --
forms where gardens flourished. At such enclaves the fun -- danental supplies of the real mwere
grown and made. A potato, for exanple, did not just appear when conjured; it was grown and saved,
and so was ready for conjuration at need. The children of Cyngs sonetinmes believed that food cane
i nto exi stence when summoned, but the children of peasants well understood the | abors of
producti on.

At locations like these the aninals were also raised: cows to produce milk, chickens to
produce eggs, and so on. There were grazing daises, and sections where the crystals of the nether
terrain were |l ess prom nent, so that vegetation could grow and creatures could forage. But people
had to watch over these aninmals, and keep them safe from predators. There were also artisans of
many types: woodworkers, netalwork -- ers, stoneworkers, clothworkers, and on. Al |aboring pa --
tiently for their sustenance. No, nothing was free; at every stage there had to be the hands of
dedi cated men and wonen. Wthout such workers, the fine society of manki nd woul d not be possible

These were the fol k who needed joy, for their lives did not

provi de great anounts of it naturally. Each Cyng was granted a good life, but each Cyng
repaid it with the unique service which was the specialty of his post. Thus the society was
interactive, but the lives of Cyngs were better than nost.

Their disk |landed. |mrediately, the group stepped off and proceeded to the setting up
Soon there was a little stage, and the villagers were seated around it in concentric circular
rows. The whol e village assenbl ed; every nenber of it was eager for joy.

The conedi an took a prop and went into his act. He pranced, he twirled, he made grotesque
faces. The vill agers watched passively. They were not much entertained. This was exactly according
to expectation; had they reacted positively, it would have been an indication that their need was
not suf -- ficient to warrant this presentation

Then Darius stepped to the center of the stage. There was a hush of expectation. He turned
and gestured to Koren.

The wonman cane up on the stage. No one introduced her;

the villagers were allowed to assune that she was his wife. The wives of Cyngs of Hiahtar
changed often, so her newness here did not excite suspicion. She was young, she was beautiful, and
she came when called: that was evi dence enough

Koren cane to stand i mediately before Darius. She was in a glossy black dress that
mat ched her hair, so that it was hard to tell where one left off and the other began. The upper
portion flared so as to conceal the shape of her bosom and the nether portion spread out
simlarly to hide her legs, in the decorous manner, but it was not possible to conpletely mask her
beauty.

Darius enbraced her. He drew her in very close, so that the full length of her body was
tight against his own. She was stiff, not liking this, thinking that he was being too fanmliar
She averted her face, and kept her arms imobile at her sides. But only with close contact could
he exert his power effi -- ciently; the effect dininished with distance, causing needl ess waste.

Then he drew fromher. Her vitality came into his body, neasure by neasure in its
nmeasur el ess fashion, strengthening himwhile depleting her. It was not a large transfer, but it
was significant.

She stood w thout noving, evidently uncertain what she

was experiencing. Then she tried to struggle, but her deter -- mination was weak, being
the first thing tapped. Her head snapped around; her eyes cane to stare into his with the wonder
and horror of a captive animal. She would have felt better giving a quantity of the bl ood of her
body. She sank into herself, her vitality waning. She was hel pless. Left to her own devices at
this monment, she would soon |ie down and die, having no further joy of life. She was depl et ed.

Darius let her go, and turned. He was flush with Keren's joy, taken fromher. Then he fed
it out to the multitude. It magnified enornously as it extended from himand bathed every seated
peasant. Every man, woman, and child received al nost as nuch joy as Koren had | ost.

Koren herself received a simlar amunt, for she was now anbng the recipients. But her joy
was | ess than it had been, by that small margin, for the multiplying was like the |evel of water:
it might spread to many, but woul d never exceed the level of its source. She had | ost nost of her
joy, and had nost of that |oss restored, but that remaining | evel was lower. Only tinme would nake
up that small |oss, and she woul d | ose nore before she could get that tine.
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The conedi an stepped out again, capering, and now t he peasants |aughed. Their joy had been
lifted to a height not recently experienced. Now they were well satisfied with their lot, and
ready to enjoy the festivities.

Darius waved to them and they cheered himlustily. Then he took Koren by the hand and |ed
her to the traveling disk. She came w thout resistance, shaken by her recent experi -- ence. Her
| evel of joy was now the same as that of the peas -- ants, but to her it seemed i nadequate. She
had known better;

they had not. She had al so suffered the shock of sudden de -- pletion, as they had not;
their depletion was gradual, as they went about their dull business. She had perspective.

The party gathered on the disk, and the conjurer lifted it, using his small icon-disk. The
power for this cane fromthe Cyng of Pwer, who drew it fromthe Mddes and sent it out to be used
as needed. The nagic was used only to control it;

the power itself was physical, like the things grown and nmade by the peasants.

They floated to the next village, where they repeated the process. This tinme Koren was not
stiff but was afraid when

he enbraced her, and famliarity did not seemto nake her nore confortable with the
process. She | ooked | ess beautiful than before, even when nost of her joy had been restored.
Sonet hi ng new and awful had been introduced to her expe -- rience. She was comi ng to understand
why her husband be -- lieved that | ove and marriage were inconpatible, with a Cyng of Hiahtar

They served ten villages on this tour, catching up on those that nost needed joy. In a few
days there would be another tour, to other villages. The process was continuous, for by the time
every village had been served, the first village needed to be served again. The break Darius had
taken had allowed many villages to get behind, and a faster schedul e woul d be necessary to restore
t hem

At |ast they floated honme. Now Darius spoke to Koren. "This is what your husband seeks to
spare you. You have |ost only about a tenth of your joy this day, but before you can recover that,
there will be another tour, and another. In two years, perhaps less, you will be depleted to the
extent that it is no longer safe to draw fromyou, and you will have to be set aside for a fresher
wonman. O course | hope to return long before that tine, and resune the post. But your |ove wll
be better if you becone his |ove-servant instead, for that pe -- riod."

She stared back at himwi th hopel ess hate. Yes, now she understood. How nmuch better for
her to hate Darius than to hate her husband!

Hi s thoughts turned to Col ene. She, too, did not under -- stand. She thought |ove could
conquer all. She had been angry when he saw the inpossibility of marrying her. Had the transfer of
j oy been possible in her Mdde, he could have denonstrated; then she woul d have known. As Koren now
knew.

THE Chip was ready. It would institute the Virtual Mde. "Now you nust understand the
devi ousness of this process," the Cyng of Pwer said. "It seens that we are send -- ing out severa
lines of force, and that those lines will anchor in several other Mdes, and fix in place the
Virtual Modde. One anchor is here, and another should be at the site of the girl you encountered --
but only if she catches onto it. If she

does not, sone other person may do so, fixing the Mdde, but your girl will not be in that
Mode. "

"Col ene may not be there?" Darius asked, appall ed.

"W can send the line past her, but we can not make her take it. You can judge better than
| how likely she is to take it."

"She has to take it!" But there was a troubling doubt there.

"And if she does take it, that anchors only two points. Three nore are required, because --

"Because it takes five points to fix a four-dinensional Mde," Darius said.

"Ah, | see you understand! But we have no control at all over those remaining three. They
can be anywhere, and the Virtual Mdde may be strange indeed."”

"At least they will all be human.™”

Pwer frowned. "Not necessarily. | have nmade the setting sapience rather than humanity.
Humanity can include any -- thing fromour level to conplete prinitives. Wth sapi ence, at |east
there will in all cases be minds to which you can relate. W hope they will be human."

Darius hoped so too! "I amready," he said. He had a new pack of supplies, and this tinme

he had sonething he had not thought to take before: a weapon. It was a prinmtive sword, which did
not require any spell for its effect. It had a sharp point and a sharp edge. He was not proficient
inits use, but was satisfied that it would be effective against either aninals or unarned
attackers, such as the young nen who had at -- tacked hi mw thout provocation in Col ene's Mde. He
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al so had prinmitive tools for cutting wood, breaking stone, or mak -- ing fire. In fact, he had the
little box of "matches" Col ene had given him One thing he had | earned: not to depend on nmagic in
that realm

"I hope to return soon," he said. "But if | do not, | thank you for enabling nme to nmke
this quest."

"This tinme | can not bring you back by orienting on a signal key," Pwer remninded him
grimy. "You nust return by yourself. If you do not return soon, you will gradually |ose contact,
until finally you will be unable. Do not |eave any of your things behind; only you can carry them
across the boundaries of the Mddes. The Virtual Mdde will remain anchored until you conme here and
touch the anchor place and

will it to let go. The Mdde exists on its own; we are nerely catching an aspect of it and
fixing it in place for a tine."

"Fix it now," Darius said, stepping into the marked circle. Pwer was full of cautions, but
not all of what he said was believable.

The Cyng of Pwer nodded. He lifted his hand, invoking the necessary spell

Sonet hi ng changed.

CHAPTER 5 -- SEQ RO

COLENE remai ned in a daze. He had been right! -- " Darius really was froma far Ki ngdom of
Laughter where magi ¢ worked. She had not believed, and so had thrown away her chance for
happi ness.

Yet he had changed his mind too. He had thought she was full of joy, and had recoil ed when
she told himthe truth. He had wanted only one thing fromher, and that had been not her body but
her happi ness. She had been happy with him

wi t hout hi mshe was the same old suicidal shell.

Now she was pagi ng through her Journal, which she kept under |ock and key here in Dogwood
Bunshed, trying to distract her mind fromher present distress by contenplating her past distress.
She called it a Journal and not a diary, because "diary" sound |ike "diarrhea" and she was not
about to put her sanitary thoughts in an unsanitary place |like that. She nade her entries in the
formof letters to her friend Maresy, who was actually an imagi nary horse. Col ene had never had a
horse, but always wanted one, not just to ride, but to be her understandi ng conpani on. People were
not nec -- essarily fit to understand, but Maresy had nore than human fathom ng. Maresy was a nost
unusual ani mal .

TG Maresy Doats North Forty Pasture Summerland, OK 73500

Dear Maresy,

My friend Eney Locke did the craziest thing last night! She was at this party, and she
wandered out on a bal cony and gazed down into the concrete alley one floor down, thinking her
usual dark thoughts. A boy cane out, soneone she knew nostly casually, a decent type. He said,

"Ch, are you look -- ing for the way out?" and she said, "Yes, but it's not far enough." Then she
realized that she had spoken al oud, and he realized that she was neither |ost nor joking. He was
ap -- palled. "Eney -- you nean you're -- ?" he asked. And she, faced with this excellent chance
to confess her secret and perhaps have sonme synpathy, blewit. "I was joking!" she snapped, and

pushed on past him back into the party where everyone was drunk and happy.

The key to this was that Col ene spell ed backwards was Enel oc, broken in two with letters
added for canoufl age: Eney Locke. She was tal king about herself, but not directly, in case someone
shoul d get at her Journal before she had a chance to destroy it. She had the need to talk to
sonmeone, a desperate need, but obviously her parents were out, and she couldn't afford to trust
anyone she knew at school. Once she had made the mi stake of trusting a friend at canp. Never
again! But Maresy was the epitone of equine discretion, partly because she could not speak in any
human | anguage. That did not nean that Maresy could not conmmunicate, just that it re -- quired
speci al conprehension to know what was on her mind. A horse could say a |lot just in the
orientation of her ears.

Actual ly the address was fake. Maresy lived only in her nmnd. So she had made up a pl ace
for the horse to live, and used her own zip code rounded off to the nearest even hun -- dred. As
far as she knew, there was no such nunber, which was fine. She was never actually going to mai
any of those letters. For one thing, Maresy didn't |ive where she seened;

that OK in her address stood for Ckay. She was al ways Ckay.

There were boxes in the margins of the Journal. They weren't exactly code; it was just
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that she drew t hem when

she was disturbed, and the nore disturbed she was, the nore nunerous and el aborate those
little boxes became. She didn't need to read the actual entries to know how she had felt when
maki ng themy the boxes told. Sonetines there were only one or two plain cubes; sonetines there was
an el aborate network of boxes that conpletely surrounded the text. Sonetines they resenbled stalls
for Maresy, though the truth was that Maresy was a free horse, unbridl ed, unsaddl ed, and

unstalled. Mare -- sy was as free as Col ene was bound.
She turned to the last entry she had made. It was the day before she had found Darius in
the ditch. It was a box done in the shape of an optical illusion, with three projections that

weren't actually there when traced back to their sources; one was really the space between the
other two. Variations on the figure were conmon; many people were intrigued by it. She thought the
original was like a tuning fork, but it didn't mat -- ter. The point was, this was her. She | ooked
just exactly like a girl, but when the lines were traced, there was not hing;

she was a girl-shaped space between others, and if the others went away, she would cease
to appear to exist. She had really been twi sted up then. The day before her adventure

had begun.
But fromthe nonent she spied Darius, she had neither witten to Maresy nor scratched her
wists. Not till she freaked out Biff with a whol esale slash. No boxes either. Her inner |life had

changed conpl etely.

Now she was back in her own reality, as it were. She started to draw a box, and watched it
take formas if of its ow volition. It |ooked |like a cross between a prison cell and an execution
pl at f orm

"Ch, Maresy, | need you now" she breathed. "What am| to do? | didn't trust the nan
| oved, and now | am al one."

But that wasn't quite true. She had trusted Darius; she just hadn't believed him She had
been willing to sleep practically naked in his arns, but not to stand with himwhen he tried to go
hone. Maybe he had seen that, and nmade it easier for her by pretending she was unsuitable for him

Pr et endi ng? Wiy shoul d he pretend? He hadn't pretended about anything el se. He had told
her where he canme from though he knew she didn't believe him He had made her cover her crotch
because blue jeans didn't do the job to his

satisfaction. He had | earned enough of her language to talk with her, and had shown how
wel |l he understood what she told him He had been his own man throughout, despite the indignities
of being confined to the shed and having to use the pot. He had enbraced her nightly w thout even
trying to take any advantage of her. In fact, he had refused sex with her when she offered it.
Pretend? He had never pretended! He had said she was unsuitable because that was exactly what she
was. She was fourteen years old and suicidal. How could she ever have thought he would want to
marry her?

Because he had told her he did. He had always told her the truth, and now she knew t hat

even the | east believable part of it had been valid. So he had been willing to marry her, until he
| earned that she was depressive. He had to have joy, to take and magni fy and spread about. That
was her nmost awful liability. She could nmake others |augh by her cutting hunor, but if they could

read her inner nature, they would be appalled. Darius would be able to read it in his realm So he
had done what he had to do, and had been kind to her, he thought, letting her go.

"Ch, Darius!" she cried, grief-snmtten. "I would have been satisfied to go with you, as
your servant or your slave, just to be near you. If only | had believed! Now | have gotten what
deserved. | hope you find a woman you can marry." But that |ast was insincere. Col ene had wanted

to be his wife. Deep down, she didn't want himto be satisfied with any other woman. Ch, she
wanted himto be happy, but not as happy as he m ght have been with her. And to know it.

She cl osed her Journal and | ocked it away. She knew what she had to do. There was a good
knife in the kitchen, maybe not as sharp as Slick's razor, but it would do the job. No nore
fooling around with conpass points.

She went to the house. But her nother was in the kitchen and she couldn't get the knife.
Anyway, she hadn't figured out the right place to do it. She didn't want to splash blood all over
Bunshed, for it didn't deserve to be soiled that way. It wouldn't be safe in her roomin the

house: her parents hardly ever went there, except those few tinmes when she es -- pecially didn't
want themto. They had sone kind of parental radar that made them home in at the exact worst
times. Qut -- side wasn't good; soneone would be sure to see her. So she

woul d have to figure out a place first; then she could take the knife there and do it
qui ckly.

There was nothing to do except wap up her honework, so that no one woul d be suspicious.
She woul d go to school as usual Mnday, and keep her eye out for a suitable place. She would
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certainly find it, and then she would act.

MONDAY she found herself in the bathroom contem-- plating her scarred wist. But she
didn't touch it. She had been playing with suicide before; this time she would do it right. That
meant the right place and the right knife. She had seen how easy it was with the sharp razor; she
could bl eed hersel f out quickly by slashing both arns simlarly. Once she deci ded on the place
that was right. Wiere she could do it cleanly, and not be discovered until |long after she was
dead. She had to guarantee that she woul d not wake up in a hos -- pital, to the shame of failure
Boys had it easy; they used guns, which were easy, quick and sure. But she didn't know a thing
about guns; they frightened her. It has to be by a knife, so the blood could flow gently and
prettily.

No place seened right. Finally, Tuesday night, she did sonething foolish: she sneaked out
to Bunmshed in her nightie. She nade a nound of books and a pillow, pretending it was Darius, and
lay next to himin the darkness. "Take me now," she breathed to the quiet form spreading her |egs
and breath -- ing heavingly. "Do anything you want to do." O course he did not, but that did not
interfere with the fancy; Darius would not have done it anyway.

By norning she had conme to three conclusions. First, she wasn't fooling herself; she knew
there was no nman there. So this was pointless. Second, it was too darned cold out here al one, and
lonely too. Third, this was the place she had been | ooking for. Here where she had known him and
brief hap -- piness. She could nmake it sanitary by having plenty of basins to catch the bl ood, and
she could enpty them out as |long as she was able. She could make a small hol e besi de Dogwood and
pour it carefully in and cover it up; not only would it be practically untraceable, it would
fertilize the tree. She liked the idea of her decorative little tree being nourished by her bl ood.
When she was unable to take out the basin, there might not be enough blood left in her to
overflow, so it would be

all right. They would find her pale cold body, and a neat brinmming basin of blood. That
woul d be ni ce.

She went to school again Wednesday, concentrating on being absolutely normal. She did not

give any of her things away to friends, because that was a recogni zed tipofi"” for sui -- cida
intention. She did not nope. She | aughed and paid at -- tention in class. As far as she knew, no
one had a clue to her plan.

That evening she fetched her favorite belongings and ar -- ranged themin a circle in
Bunmshed. Her ancient teddy bear, Raggedy Ann doll, her book on odd mating customs of the world,
one on exotic computer viruses (for "safe" conput -- ing), her guitar, the picture of Maresy
grazing, and the arti -- ficial carnation she had worn to the promlast year. The dance itself had

not been great, her date had been gawky, she had been gawky too, being thirteen, but it had becone
her first significant dance, and now woul d be her last, so this synbol of it deserved respect.
Maybe she would float it in the final basin of blood, her last deliberate act. A white flower on a
red background, the opposite of a red rose on a white gown.

Then she fetched the knife.

But as she set up for it, she realized that she had forgotten the nost critical thing: the
basin. It was too late to fetch it;

she woul d be risking the curiosity of her parents. Dad hap -- pened to be hone this night,
so naturally the two were ar -- guing: "Wuat's the natter, dear -- your paranour have a snit?"
"What do you care, you tipsy lady?" That sort of thing. As it progressed, the | anguage woul d get
less polite, and finally they would cone to physical contact and have sex on the floor. They
fought verbally, not physically, but the sex was in lieu of hitting, and could get pretty violent.
Her not her got bonus points for bitchiness if she nade himcheat on his nmistress. That nade him
angry, but the woman was sexi est when bitchiest, and he couldn't resist. Colene hated that scene,
but also was norbidly fascinated by it. Maybe if she had taunted Darius as inpotent, the way her
not her did her father, he would have gotten mad and put it to her hard. That tenpted her now, in
retrospect, but also repelled her. She did not |ike anything even hinting of rape. Yet at |east
she woul d have had hinl Mybe then she woul d have felt obliged to believe him and would have gone
with himto his fabul ous

Land of Laughter. So what if she was a stranger there, unable to marry hin? It couldn't be
wor se than what she faced here.

So she had no basin, and was not about to go back to the house for it. Wat else would
serve? She was definitely not going to spill her precious clean blood on the floor

Her eye fell on the privy pot. Ch, ugh! Yet what else was there? And it had the remmants
of his substance. That was about as close as any part of her could get to any part of himnow So
it would have to do. What an inage for a romantic song: Blood and Feces. A sure hit with the anti-
establ i shment crowd.
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She brought the pot and removed the cover. The stink snote her nose. Quickly she covered
it again. Maybe she could put a clothespin on her nose, if she had a cl othespin. Anything el se?
She | eaned on the board over the pot, and set the knife down on it while she considered.

She concluded that it didn't really matter. She would get used to the snell soon enough
So she sat cross-1legged, in her nightie without panties, in a position that would have freaked
Darius all the way out to the nobon, dear nman, drew the pot in to her, nestled it inside her
crossed ankles, held her breath, lifted the knife, renoved the cover board, |eaned

over, and paused.

Shoul d she do the left armfirst, or the right one? She was right-handed, so naybe she
should do the right one first, so if her |left-handed sl ash was clunsy she could do it again, and
again until she had a proper blood flowinto the pot. Then she could transfer the knife and do the
left one with one excellent slice. Then she could grasp the far rimof the pot, keeping her arns
| ocked in place, and watch the tw n bl ood

flows. It would be glorious!

So why was she hesitating? She was sure there was a rea -- son. There al ways was.

She expl ored her notives, and found the relevant one. "Ch, Darius, | don't want to die
away fromyou!" she said. "lI'd so nuch rather die with you!"

She pondered sone nore, then decided to sleep on it. She could slice herself as well in

the norning as at night. Maybe she woul d have a chance to sneak into the house and get a better
basin, after her parents had sex-sotted thensel ves out and turned in. It was worth a try.

She |l ay down, shivering in the cold. She wapped the blan --

kets around and around her, and curled up into an alnost fetal ball. She knew she woul d
not sleep, but at |east she wouldn't freeze.

SHE woke shivering, after an interm nable, restless night. The floor was hard, the air was
chill, and the bl ankets seenmed to have hol es that exactly matched the path of the draft coming in
under the door.

But it was her troubled thoughts that caused the greatest disruption of sleep. She was
reviewing her life, trying to total up the credits and the debits, to justify her decision to end
it. In snatches of dreans she tal ked to Maresy:

"Dear Maresy, today | decided to end it. Well, actually | deci ded several days ago, but
today was the day to do it. Only | didn't want to use a filthy potty for ny blood."

"“You | ost your nerve," Maresy replied.

"No! | just want to do it right!"

"You really don't want to die. You never did."

"That so, smarty? Then what do | really want to do?"

"You want to | ove and be |oved."

Maresy was right. She always was. She knew Col ene better than Col ene knew hersel f, because
she was nore objective. Death was nerely the nost conveni ent escape froma life wthout |ove. That
was why she had not been suicidal in the time she had known Darius. She had had | ove.

Now she had | ost that [ove. Oh, she still had it, in a sense:
she definitely still loved him But he was gone, and he had expl ai ned how he couldn't cone
back, because it had been a random setting. So even if he | oved her -- and she thought he did --

it was no good. They were apart forever

"Why do you think he | oves you?" Maresy asked.

"Because he told nme he did."

"But nmen |ie about that."

"To get sex fromwonen," she agreed. "But he never had sex with ne, even when | offered
it. So he wasn't saying it for sex. Oh, yes, he did want sonething fromne! He wanted ny joy. And
I would have given himthat, if | had had any to give. So he |loved ne, but couldn't marry ne
wit hout destroy -- ing ne, and he wouldn't do that. | believe him | believe him | believe him"

"So you do | ove, and you are |oved," Maresy said. "So

why do you want to die?"

That namde her ponder for sone tinme. She did have |ove;

why wasn't it enough? "Because it's apart," she said at last. "I want to | ove and be | oved
and have it close -- |ike hugging close. Like kissing close. Like sex close. | want to be part of
him and have himbe part of ne, forever and ever. | want

eternal romance."

"You have foolish juvenile notions. It isn't that way." "How do you know?" Col ene shot
back. "I know from what you've read. The half-life of romantic love is one and a half years."

"What do you nean, half-life of |ove?" "Renenber your physics? Radioactive nmaterials keep
los -- ing their radiation, getting | ess dangerous but never entirely finishing. So you can't say
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how | ong they last. But you can say how long it takes for their |evel of radioactivity to drop to
hal f of what it was. That's their half-life, which may be a fraction of a second, or nillions of
years. So when it cones to the declining excitement of love, the half-life is eighteen nonths, on
aver age."

"I don't believe that! True love is forever!" "Look at your parents."

Accurate counterthrust! Were was the romance in her par -- ents' narriage? As far as she
knew, there had never been any. There had just been absence and al cohol and occasi onal bouts of
hostil e sex. Yet there nmust once have been | ove, or else why had they married?

So apply the half-life | aw. Suppose they had fallen in love, and in six nmonths gotten
marri ed. She had been born the following year. Presto: their | ove had halved by the tine she
appeared on the scene, and halved again in the next year and a half. How nany tinmes had it hal ved
by now? Take her age, fourteen, and add that first year and a half before her birth:

fifteen and a half years since their first |love. Enough for ten halvings. Plus nmaybe a
quartering, or whatever. So if their |ove had started at a hundred per cent, it had gone to fifty
per cent, then twenty-five per cent, then -- brother! How | ow

had it sunk by this tinme?

Her thoughts fuzzed out, but her agile brain kept mulling it over, and in due -course she
concluded that it was just under

one per cent. So what she was seeing now was only a hun -- dredth of what they had started
with. So now it was just a shared house, some ugly sex, and a nmessed-up daughter. Their |ove-
child, as it were. Mire like a tough-love-child.

"You desire that with Darius?" Maresy inquired alertly.

“I't wouldn't be that way with Darius!" she protested. But uncertainty was closing in, like
dark fog at dusk. If she could be with Darius, and go to his wonderful Kingdom of Laugh -- ter
and everything was just perfect, would the romance be down to one per cent in fifteen years? Wuld
she be an al -- coholic and he be having affairs with other wonen? Wuld they have a suicida
daught er ?

Maresy faded out, for Col ene was now absolutely, totally w de awake. Now she knew. it was
time to end it. There was no hope for romance, even if it were possible for her to join Darius. So
she had | ost nothing, really; there had never been anything to nake her life worth continuing.

The dirty pot would do. It wasn't as if her life were clean. She was the offspring of a
garbage marriage, and faced nore garbage if she tried to grow up and get narried herself. The
whol e thing was pointl ess.

She sat with the pot, uncovered it, bared her arms, and picked up the knife. Now was the
time. Two swift, deep slices, then hang on. "I'll lay me down and bleed a while," she nurnured.
"Then ne'er up again."”

Yet sonehow she didn't nake the first cut. She shivered fromthe cold and the
anticipation, and her arnms were goose -- pinply, but she just sat there not doing it. She couldn't
quite take that final step. She knew she had been playing at suicide before; she couldn't bleed to
death fromthe scratch of a com-- pass point. She could have done it fromthe slash of Slick's
razor, but that had been in conpany; she had known they wouldn't actually let her die. But now it
was real, and she just couldn't.

"What a hypocrite | aml" she exclainmed. "I know what to do, and I'mtoo cowardly to do
it

The kni fe dropped from her hand. She sat there and sobbed. She had come to the final test
of her life, and flunked it.

Yet she could not quite give up the death either. She sat there, congealing with cold,
breathing the masma of the pot. Everything was hopel ess! Maybe she would die of the cold,

or at least catch pneunonia and expire. O would that be cheating?

COLBNE! Wit for ne!

She snapped out of her drift. Tine had passed, maybe a little, nmaybe a |ot. She nust have
nodded off, and dreaned.

Yet sonething had changed. She felt a certain inperative, or potential, or sonething.

Take hold! It was Darius! It was no dream Maybe she was crazy, but

she was ready to go for it. If it was to be a one per cent romance fifteen years down the
line, so be it, but it was a hundred per cent now, and now was what counted. She would give him
everything i medi ately, before the joy of it could

f ade.

She reached out with her m nd and took hold. She felt

sonet hing settle into place. That was all.

But she knew reality had changed. It was a Virtual Mbde
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a ranp spanning the realities fromhis to hers. Darius was conming for her! If he was
crazy, she would be crazy too.

G oriously crazy in |ove!

What now, of the futility of ronmance? She didn't care; she was going for it. Because while
she was orienting on |ove,

she wasn't orienting on death.

She got up and | ooked around. Nothing had changed phys -- ically. But this was here, in
her reality. It would be different

in Darius' reality.

But how was she to get fromhere to there? Wll, if this

was a true Virtual Mode, all she had to do was wal k there. She would be at one end, he at
the other. It should be easy enough to cross the ranp and join him

Wiy wait for himto conme for her? She had wanted to depart this life. Now she could do it -

- without killing herself.
She woul d nmeet hi m hal f way.
Still, it mght be a fair distance. She should travel pre -- pared. She wasn't sure how

far it mght seemin mles. If there were an infinite nunber of realities, was that an infinite
number of nmiles? No, it had to be fewer than that. But she

shoul d use her bicycle, just in case.

She gathered up her scattered things, such as the canned food she had bought for Darius to
eat. He had used sone,

but she had continued to bring in nore as she scrounged it. Now she would eat it herself,
if she had to. She also dressed and packed a change of clothing, though what she had here in
Bunmshed wasn't exactly cl ean.

Her bi ke was | eani ng agai nst the wall of the shed, under the overhang. It wasn't in top
condition, but it was functional. She hadn't ridden it rmuch in the past year, because a bi ke was
really kid stuff, and a teenager was not a kid. But a bicycle was the nost efficient node of
transport known to man; a person on a bi ke used | ess energy than any wal ki ng ani nal or any
traveling nmachine. So she would be a kid again to travel -- so that she could be a wonman when she
got there.

Hastily assenbl ed, she wal ked the bike out to the road. It wasn't nearly as late as it had
seermed in the shed; actually her watch said eight o' clock. Things were hardly stirring out --
side. She could get cleanly away before her parents caught on

That nmade her pause. How would they react to her disap -- pearance? For she knew she
wasn't com ng back.

She wal ked back to the shed. There she dug out a pad of paper and a pencil. DEAR FOLKS:
DON T WORRY; | AMFINE. | JUST HAVE SOVEWHERE TO GO. COLENE

She tore off the sheet and set it on top of the board covering the pot. Eventually someone
woul d ook in here, and then the note would be seen. That shoul d be enough. They m ght put out an
alert for her, but she was going where their alert could not reach. As she understood it, the ranp
intersected her reality only at this spot; everything else was in other realities, no matter how
simlar to hers it seened.

She wal ked her bi ke back out to the street, got on it, and started pedaling. |nmediately,
her sense of "whereto" went wong. This wasn't the way.

She | ooped the bi ke and went the other way. Now it was better. It felt Iike going uphill
only it wasn't physical and it wasn't hard. It was like orienting on a distant |ight.

Actually the light was a little to the side; the street wasn't going in quite the right
direction. But neither were the inter -- secting streets. She had to turn and go down one, then
turn again.

Then she reached a regi on where there weren't cross

streets, and had to keep going straight. Gadually her aware -- ness of the proper
direction faded. This was no good; it seened that she had to stay pretty close to the center of
t he

ranp, or she lost it.

Finally there was an intersection, and she turned and rode at right angles. Before |ong
she felt it: the attuning. Good;

that meant that she didn't have to stay on it all the tinme; she could detour and pick it

up later. She might have to do S -- shaped figures, crossing and recrossing the ranmp, but it did
gi ve her nore freedom
But was she getting anywhere? Everything | ooked ordi -- nary, not nagical. She had now

bi ked nore than a mle. That wasn't far, but how far would it be before something changed?

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%201%20-%20Virtual%20Mode.txt (43 of 146) [1/19/03 8:24:45 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%201%20- %20V i rtual %20M ode.txt

She just didn't know.

Well, she would give it a real try regardless. After all, she was skipping school, and
that would get her in trouble if they caught her. She had to get far enough to be sure they
couldn't.

She cane to a red light, and stopped. She knew that the rules of the road applied to
cyclists the sane as cars, and she obeyed them scrupul ously. To do ot herwi se was dangerous. It was
ironic that people who wanted to |live were suicidally carel ess about such rules, while she who was
sui ci dal was careful. But she knew how cl ose death was. She didn't want her bl ood splattered
across the busy highway; she wanted it

handl ed neatly.

She saw a car going through the intersection. It was a lim-- ousine. At the wheel was a
seedy- | ooki ng man; in back was a well-mani cured dog, sitting up high as if the car belonged to it.
That made her snile.

Then the |ight changed to blue, and she pedal ed across. She was entering a parklike
section, with trees growing fairly near the pavenent. She liked that. She didn't renmenber any park

here; in fact, she didn't renenber this nei ghborhood at all, now that she actually | ooked at
sonmet hing other than the road in front of her, but that was all right, since she wouldn't be back
Bl ue?

She skewed to a stop. Then she turned and stared back

expecting to correct the glitch in her menmory. No, the green light was blue. She resumned
travel . She had never seen a blue Go |ight

before, but that didn't mean they didn't exist. Maybe it was a faulty |l ens, or maybe
sonmebody had sprayed blue paint on it.

But all the lights thereafter were blue too. Soon the red | enses turned to orange. The
col or schenme was definitely dif -- ferent!

Move over, hunman!

Startled, Colene veered off the road. A car zoomed by, with another dog sitting up in the
rear. It was as if the dog had yelled at her

But the yell had been in her nind

Col ene stopped under a tree near another intersection and pondered. Blue traffic lights.
Dogs being chauffeured. Telep -- athy. WAs she inmagining things, or was reality changi ng?

A car slowed and stopped near her. The bl ack and white head of a Dal mati an dog poked out
of the rear wi ndow. Are you lost, human girl?

"No, thank you," she said before she could think. "Just resting."

Best get on to your obedi ence school, the thought cane. Then the dog's head withdrew, the
wi ndow cl osed, and the car nudged back onto the road and accel erat ed.

There was no doubt now Tel epathic dogs! "I don't think we're in Cklahoma any nore,
Tonto," she nurnured, taking brief pleasure in mixing her references.
Heartened but al so nervous, she resuned travel. If this was a regi on where dogs gover ned

people, it wasn't what she was | ooking for. Evidently Darius |lived sonewhere beyond this. She had
sonmehow t hought the ranp woul d proceed straight fromher place to his, but of course that wasn't
necessarily so. There could be any nunmber of different realities between, and one with tel epathic
dogs was anong them

The dog had stopped to check on her, as a person might when seeing a | ost puppy. The dogs
were evidently in charge here, using human beings as drivers. And people were sent to obedi ence
school s? She had better nove on through

But it was good to have this assurance that the Virtual Mdde was in place. She had wanted
to die, then had | oved Darius, then had |ost himand wanted to di e again, and now was on her way
to find himagain. Grl nmeets man, girl loses man, girl regains man: standard story, happy ending.
And

if she ran afoul of that one per cent factor, fifteen years down the Iine, well, at |east
she'd have the pleasure of wearing out the romance the hard way: by loving himto pieces.

The surface of the road changed. Now it was rougher, and the cars had wheels that were
nore |ike caterpillar treads. And the aninals riding in themwere no | onger dogs, but

cats -- big ones.

She paused at another intersection, waiting for the traffic

to clear. Alnobst all of the vehicles were traveling at right angles to her route, which
was maybe just as well. She had heard a couple coming up behind her, but they seemed to have
turned of f before reaching her

A car cane toward her, slowing. A tiger bounded out. You will make a fine neal, tender

girl!
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Terrified, Col ene pedal ed desperately, bunping her bike over the road-ground. The tiger
| eaped -- and di sappeared be -- fore reaching her.

What had happened? Had someone vaporized it? No, there had seened to be no viol ence, other
than that being practiced by the tiger. It had just phased out.

She had ridden into another reality, where the tiger wasn't after her! It |ooked nmuch the
same, but was different. Her ranp evidently nmade the terrain of the realities merge snoothly, so
she could travel along it, but the inhabitants were not continuous in the sane way. That was
probably just as well; otherw se there might have been an endl ess chain of Col enes setting out on
their bicycles, all heading for the sane set of Dariuses. One of each was enough

Now she knew two nore things: there was direct danger to herself in these realities, and
she could get out of it by nmoving quickly forward. But the farther she noved, the stranger things
wer e becom ng. She could get into trouble before she knewit, and be stuck. If that tiger had
caught

her --

She delved into her pack and brought out the kitchen knife. Now it was not to cut her
arns, but to protect her! But she doubted she would be very effective against a telepathic tiger.

Surely worse | ay ahead.

She realized now why so few cars had been traveling her way. She was going in the "steep"
clinmb through realities, and the cars were renaining in their own realities, so never

VI RTUAL MODE 97

reached her. But the streets going at right angles were all in whatever reality she was
passing at the nonent, like Iong rungs on a | adder

Shoul d she turn back? She would be safer in nore famliar territory. But that would not
get her to Darius. So she would have to go on, and hope she found hi mbefore she got into an
i nextricable predicanment, as Principal Brown would put it. O an inedible picklenment, as the kids
woul d translate it.

She rode forward. But this just wasn't cycling terrain. It was nore work to ride than to
wal k. So with regret she wal ked her bike, hoping to find a better road in another reality.

Suddenly a huge bear was in front of her. It wore a woods -- nman's hat and held an axe. A
wild human! it thought. Exter -- minate it!

Col ene wanted to run forward into the next reality, but the bear bl ocked the way. She
woul d have to retreat, and hope it would go away soon. She stepped back, and the bear van --

i shed.

But suppose it didn't go away? Suppose it brought in its henchbears and waited for her
return? She could be caught before she could nove! Suddenly her life, so worthless a few hours
ago, was excruciatingly precious.

She couldn't wait here |ong anyway; sonething simlar to a bear or a cat would cone al ong
the road, and nab her. Mybe she could hide in the forest to the side, but there were two problens
with that. One was that she didn't know what nonsters were in there, or what bugs. The other was
that she didn't want to drift any farther than she had to fromthe direct ranp, because she n ght
not be able to find it again. Then she would really be in trouble, lost in shifting realities!

Even if she nmanaged to handl e those probl ens, what about night? Wen that cane, and she
got tired, and had to sleep, she would be vul nerable. She had to get somewhere safe be -- fore
ni ght -- and how could she find such a place, in these strange worl ds? How could she trust even
t he safest-1ooking place?

I"min trouble! she thought, fearing that she was vastly understating the case. She really
shoul d have waited for Da -- rius to conme for her

But was he any better equipped to handle these realities? His real mwas magi ¢, nhot
tel epat hy, not ani mal doni nance.

He had alnost died in her reality, because he couldn't cope wi thout magic. She feared he
woul dn't do any better than she, and night do worse -- which would nean that he woul d not survive
the journey. So maybe she had better neet himhalf -- way, or three quarters of the way, to be
sure they both were alive to | ove when they net.

Are you from afar?

There was anot her thought, faint but clear. Was it a tiger or a bear? It felt friendly,
but that could be deceptive. Should

she answer ?

Wiy not? She was in trouble anyway. Maybe this repre -- sented sonme kind of help.

Yes! she thought as hard as she coul d.

Are you in distress ?

Yes.
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Are you human ?

Yes. | am Col ene, a human girl.

Come to nme. | need a conpanion

So did she! But if this was a tiger trying to lure her in, she

woul d be a fool to go

Also a fool to pass up a potential friend. Wwo are you?

1 am Seqgiro. Please cone quickly; this nental contact across realities represents a
strain.

Across realities? That didn't sound like a tiger! She would risk it. How can | find you?

| amon your path. | have felt your approach. Cone to ny reality, and follow ny mnd to ny
stall

But there was the bear lurking for her. She considered briefly, then wal ked several feet
to the side, faced forward again, and started running.

Her strategy worked. She saw a bear to the side, but by the time it turned to spot her
she was behind its plane and

the way was cl ear

She forged on, trusting to blind luck to keep her out of serious trouble. The road
deteriorated further, becom ng a beaten path. But maybe this was ridable. She got on her bike, set
her gears to the lowest ratio, and pedal ed hard. Yes, she was noving well.

Here! You are passing ny reality!

Qops! She turned and rode back, until the thought agreed

that she was on the right plane. Then she turned to the side and followed it, wal king the
bi ke over the forest floor.

Fol l ow nmy thought, Seqiro sent. His signal was nuch stronger now. There is some danger for
you, but ny thought will avoid it.

She hoped so. She followed his thought out of the forest and to a rustic village. There

were many oddly dressed peo -- ple, and horses, dogs, and cats, each going about his busi -- ness.
She did her best to look as if she were one of them going about her business, but wasn't sure she
wasn't ludi -- crously obvious as a foreigner. At least this didn't look |ike a bear or tiger

canp.

In the course of this travel, she wandered across the reality lines several times, but his
nmental contact remained. Some -- times she stepped across the boundary deliberately, to avoid
bei ng spotted, then back in farther along. She was getting better at using the Virtual Mbde.

Segiro |l ed her through a back alley that passed several stalls where horses were stabl ed.
He had used the term"stall"; evidently he had neant it literally. But what kind of man would |ive
inastall? A stable hand?

The presence of horses rem nded her of her inmaginary friend Maresy. Col ene had al ways
i ked horses, not in the sense of riding thembut in the sense of just |liking them She knew they
were not considered very intelligent as animals went; cows did twice as well on maze tests. But
there was a basic niceness about horses that other animals |acked. Ch, there were those who swore
by cats because they were cuddly and purring and quiet, but cats were actually pretty selfish
creatures who nmade friends only with those who fed themwell. Sone fol k swore by dogs, supposedly
man's best friend, but there were thousands of dog bites every year, suggesting how thin that
veneer of friendship was. There were pet birds, |locked in cages or in houses; hardly any of them
would re -- main if given a chance to fly into the wild. But horses -- there was just sonething
about horses. Ch, some could be nmean and sone could be | azy, of course. But, taken as a whol e,
they were better than people. That was why she wote to Maresy Doats in her Journal. Maresy was a
whol e | ot nore serious than her nane suggest ed.

But of course a fanmily living in a suburb, scraping al ong

in the mddle-class two-incones-one-child node, could not even think of having a horse.
Thi s had never been an issue;

Col ene had seen fromthe outset that it was inpossible. Even had it been possible, she
woul d have hesitated to bring a horse into such a situation, because at any nonent her nother
could |l ose her job -- when her al coholismbegan manifesting at work -- or her father could | ose
his, when he had a fight with a m stress and she nade a scene that enbarrassed his conpany. Even
wi t hout one of those events, there was no love in the fanily, not even that one per cent ronance.
The famly was a bomb waiting to be detonated. A horse wouldn't |ike associating with that. So
Maresy woul d al ways be a nere

dr eam

Still, it was nice passing through this region, for a reason irrelevant to what she was
actually doing. By the look of it, this was an ordinary primtive hanl et where horses were the
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main aninmals, instead of a reality in which tel epathy was practiced. She wouldn't nmind Iiving
here, near the stalls, and naybe sneaking treats to the horses when their nasters weren't | ooking.
That was the nature of girls and horses.

But she certainly hoped that her telepathic friend really was a friend, because she was
getting physically tired and needed a safe place to rest. If it turned out to be another bear or

tiger --

Finally she stopped at a particular stall. There was a | arge

brown stallion in it, gazing out. Were next, Seqgiro? she thought. Duck down and enter ny
stall, the thought cane back. W

nust explore notives.

Enter the stall? Colene stared at the horse with dawni ng

wonder. Could it be?

There had been tel epathic dogs, cats, and bears. Wy not

ahorse? You?

Slow y the horse nodded.

Sonething very like instant |ove blossoned in her heart. A tiger or bear she woul d not
have trusted, but a horsel O

cour se!

She ducked down under the heavy gate that closed the stall, and came up inside. She stood
next to Seqiro. He was about eighteen hands taU at the shoul der, about six feet. A npbst a

foot higher than the top of her head. He snelled wonderfully horsy.

It was all so suddenly ecstatic. A mnd-reading horse! What nore could any girl ask?

May | pat you? she thought.

Yes.

She reached up and patted his nmassive neck on the left side. Hs mane fell to the right
side, so didn't get in the way. H s hide was sleek and warm What a beautiful creature!

May | hug you ?

Yes.

She reached up with both arns and cl asped his neck as well as she could. She put her face
against his hide and just sort of breathed his anbience. He was just such a totally nagnificent
ani mal

May 1 adore you ?

Yes.

She felt her enotion surging into overl oad.

May | cry on you ?

Yes.

She stood there and wept, her tears squeezing down be -- tween her face and his hide. It
was a great relief.

Finally, she lifted her face. / l|ike horses, she thought be -- |atedly.

/ like girls.

That seened to cover the situation

CHAPTER 6 -- PRI VA

THE worl d seemed unchanged. He stood on the dais, -- within the marked circl e beside the
castle. But the

Cyng of Pwer was gone.

He stepped out of the circle, in the direction that seenmed proper. A plunme-bird took wi ng,
startled. Darius was startled too; that bird had appeared from nowhere.

No, not nowhere. Darius was the one who had stepped into its reality. The geography mi ght
be so simlar as to be identical, and the animal life too -- but nmen and creatures did not follow
the sane schedules here as in his owm reality. So a bird had been roosting here. He had better
nmove on before the Iocal Cyng of Pwer spied himand asked hi mwhat he was doing here. He didn't
know how many others there might be like him in these very sinilar Mdes.

He wal ked on toward the rimof the disk. He hesitated, then brought out his personal icon

He squatted and drew the crude |ikeness of the dais of the Castle of Hiahtar. He acti -- vated the
icon and junped it to that |ikeness.

He made it, but it was a gut-wenching experience. Evi -- dently his synpathetic nmagi c was
not well attuned to this

Mode.
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He gazed at the castle. It |ooked the same, but now he

doubted that it had the same personnel. If it did, could he neet hinself? That prom sed
only conplication! So he de --
cided not to approach it; he would get well away fromany -- thing simlar to what he

knew. In fact, he should get away fromthe dais region too, because if his nmagic stopped work --
ing, he would be stranded on a dais.

He knew where there was a | ow and region that was al nost level. It was al npst uni nhabited;
an assortnent of wild ani -- nmals roaned there, and that was about all. H's sword shoul d protect
himfromany predators, if he remained alert.

He stepped his icon there, and i mediately arrived, his gut further wenched. But now he
had anot her problem he did not know where to go. Pwer had told himthat there should be a feel to
the right direction, and he had felt it at first. Now he did not. He had gone off the path.

But he should be able to pick it up again. He turned slowy around, concentrating, and
felt a faint tingle in one direction. That should be the way to go.

He stepped in that direction. Nothing seened to change. He continued, and saw an aninmal: a
big reptile, one of the dragons that roanmed this region. Sone of themcould do enough magic to
blow fire, but they were no threat to a man who could do nagic to douse fire, or sinply conjure
the crea -- tures el sewhere

He continued wal king, and the feeling of rightness grew stronger. Good enough; he coul d
reach the proper path with -- out having to struggle with the inpassable terrain in the vi --
cinity of the daises.

Coul d he conjure hinself along the path across Mdes? A nonment's thought nade hi m decide
not to try. Probably he had done that when he conjured hinself before, which was why he had the

gut wrenches. The Modes were close to -- gether; Pwer had indicated that about three paces should
take himfromone to another. He had conjured hinself many | eagues, so nust have crossed hundreds
of Mbdes. In so do -- ing, he had alnost |ost the path. As he progressed on the path, his magic

woul d fade, so it was best not to depend on it.

Were it otherw se, he might have conjured hinself all the way to Col ene's Mde, and
fetched her back inmmedi ately. But he knew he could do no nagic there. He needed to forge a path by
foot, so he could bring her back the same way.

He continued until he reached the strongest sense of the

path. As he did, the terrain changed around him The plain becane a ragged sl ope, but not
as rough as in his hone Mdde. He coul d manage.

He had been traveling slantwi se, as it were, across Mddes. Now he crossed themdirectly,
followi ng the path, and Pwer was right: about three paces took him across. He could tell because
though the terrain did not change nuch if at all, the vegetation changed sonewhat and the aninal
life could shift abruptly, as the first plune-bird had shown.

He passed a pair of ridges between which nestled a small clear |ake. He approached it
cautiously, alert for danger, be -- cause such water was apt to be a drinking hole for aninals.

I ndeed, odd creatures did appear and di sappear as he crossed Mddes, while the | ake remai ned
constant. This brought home to himthe fact that though for himeach Mdde was only three paces

wi de, he saw the whole of it while he was in it. The |ake was in each Mbde, so appeared constant,
but every three paces it was actually a different |ake he saw. He was not approaching the | ake he
saw, but the lake in the Mbde he would stand in when he got there.

He did get there, and there were no animals. There were fish in the water, however, so it
was probably clean. He lay down and drank deeply, then filled his water bag. Water was precious!

He stepped into the next Mbde. There was a wenching in his stomach and a |ightening of
his water bag. What had happened?

He stepped back. There were two wet places on the ground beside the | ake where water had
evidently been recently spilled. And his bag was | ow, and he was thirsty.

Then he remenbered Pwer's warning: he could not assim-- ilate the stuff of other Modes.
Not rapidly. He could not carry anything with himacross Mdes except what was of his own Mde or
the Mode of one of the other anchors. He could eat or drink the substance of another Mde, but it
woul d not remain with himwhen he departed- it, unless he gave it tinme to be assimlated by his
body. It seened that it was the iso -- lation of the nol ecul es anidst many nore of his own nole --
cul es that caused themto become detached fromtheir Mdde and to join his. This coul d happen
fairly rapidly with water, and nore slowy wth food.

He drank again, nore noderately, and waited an hour. Then he resuned his journey, and the
wat er did not disappear fromhis stomach. It had already done that, to be distributed el sewhere in
his body, and was capti ve.

Suppose he ran out of water? Then he would have to re -- main in a single Mde | ong enough
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todrink alot of it, urinate it out, and filter it through sand to make it pure. That pure water
woul d be of his system and could travel with himin his bag. It was not the nost pleasant
mechani sm but nec -- essary. Food was harder; he would not have tine to excrete it and grow new
plants fromit, so he carried what he needed with him He could mx it with water, expanding its
mass, and it would last a good |l ength of tine.

He nmoved on, and now the | ake was | eft behind him as constant as before, while plants and
animals flickered in and out of sight with each change of Mddes. The ani nmals he understood, but

why the variation in plants? Probably be -- cause the animals grazed on them so changes in ani nal
life nmeant changes in plant life. Since adjacent Mddes tended to be simlar, if he saw a dramatic
shift in plant life, he would have to be extrenely cautious about the animal life, even if he

didn't see it. Because it was probably nearby and the next Mde might put himabruptly face to
face with it.

The glinpses he got of aninals were not reassuring. There seened to be an increasing
nunber of dragons, and they were getting larger. They seened to be squeezing other aninmals out,
alnmost as if -- Suddenly he was caught in a net. He struggled to get free of it, but it hauled him
into the air and held him It was an animal trap, triggered by touching. He hadn't seen it because
it had not existed until he stepped into its Mde, noving swiftly.

He drew his sword and started cutting the threads of it. Wo could have set up this trap,
and why? The second ques -- tion was readily answered: it was to snare wildlife alive, probably
for donestication or |later slaughter. The setters of the snare had not figured on a Mode travel er
passi ng t hrough.

He conpleted his cuts, sheathed the sword, and |let hinself down through the hole he had
made. He | anded on the ground -- and discovered hinself facing a dragon. A big one. A naneater.

The creature had evidently cone up while Darius was cut -- ting hinself free. He decided
to risk a conjuration, because this one was big enough to eat him He activated his icon and noved
it back away.

There was a bit of wenching in the gut, but his body did not nove. He had passed beyond
the range of magi c al ready.

Wel |, he could escape the nonster sinply by stepping into the next Mde; that was what he
shoul d have done first. He started to nove -- and the dragon | eaped.

Darius found hinmself on his back, with the dragon's snoot at his face. The nonster coul d
bite off his head in a nmoment!

Then a nonkey appeared. The creature had another net, a smaller one. It put this net over
Dari us' head, then yanked it up as the dragon backed off. Darius had to sit up, then stand, with
the net covering himfromhead to knees. The nonkeys were in charge of this Mde?

The nonkey held a cord connected to the net and wal ked to the side. When Darius tried to
step toward the next Modde, the dragon grow ed and breat hed down the back of his neck. That nonster
could snap himup in an instant; dragons had hunting reflexes. He had to wal k exactly where the
nmonkey i ndi cat ed.

The path veered to the side, but the nonkey guided himin a straight though not |evel |ine
up a bank and into a forest of giant ferns. The dragon followed slowy. The way was marked by dabs
of color on the ferns or ground.

They knew! They knew he was crossing Mddes, and they were keeping himin this one!

He figured it out as he was required to scranble across the irregular terrain, hewing to
the line that was this Mdde's in -- tersection with his route. They had set out nets to snare wild
creatures, but also to catch Mdde travelers. They could rec -- ognize the latter by their odd
clothing or alien nature. Then they brought the captives in, confining themto the narrow channel
As long as they were alert, they could do it.

And what did they do with their special captives? He was surely about to find out! He
doubted he was the first one; the marked special path showed that. It wasn't regularly used.
Probably there were many such, so that they could bring in captives fromwhatever nets they were
found in. Wth ordi --

nary captures, they used the ordinary paths. So this wasn't a common occurrence, but
nei ther was it unknown.

In due course they travel ed down a sloping field and to a collection of artificial
structures. They weren't exactly houses, but they weren't exactly anything el se. They had sl oping
upper surfaces, and walls made of bars.

Most of themwere enpty, but sone did contain creatures. It was hard to see well, because
one structure tended to ob -- scure his view of another, but there seened to be a wide variety of
animal s and birds. One aninal had eight | egs and | ong antennae, but also a cow i ke udder, which
suggested that it was a manmal, not a huge insect. One bird had four w ngs, translucent and
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extended |i ke those of a dragonfly, but it also had a beak and feathers.

Thi s divergence of animal creatures intrigued himdespite his present peril. As far as he
knew, the animals of Colene's Mdde were simlar to those of his own, so he had assuned that they
differed no nore than did the people. He had evi -- dently been m staken, because he was only pan

of the way between their two Modes, and had seen no people and a w de divergence of aninals.
Certainly it snmelled of aninmals! The odor thickened as they approached the structures,

becom ng stifling. But he had no way to escape it. He did his best to tune it out. After all, it
had not snelled nice in Colene's shed, because of the pres -- ence of the fecal pot, but that had
not bothered himor ap -- parently her when they were together

Col ene: how he hoped he woul d reach her! Wether he lived or died was less inportant to
hi mthan whether he was reunited with her. If only he had brought her with him But he had been
put off by the realization of her youth and her depressive nature, and had bl undered terribly.

He was brought along his straight line until it intersected one of the structures. Now he
saw that the thing was fairly large. Indeed, |arge enough for himto step inside. The non -- key
put himin, took his pack, sword, and all his clothing, and carried themout to the dragon. The
bars sl ammed down, sealing himin. This was a cage!

Dragon and nonkey departed. Darius | ooked around. He was now naked, but the air was warm
and he wasn't in phys -- ical disconfort. There was straw or the equival ent on the

floor, and a pot whose function he recognized fromrecent experience. That was all

He checked the bars of his cage. They were set close enough together so that he could not
get past them and were firmy anchored in the floor. They seened to be of wood or something
simlarly hard, perhaps cut fromthe stenms of the big ferns. The floor under the hay was of the
sanme substance, seanl ess. So was the roof. Whatever it was, it was too strong for himto bend or
break. Hi s sword nmi ght have chopped through it, but they had been smart enough to deprive hi m of
that, as well as his food.

He tried to peer beyond his cage, but all he could see was other cages, all enpty.
Evidently recent trapping in this par -- ticular slice of the Mdde had not been good.

But he had been caught! What was he to do? If he didn't get out of here soon, not being
able to conplete his mssion night be the | east of his problenms. The nonkeys could be building the
fires for a roast.

He sat on the straw. |If he got any chance, he would dive out of the cage and into the next
Mode. Better to be naked and free than risk recapture by trying to recover his clothes. But he
doubted that he woul d get the chance.

At | east now he had a notion why so few ever returned fromthe Mddes! It wasn't that they
got lost, but that they were caught and di spatched. It had not occurred to himthat there could be
predators anong the Mddes, but it was all too clear now.

There was a stir beyond the cages. He peered out, and saw a figure approachi ng, followed
by a dragon. It was a hunman bei ng!

Indeed, it turned out to be a woman. She seened to be about forty and not unhandsone, but
there were deep lines i of sadness or weariness on her face. She wore what mght ! once have been
a good conventional shirt, its buttons crossing’ fromleft shoulder to right hip in the style for
the unmarried,' but its color had long since faded to gray and it had been [ patched many tines.
Her skirt was evidently honmenade from native material, puffing out fromher hips and extending to
the cal ves; her original one nmust have worn out. Her feet were in sandals, and were filthy, the
toenails growing down i and around in a' manner that mght be practical in a wlder- |

ness for protection against abrasions, but was detestable aes -- thetically. Her hair was
| ong and sonmewhat unkenpt. As if maintaining appearances was pointless here. Surely that was true!

She carried his clothing, which was in a tangle. She canme to stand outside his cell,
staring at him Darius would have been uneasy about this at the best of times; he was even |l ess at
ease now.

"Ung," she said, and passed the wad of clothing through the bars. She set his pack on the
ground beside her. "Ung, ung!" She nade notions as of dressing.

Human but not of his culture, obviously. Darius said noth -- ing because it seened
poi ntl ess. He untangled his clothing and quickly put it on

"Ung," she said. "Ung pretend ung you ung ung don't ung understand."

It was his turn to stare. Wrds cane through clearly anidst the nonsense syllables. There
was no doubt: she spoke his | anguage, and wanted to conceal that fact fromthe captors. That
probably neant she was on his side! "Ung?" he asked, scratching his head. The woman turned to the
dragon and sai d sonething. The dragon exhal ed steany breath and settled down for a snooze.

"Play dunmb,” the woman said. "Look blank. | amtesting you for responses to see whether we
can leamto comuni -- cate. The dragon doesn't understand the words, but he is watching you. If
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you give ne away, we both are dead." Darius shook his head in feigned bafflenment. "Ung?" "You are

frommy Mde, or close to it," she said. "I can tell by your clothing and supplies. Look to ny
right if you nean yes, and to nmy left to indicate no. Make no other re -- sponses, except obvious
ones." She twitched her right and | eft hands as she spoke, clarifying the signals. "Do you un --
derstand? '

"Ung?" he said, looking to her right. "That is agreenent. Now i ndicate di sagreenent." He
did not nmove his body, but he glanced to her left. "Good." She stood straight and made a grand
gesture of pointing to herself. "Me Prima." Darius had to grab onto the bars for support. Prima
The

woul d-be femal e Cyng of Hiahtar he had pronised to | ook for! Just like this he had found
her!

Actually it made sense. She woul d have been trapped the sane way he had been, and probably
many others. She nust have proved useful to her captors, so they had kept her alive.

"Me Prima," she repeated, touching herself again.

This tinme he responded nore appropriately. "Me Darius,”" he said, touching hinself.

Est abl i shing nanes was elenen -- tary; he had done it with Colene. But he realized that it was
important not to let the captors know that he was fromthe sanme Mode as she, and that he knew of
her .

"Listen closely. The dragons govern this Mdde. They have hunted nost other species to
extinction and are desperate for new creatures to prey upon, because this is their nature. They
know about the Mddes, but can not travel between them They are hoping to capture a Mdde traveler
who can give themthe secret. Failing that, they will do what they can to restock this Mdde with
prey. We nust work together to es -- cape. If we do not, they will breed you to ne to produce prey
they hope will be nore of a challenge to hunt. WII| you cooperate with ne?" "~

Darius | ooked firmy to the right.

"THey will not let you have your sword. They will let you have your food. Magic is not
operative here. Do you have anything that mght be used as a weapon that is not obvious
as such?"

Darius had to think about that. Then he got a bright notion

He gl anced right.

She squatted and began drawi ng things out fromhis pack. "ldentify the things in your
| anguage, " she told him "I have to appear to be naking progress. Let your eyes tell ne what your
weapon is."

She held up a package of beans. "Beans," he said.

"Beans," she repeated, and set the package down. She brought out a |oaf of bread.

"Bread." He renmenbered how he had been confused by what had turned out to be white (not
brown) sliced (not whole)

bread in Col ene's Mde.

"Bread," she repeated. So it went, itemafter item Then, near the bottom there was a
tiny box with slivers of wood inside.

"Mat ches, "he said, looking to the right. This was the box he had gotten from Col ene and
brought back with him* Matches were nmuch |ike magic, but were actually science', and they
fascinated him

"Matches," she repeated, this time truly unfamiliar with the term "Wat are they?"

"Ung," he said, holding out his hand. The watchi ng dragon nmade a warni ng puff of steam

She handed hi m one match

Darius held it by the business end and poked into his nmouth with the bare-wod end. He was
using it to pick his teeth!

Both the wonan and t he dragon | ooked disgusted. Evi -- dently they had antici pated
sonet hi ng nore significant.

He reached, signaling for another. The wonan gave himone nore match. He stuck this in the
ot her side of his nouth.

"This is a weapon?" she asked as she runmmaged in his pack for what remained.

He gl anced again to the right. Then he put the natches in a pocket.

After the worman conpl eted the pack inventory, Darius risked telling her. "Ung. Kublai. Ung

ung.
Now she was the one who reeled. Ch, yes, she knew that nane! She had | oved Kublai, twenty
years ago
She recovered. "Wen can you use your weapon?" she asked. "At any tine?"
He | ooked to the right.
“Can it kill dragons?"
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He | ooked left.

"Better in privacy?"

He | ooked right.

"I will cone to you at night, to feed you. | can not open the cage; only a dragon can do
that. But they will put ne in with you if | ask, because they are aware that breeding is not
i nstantaneous with strangers. Can you use your weapon then?"

He | ooked right.

She verified sone words, holding up things they had iden -- tified fromthe pack. Then she
departed. The dragon glanced at him then settled back to sleep

Darius lay on the straw and closed his own eyes. He had a ot to assim| ate!

DUSK cane, and then darkness. Prina cane, carrying not only his pack with its food, but a
bottle of water. She said sonething to the dragon, and the barred gate swung open. She stepped
i nside, and the gate closed. How it worked Da -- rius couldn't fathom except that it was under
the control of the dragon. If magic didn't work here, there nust be sone other type of force. The
dragons nust have used it to establish doninance in their Mde, just as humans had used magic to
achi eve power in-his own Mbde.

“"Now you must eat and drink," she told him making broad gestures of food-to-nouth so that
the dragon coul d see that she was doing her job. "And after that, if | amto remain here with you
I must make obvious attenpts to seduce you, so that the dragon will know that we are potentially
breed -- able. | realize that this will be distasteful to you because | amtoo old and
unattractive, but our lives are at stake, so | ask you to behave in a manner the dragon will find
reason -- able.”

"Ung," he said, taking bread fromher. He certainly was hungry!

"As | interpret it, all you need to do to escape this Mbdde is to step into the next, which
is just beyond this cage. If | amin direct contact with you at that tinme, | should be able to
acconpany you. This is because it is ny hone Mde too;

were it not, | would be unable to join you regardl ess of our contact. W shall have to

maei ntai n contact continuously thereafter, because | fear I will slip away when we | ose it, and be
lost ininfinity."

"Ung," he said around his nouthful. He saw how this could get conplicated, but if the
alternative was to be trapped here, it was necessary.

"I believe that once | energe at the anchor site, | will be secure," she continued. "So
will ask you to conduct nme there. | realize that this will delay whatever m ssion you are on, but
perhaps | can provide you with information that will facilitate your m ssion, and in this manner
make up for it. | think, for exanple, | can enable you to avoid sinilar capture in the future."

He | ooked to her right, indicating his interest. It had be --

come obvious that he had entered the Virtual Mde woefully unprepared.

"Now, how do you propose to use your weapon?" she inquired. "I confess to being baffled
how t hose two tooth -- picks can hurt anything."

"They make fire," he nurrmured. "I will bumthe straw, and burn through the wooden bars. It
will also distract the dragons.”

"Fire!" she repeated, surprised. "But a pyro spell won't work here."

"This is not magic." He spoke into his bread, so that the dragon could not see himor hear

him He hoped. "All I'm concerned about is howlong it will take to bum through the bars. If the

fireis too big, I'll be burned too; if too small, the dragons will put it out too soon."
"Correct. Here is a better way: start the fire and feign sleep. | will screamto be

rel eased. Wien the gate opens, you nust |aunch yourself out, and sweep ne with you across the

boundary.'

Darius was inpressed. That did seemto be a better way to do it. Risky, of course, but
probably less so than his im-- perfect notion. "Then let's do it," he nurnured. "Say when."

"Finish eating. Elinmnate. Settle down to sleep. | will join you, but you will not yet be
responsive. | will tell you when to nmeke the fire."

He glanced significantly to her right. Then he proceeded to stuff hinself, for if their
escape was effective, it might be sone tinme before they had another chance to eat. She ate sone
with him evidently trying to spark his interest in her.

H s experience with Col ene assisted himwith the next stage. He did have to defecate.
Prima turned her back, and he did it on the pot. The dragon seened to be snoozing, but he knew
better than to trust that.

He formed a bed of straw and lay down on it. Prinma brought some nore straw and joi ned him
Now he snel | ed her body odor over that of the environnent. She nust not have washed in years! But
probably that was not her fault;

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%201%20-%20Virtual%20Mode.txt (52 of 146) [1/19/03 8:24:45 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%201%20- %20V i rtual %20M ode.txt

the captors seemed to have little concern for the hygiene of their captives.

She made as if to take off his clothing, and he demnurred

with a curt gesture even the dragon could not nistake. Then ;,she renoved her worn shirt,
showi ng her haltered bosom It -~ #was a good one, considering her age. She took his hand and""?
brought it to her halter, and he drew his hand back, but with less force than before. Thus the
dragon coul d see that she

was meki ng sone progress.

However, he was evidently tired, and dropped into his feigned sleep w thout being seduced.
Prima dug in his pack and brought out his blanket-pac, unfolding it and spreading it over him He
had feared that its nmagic would be inoperative here, so that its thinness would offer no
protection agai nst the cooling night, but it remained effective Then she rested quietly beside
him seeming a bit frustrated but patient.

He had al nost fallen asleep for real when she murnured,

" Now. "

He had the two matches in his hand. He brought one slowy

out, his armnotion screened by his body and hers, and struck it against the hard wood
under the straw. First it sputtered, then it caught. He noved it under nore straw, setting fire to
it. He nudged the straw away from himso that he woul d not be burned. He was in luck; there was a
slight breeze, and it not only fanned the nascent flane; it nmoved it away from

hi m

Prima waited until the fire was well established. Then she

screaned. It was a truly piercing sound; it was all he could do to maintain his pretense
of sleep. Wuld the dragon be -- lieve that the scream hadn't jolted hi mawake?

Prima ran for the other end, shouting in what seened to be the dragon | anguage and
poi nting back at the fire. The dragon's head snapped up, the big eyes blinked, and the gate

swung open to let her out.

Darius scranbl ed up and caught the strap of his pack as he launched hinself after her. The
gate began to swing closed, but Prima wasn't clear of it, and it couldn't conplete the notion
Then he cane through, sweeping his free armaround her wai st, and rammed onto the side of the
cage.

The dragon had been caught by surprise, and had nade the nistake they had hoped for, but
now its hunter reflexes came into play. It |eaped forward, intercepting the two of them and

shovi ng them back and down with its nose. But Darius clanbered over its nose, lifting Prima with
him and

they tunbled to the other side of the dragon. The dragon turned to snap at them its jaws
opening -- and they rolled into the next Mdde. It |ooked the same as the other, but there was no

fire and no dragon. Only the light of the nmoon and stars. It was as if the fire and dragon had
ceased to exist. Actually they had never existed, in this Mde.

"Don't let go of nme!" Prima gasped.

He had been about to. Instead he tightened his grip around her waist. "Are you sure we
have to maintain contact if we're not actually crossing Mdes?"

"No, but it's a strong likelihood. |'ve been trapped for twenty years; | don't want to be
trapped for the next twenty." "But | have pulled you into ny Virtual Mde," he argued. "You should
stay on it now "

"W nust talk," she said. "Until then, do not let go of me. Let's get away from here;
there are surely other dragons, because this is an adjacent Mde, alnobst identical to the one we
left."

Sure enough, he saw the outline of a dragon approaching. It |ooked just like the one they
had escaped, but it was beyond several cages. They needed to get away fromthis entire set of
Modes.

Arms around one another's waist, like lovers, they wal ked into the next Mde. The dragon
vani shed. They continued to wal k, until the cages shrank and finally disappeared. The | andscape
| ooked the sane, in the di mnoonlight, but there was now no sign of artificial structures.

"W had better tie ourselves together," he said as they paused. "Qtherwi se we could | ose
contact by accident, if we are surprised." He set down the pack, wondering howto put it on
without letting go of her.

"There's no cord in your pack, and | have none," she said.

"Maybe | can tear off a sleeve of ny shirt, and use that,"
thought to carry a good length of cord? Its advantage was obvi ous.

"You may need that to protect your armfromthe sun." She considered a nonent. "I have
sonet hing. Put your arns around ny waist."

he suggested. Wiy hadn't he

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%201%20-%20Virtual%20Mode.txt (53 of 146) [1/19/03 8:24:45 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%201%20- %20V i rtual %20M ode.txt

He did so. She turned within his grasp, so that she faced away fromhim Then she | eaned
forward, reached behind her, up inside her shirt, and untied her halter. The front of

it, |oosened, dropped down agai nst his hands. She reached inside the front and hauled it
out, leaving himwi th her breasts on his hands. He was too startled to react. This wonman was of
hi s Mdde?

They linked arms, his left to her right, hands clasping fore -- arms, the halter bound
around the wists in the mddle. It wasn't ideal, and if they fell they could wench their arns,
but they were unlikely to let go by accident.

"As | recall, it requires nore than a day to walk to your anchor, and this is night," she
said. "It will be better to find a secure place to sleep."

"That nmay be a problem | have |lost nmy sword, and have only one match left. A high place
may be subject to predator birds, and a |ow place to predator reptiles. | saw each kind during ny
j ourney out."

"Yes. We had better make weapons. | would also like to bathe.’

That was a relief! Her odor had been bad in the cage; now it was overwhel mi ng. The fol k of
his Mode were nornally scrupul ous about cleanliness; he was glad to | eamthat she remained true to
form

"I passed a mountain | ake not far back."

"Were there trees nearby?"

"Yes. Not any variety | know "

"Let's go there first. Then perhaps we can hide in a tree, after we talk."

She seened to have a better notion how to proceed than he did, so he agreed. He realized

that this was good experi -- ence; what he was | earni ng now should hel p himrescue Col ene.

They noved on to the | ake, proceeding carefully and qui -- etly in the darkness. \Wen they
reached it they stripped, but remained |inked. Mdre correctly, they remained linked and tried to
strip. Their shirts could not pass their linked arms. So they wal ked into the chill water and

washed in tandem he standing in front with his left armreachi ng back, she with her right arm
reaching forward. She held his shirt and other clothing while he washed. Then he hel d the bundle
of their clothing while she stepped forward and washed. He felt dis -- tinctly awkward putting his
hands on her shirt, halter, skirt, and diaper, but it was necessary. This rem nded hi mthat

Col ene had not used diapers; she had had al nost sheer pant -- ies that barely sufficed for
conceal nent. But she normally wore trousers, so that her undergarnent could never be seen by
accident. The purpose of diapers, of course, was to cush -- ion the secret region fromgaze and
touch, making it unfeas -- ibie to see the shape of it. Now he was seeing everything, in a nmanner

normal Iy reserved only for one about to undertake sexual contact. But this was a very speci al
si tuation.

Unable to do nuch else, he stared nostly into darkness while she washed. After she got the
caked grinme | oose, she rinsed her hair, and though it remained tangled, it assuned better col or
It was not proper of him but linked as he was to her, it was difficult for himnot to glinpse her
body in the noonlight. He saw that she was | ean rather than plunp, but her posterior was well
rounded and her breasts were of ade -- quate mass. Kublai had said she was not a pretty wonan --
no, he had said she was not renarkabl e in appearance or personality, which wasn't quite the same --
and that was true. But she had evidently had the stam na to survive twenty years of captivity and
retain her ability to speak her native lan -- guage, and to act pronptly to escape when the
opportunity presented itself. That spoke well for her personality, and in the appropriate appare
her body woul d be attractive enough. Perhaps he had been conparing her to a young beauty, such as
Col ene, which was unfair.

In noments they were both shivering. They cane out and shook thenselves. Their clothing
was dry, but they wanted to keep it that way. "We nust hug for warmth until we dry," she said.

He was constrained to agree. They enbraced face to face, their |inked arns sonewhat
awkwardly to the side. He was too cold to be sexually stinulated; he was just glad for her warnth.

When they were dry enough, they put their dirty clothes back on. They scrounged for sone
sticks, but not for a fire;

these were nakeshift weapons. Then they sought a suitable tree with branches both big
enough and hi gh enough to en -- able themto settle confortably above the ground. That shoul d
protect them from nocturnal ground aninals, and the foliage m ght shield themfromgreat birds.

It was awkward clinmbing with their arms |inked, and awk --
#itH
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ward getting confortably settled. Finally they sat facing each other, with their backs
braced against the large forking branches of the tree, his feet wedged agai nst the knots to the
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side of the opposite branch, her legs lifted and spread so that her knees enbraced his waist while
she sat partly on his thighs. H's inadequate bl anket covered their shoul ders.

"I could wish that I were younger,"” she murnured, "for this position would surely drive
you nad. "

He renenbered how Col ene's nai'vete about the spread of her clothed | egs had nearly done
so. "You are not old enough to avoid that risk. Fortunately it is too dark to see."

"I thank you for that courtesy. However, you have seen ny body. Please answer w th candor

do | retain sexual ap -- peal ?"
"Yes, but -- "
“I nmean, allowi ng for ny age, of course.”
"That was not the nature of ny qualification. I ama man of honor."

"I thank you again, Darius. You are very much a man of my culture.”

He tried to tilt his head back, so as to rest it against the branch behind him but that
was awkward. "Please do not m sunderstand. | think | nust put my head forward, on your shoul der
to sleep.”

"Understood. W shall enbrace as necessary to be com-- fortable." She put her head on his
| eft shoulder, and he put his on her |left shoulder. They linked their free arnms to com-- plete
the solidity of the position. Thus braced, it would be possible to sleep safely, and their

cl oseness hel ped shield themfromthe cold. It was far fromideal, in several respects, but
feasi bl e.

"We shall sleep soon, but now we must talk,” Prima said, as if they had not been doing so
all along. "You have been nobst patient and accommopdating. Please, if you will, tell nme of your

m ssion here. You surely have nbst pressing reason to risk the Mdes."

"l made a spot trip to a far Mbde, searching for a woman | could both | ove and marry," he
said. "I amthe current Cyng of Hiahtar. | think you know the problem"

"Indeed | do! | think you know mine too."

"Yes. Kublai wanted nost sincerely to | eam of your fate.
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He agreed to take ny place if | would search for you as | went."

She was silent for a noment. Then she asked: "Wat is Kublai's present feeling for nme?"

“I think it is not love. He had had to marry many tinmes, and discard all his w ves, unti
he retired. Now he has mar -- ried for love, at last. But he | oved you once, and remains sorry it
could not be worked out. | think he holds his enotion in abeyance, expecting either to | eam
not hi ng of you, or of your death. Now of course, while he takes ny place, he has had to divorce
his | ove-wi fe and make her his | ove-m stress. She is not pleased with that."

"l know the feeling."

"Yes, of course.” Not only had she not been able to marry for |ove, she had not been able
to assume the post for which she was plainly qualified.

“I'f I return, would he marry ne?"

"But the Cyngs of Hi ahtar don't marry for |ove!"

She nerely lifted her head and | ooked at himin the dark -- ness.

Enbarrassed, he_gave her the answer. "Yes, | believe he would. Your power would nake no
other wife necessary. But | understood that this was not a role you sought."

"It was not. But | had tine to think, in twenty years, and | realized that such a marriage
was a better use for me than what | had with the dragons."

"What did they nake you do?"

"Very little. They were saving ne for the chance arrival of another of ny kind. Then | was
either to discover his secret of Mbdel travel, or to breed with him"

"But there is no secret!" he protested. "The Chip nust be set fromthe anchor point."

"So | tried to tell them They were not sure they could believe nme. So | hel ped feed the
captives, until their Mdydes expired and they could be freed."

"Freed?"

"There isJio sport in hunting a caged creature. But one that has fled the cages and gone
out into the wilds can be a pleasant challenge. | was smart enough never to do that, so
survived. "
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"I amglad you did. | think | would not have escaped without your help."

"I didit for nyself as much as for you. But now we nust ascertain where we stand."
"I thought we had done that."

"No. What do you suppose the chances of your encoun -- tering nme were?"

"Cbvi ously good enough!"
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She shook her head. Her hair noved against his own. "That is not the case. There are an
i nfinite nunber of Mddes. How did we neet in one?"

"I was crossing Mdes, until | was trapped in the same way you were. Thus there was no
chance invol ved. "

"Not so. Infinity is broader than that. There are not only an infinite nunber of types of
Modes, there are an infinite nunber of each type. An infinite number of Cyngs setting out in
search of love. An infinite nunber of dragons trapping travelers. Howis it that you encountered
me, when there are an infinite nunber of variations of you and an infinite nunber of variations of
me?"

That had not occurred to him "Perhaps it was a fortunate chance."

“l think not."

"What are you sayi ng?"

"l am saying that we did not neet."

He lifted his head, startled. "This is hunor?"

"No. | shall explain. W are fromdifferent Mdes."

"But we speak the sanme | anguage! W have the sane con -- ventions! And | know of you, and
you know of Kublai! Qur Mdes match!"

"No. Qur Modes are very simlar, but they surely do not match. That is why | nust renain

bound to you until | reach your anchor. Wre | identical, | would not need such contact;

once you drew nme onto your Virtual Mde, | would remain on it, being of the substance of
your universe. Wre | too far renoved, | would not be able to cross with you at all. But | amin
bet ween: cl ose enough to cross with your help.”

"But perhaps you are identical," he said.

"No. When | cane close to you, and touched you, | did not step onto your Virtual Mbde,
though | could feel its am-- bience. | was one of*the infinite nunber of near m sses. So
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you see, there is no great coincidence in our nmeeting. There are infinitely nore
m smat ches than perfect matches.”

"But then why do you want to return with me?"

"Because your Mdde is also infinitely better than the al -- ternative. At |east once | am
t hrough your anchor point | will be able to remain, for your Mde will surround ne far nore
solidly than does the Virtual Mode. A man very like the one | loved will be there. | hope he wll
marry me."

"But surely you would not deceive him"

"Surely not! I will tell himthe truth, and offer himny body and ny power for his
di sposal, as long as he wi shes either.""'

Dari us nodded. "I think he will accept. But he will be concerned about the fate of his

original Prima."

"She may well be traveling back to the Mdde of another Darius, to marry another Kubl ai.
Her chest heaved with silent laughter. "W are interchangeable.”

He did not laugh. "But when | return, he will vacate the post, and need no Cyng wife."

Her face lifted again and turned to his. "If you return with your love, would you narry me
then? | can do for you what | can do for him and | woul d be discreet about your |ove --
nmstress. "

Darius was startled. A power of nultiplication rivaling his own!

"Why, vyes, | believe I would! You understand the nature of the narriage."”

"I certainly do. Consider us affianced, in that unlikely event.'

Darius sank into thought, his mnd racing. He had visited the other Mbde in search of
exactly a wonman such as this:

one who coul d expand his power so greatly as to make it no burden, without being depleted
herself. He had found her. She was not young and | ovely and sweet; she was old and smart and
cynical. She was not his love. She was Kublai's |lost |ove. What a strange sol ution

"You were correct," he remarked. "There was sonething to tal k about.'

"Yes. There is nore, but | felt it necessary to clarify our relationship as | believe it
is, so as not to deceive you."

" More?"
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"I have had twenty years to ponder the nature of the Mdes," she reninded him

"Kublai will be nost interested in what you have to say." He m ght be interested hinself,
but right now he was tired, and wanted to sl eep

"Delicately put. Let ne nention just one other question, whose answer | believe |I know "
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"One other thing," he agreed.

"W are in a provocative position, physically. If this causes you to desire --

"No. No offense."

"That is the answer | anticipated, and prefer. W are of different generations, and thrown
together only by the chance of our Modde invol venent. Now we nust share warnth and sl eep.”

Darius was glad to agree. He rel axed, adjusting his head on her shoul der, cushioned from
her shoul der bone by her shirt and hair and the thin blanket, and closed his eyes. She rel axed
simlarly against him and drew himin closer for that warmh. Her bosom touched his chest, and he
became con -- scious of her breasts as she breat hed.

Hi s imagi nati on shaped her body into that of Colene. He did desire a woman, and Col ene was
that woman. But the two of them had been hedged by i nperfect understandings, and it had not been
right. Were they traveling the Virtual Mdde, together like this, then -- well, if it had been
Col ene who had made that offer, this tinme he woul d have accept ed.

"You are thinking of your |oved one," Prima mnurmured.

"W are sharing mnds?" he asked, surprised.

"Sone. Bear in mnd that | have simlar power to nultiply as you do; that is a kind of
enotional interaction. It is stifled now because | amisolated fromyour Mde and your speci al
Chi p connection, but our minds will interact increasingly as we associate and are in close
contact."”

"Surely true," he agreed. Hi s power had been stifled in the alternate Mdes, but she
derived fromhis own Mde, or one very simlar. He had no experience with such interaction
because he had never before encountered a woman of her | evel of power.

"But mainly | felt the tenderness of your touching, and knew it was not for ne.
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She was enbarrassingly perceptive. "It is true."

“I'f I marry Kublai, | will try to pretend he still loves ne. | hope that at |east he
desires me."

"He has a young and beautiful and attentive wife," he said. "She is Koren. | inpressed on
her the need to be un -- married fromthe Cyng of H ahtar, and she hates nme. She will hate you, if
you evoke his desire."

Her body stiffened, then relaxed. "True. | thank you for that reminder. | have no right."

Evidently she had been quite lonely, trapped in the drag -- on's Mde. She had | oved
Kubl ai , and perhaps still loved him having had neither satisfaction nor any other man to dream

of . She could represent disaster for Kublai's love life. Yet she had a power that woul d be
i nval uabl e to any Cyng of Hiahtar, hinself included.

“I'f I may nake a suggestion -- "

"By all neans."

"Marry Kublai, but take a |over. Make it obvious. Then it will be seen that the marriage
is purely convenience."

"That is good advice," she said sadly. Then she was si -- lent, and they drifted to sl eep

IN the norning they were both quite stiff and uncom-- fortable. It occurred to himthat
this was indeed a provocative position, but that even had it been Col ene here, it would have
becone relatively unexciting in this situation

They unkinked their legs, and Prina got her skirt deco -- rously down so that her diapers
no | onger showed, which was a relief. They worked their way down to the ground and stretched and
exerci sed, junping together to get warm

"l nmust undertake natural functions," she said. "But we can not untie our arns."

"What exactly would happen if we did?" he asked. "I nmean, if we are careful to remain
right here in this Mode -- or if | stepped across, | could return for you."

"It might be all right," she said. "But ny fear is that because | amnow a creature of the
dragon's Mdde, and have no alternate Mbde anchored in that, | would fall through the Mdes and
return there. That is arisk | prefer not to take."

"Fall through? But if you do not wal k across the bor -- ders -- "
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“I'f you will hurmor me while | relieve nyself, I will ex -- plain in nore detail."

"As you wi sh." He was sure she had good reason. He stood facing away while she squatted to
do her busi -- ness and bury it in the dirt. Then she faced away for his turn. This was another

firmremnder that there was little actual romance in being bound to a woman; instead the details
he woul d have preferred to ignore were nmade uncom-- fortably evident.

Then they made a neal fromhis supplies, and she ex -- plained while they waited for the
wat er they had drunk to be assinilated. "You understand that a traveler's tenure is lim-- ited on
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the Chip Mode, because he gradually | oses contact. If he does not return fairly soon, he never
will."

"Yes. | call it the Virtual Mde, because it is analogous to a state of functioning by
that name in the Mode where | nmet ny love. It is presuned that a travel er has been killed or |ost
or trapped as you were. Now that | have | earned what happened to you, | consider this presump --
tion confirned."

"Virtual Mode," she repeated nusingly. "As if it is sone -- thing not quite real, yet
seens real. A useful concept." She paused, evidently assinilating the notion. "However, the
presunption of the reason a traveler through the Mbddes does not return is not confirmed. He may
i ndeed be killed, lost, or trapped, but the nmechanismis nore basic than that. You are aware how
you must eat and drink cautiously in foreign Mddes, because you can not immediately assinmilate the

food. "

"Yes. | was warned, but forgot. | drank at this |ake,

and | ost the water fromny stomach. | had to do it again, and
wait."

"Precisely. Your body isolates the foreign nolecul es and separates themfromtheir Mode;
they must join yours. But the corollary is nore dangerous: the nore foreign natter you incorporate
in your body, the |ess remains of your original substance. Eventually your body is nore foreign
than native, and you are unable to remain on the Virtual Mdde. Then you are trapped, regardl ess of
the rest of your situation. This hap -- pened to ne."

"But the dragons caged you!"
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"Yes. They caged ne and fed ne, and in due course | becane too nuch of their Mde, and
could not escape. | had little choice: had | refused to eat, | would have died of starvation. They
knew t hat. They woul d have done that with you. They allowed ne to feed you your own food because
they wished ne to ingratiate myself with you. They knew that in time your food would be ex --
hausted, and the process of assimlation into their Mdde would accel erate. The very process of
breathing was al -- ready beginning that."

"Breat hing!" he excl ai ned.

"When you breathe, you exchange nol ecul es of your sub -- stance with those of the air. The
| onger you breathe, the greater amount of foreign matter you incorporate.”

"I never thought of that! O course you are right."

"I have had a long tine to ponder the aspects of ny failure,” she said with a wan snile
"It is not surprising that sone of ny realizations are newto you. | would have told you this had
we remai ned trapped, and the dragons woul d have noted your reaction and seen that | was inpress --
ing you."

"And if you succeeded in wi nning ny confidence, you mght |eamfromne how to cross the
Modes, " he said. "I see their logic. But you succeeded too well."

"That was ny desire. | think nowthat | could have ad -- dressed you directly w thout
trying to mask it with nonsense syllables; the dragons are not highly vocal and do not really
understand the versatility of it. But | was deternmi ned not to squander ny only chance for escape."

"So your body is nostly of the dragon Mode," he said. "But | am aware of no actua
attraction of a Mbde. | do not find nyself sliding back to ny anchor Mdde when | relax. Wiy shoul d
it pull you back?"

"It may not," she admitted. "But it could work in this way: if | became separated from
you, | would be unable to cross Mddes toward your anchor. But | mght be able to cross themtoward
the dragon realm because it is as it were downhill for ny present substance. Since the Virtua
Mode intersects only a narrow segnent of each Mdde, | would inevitably stunble across and be noved
back. Cer -- tainly | would not reach your anchor. My fear is that even
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a brief separation would prevent you fromfinding nme, for you would not know i n whi ch Mdde
to search, or where withinit."

"Needl e in a haystack," he agreed.

"l do not follow your reference."

"It is a saying | |learned from Col ene. They use fine nee -- dles for stitchwork, as
understand it, and should such a needle fall into a pile of hay, it would be exceedingly difficult

to find."

"That is apt. So | prefer to take no risk, being sensitized by ny long captivity. | shall
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do nmy best to repay this incon -- venience for you. For exanple, | nmay be able to show you how to
cross Modes nore safely, so that you run no further risk of being trapped.”
"That woul d be a great help!"”

"When we reach your anchor, and | amsafe there, | will fetch you mrrors. It should be
easy to nmake a struc -- ture to hold a set of them one reflecting to the other. Wen the forward
mrror is poked across the border of Mdes, its light could be reflected through a closed tube to
the backward mirror. | think you could then see in the backward mirror the inmage fromthe forward
one, not overwhel med by the inages of the Mdde in which you

stood. "

Darius was intrigued by the concept. "If light can be reflected across the border, why
can't we just | ook

across?"

"I think we could if we were not attuned to the Mdde in which we stand. W need to isolate
our sight fromthat, just as we need to isolate our flesh fromit if we wish to depart it. Perhaps
| ammstaken. It is a concept | played with, and | would lIike to discover whether it works."

"I will certainly try it!" he said. "If it protects me fromwalking into a net, this del ay
will have been worth it." Then he reconsidered. "I do not nean to inply that it is not worth --
while to rescue you."

She | aughed. "I understand perfectly!"

She surely did. She was ol der than he, and not beautiful (though not ugly), but she had a
good mind to go with her excellent power. He was adjusting to the notion of marrying her, when he
returned with Col ene. That woul d i ndeed give
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hi m | ove and advantage in his post, though not in the sane wonman. It would make his foray
onto the Virtual Mde a success.

Havi ng assinilated the water, they noved on across the Mdes. Darius was now consci ous of
a resistance in his body, as if the foreign nol ecul es were draggi ng behind. But it was so slight
as perhaps to be his imagination. After all, Prima, who had twenty years' accumrul ation of foreign
substance in her body, was having no apparent difficulty crossing. Unless it was the resistance of
her substance, in contact with his, which caused the drag.

He expected their return to be slower than his original jour -- ney, but it was faster
Hs fanmliarity with the route and her eagerness to reach the anchor nade for excellent progress.
They did encounter a |large predator at one point, but a quick dodge back across the Mde border
solved that. Prima also insisted on | eading the way, so that she rather than he would catch the
brunt of danger. She seened al nbst fearless in her cooperation

When they reached the point at which he had diverged fromthe direct route, he explained,
and she agreed as to the wi sdomof that course. They retraced his route across the plain. Wen he
judged they were close to his Mdde, he con -- jured themto the dais of the Cyng of Pwer.

Then sudden doubt assailed him "How can | be sure it's ny anchor?" he asked. "If there
are an infinite num-- ber of Dariuses entering an infinite nunber of Virtual Mdes -- "

"Each should relate to his own anchor," she said. "Your Virtual Mde slants across Mdes
at such an angle that three paces separate them Wen you take the final three paces, you should
be at the correct anchor. My case diners; | lost ny Mdde, so have no such orientation and nust
depend on yours."

"I hope you are right," he said.

"And if it is a different anchor, but so sinmlar that it accepts you, and no one can tell
the difference, does it matter?"

"Of course it matters! Those awaiting ny return would wait in vain, for | would be in the
wrong Mode!"

"But that wong Mbde would stand in the sane need of
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your return as your own, and your return would be as bene -- ficial to it."

He did not feel equipped to answer that. He just hoped it

was the right one.

They reached the anchor and stepped onto the marked cir -- cle.
CHAPTER 7
UNDERSTANDI NG
RUT why were you calling ne? Colene inquired after -- recovering control of herself.
/ need help to escape, Seqiro replied. | felt the invitation of the Virtual Mde, and

accepted it. But | rmust step out of ny stall to utilize it, and can not w thout breaking it down.
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| can open it for you, she said. The latch | ooks sinple enough

The horse twitched an ear. For your human fingers, yes. For ny hoof, no.

She stepped toward it. / will do it now.

He brought his nose about to intercept her. Not yet. | will need feed and sone supplies
before |I travel, for grazing has di sadvantages on the Virtual Mbde.

But | thought horses liked to graze!

We do. But the food of other realities is difficult to assim-- ilate, and best avoi ded
until the journey is conplete.

She was surprised. What's wong with it?

When you cross realities, what you have recently eaten remains behind, for it is not of
your reality.

She had packed supplies because she had been uncertain what she would find al ong the way.
Now she was very glad she had done so!

I"mgoing to find my lost |ave, Darius, she thought. Were are you goi ng?
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Wth you

But you nmay not like it in his reality!

I will like it with you.

He wasn't just saying it, he was thinking it, and the sin -- cerity of his thought was not

to be doubted. Oh, Seqgiro, you are so rmuch nore than | ever dreaned of!

I know. | felt you coming fromafar, and hoped you were human. It is a strain to think
across realities, but with the Virtual Mdde it is possible, and | had to find you and bring you to
ne.

Thi s was sudden, but right. Colene knew her life had changed, in a way she had never
expected. She had | oved Darius quickly; she loved Segiro instantly, but in a different way.

Instant | ove was supposed to be foolish, as it was based on infatuation rather than know edge, but
with direct nmind contact, that rule was irrel evant.

Soon she | earned his situation, because he nade a com-- prehensive explanatory nenta
picture: this was a reality in which the horses governed, just as the dogs, cats, and bears
governed sone of the realities she had passed. They did it by telepathy, inposing their will on
human beings. To an outside observer, this was nuch Iike a human reality, but here the humans
acted at the behest of the horses, feeding them ex -- ercising them and guarding them

But Seqiro had too nuch of a mind for |leisure. He wanted to explore new frontiers and gain
new under standi ngs. He al so tended to be generous to his handl ers. This had nmade other horses | ook
bad, and finally they had acted by renoving his handlers, effectively confining himto his stall
He was being pressured to change his ways. He had resisted -- and then felt the questing of the
Virtual Mode

There had been such questings before, but he had not cared to risk them Now he had to,
for it was his only likely escape, physically and nentally. It was no coincidence that this con --
nection had cone; only those in great need established Vir -- tual Mdes, and only those in
simlar need attuned to them They were like calls across the realities: | NEED YOUR HELP. SHARE
MY ADVENTURE. But such adventure could be extrenely strange. Thus only specially receptive m nds
felt the questings, and only the nmost strongly noti -- vated fol k accepted them
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But there was serious risk entailed, for though he knew he could escape via the Virtua
Mode, he did not know who had instituted it, or for what purpose. He did know that other aninals
had nmental powers, and that nmany of these were predator species. If this happened to be a tiger
Mode, he woul d have difficulty relating and woul d probably perish. If, on the other hoof, it was a
conpati bl e species, he mght do very well, and gain intellectual satisfaction

When he had tuned in to her approach, he had perceived what seemed to be a human
personality. Could it be a human Modde? That possibility had not occurred to himbefore, but of
course any species could institute a Virtual Mdde if it knew how. He had never noted any
tel epathic power in the human kind, but it was certainly possible that it existed in variants of
that species in distant realities. Certainly a human ani nal could be conpatible; human ani mal s
were a horse's best friend here.

Then it turned out that the approaching human was only potentially telepathic. This was
very prom sing, because such a human woul d need a horse for nmental contacts, just as a horse
needed a human for physical chores. Wuld the human be amenable to such cooperation? It was

fermale, and fe -- males tended to |ike horses for thenselves, apart fromtheir power; that was
anot her positive sign.
By the tinme Col ene reached his stall, he had the answer. The sheer chance of the Virtua

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%201%20-%20Virtual%20Mode.txt (60 of 146) [1/19/03 8:24:45 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%201%20- %20V i rtual %20M ode.txt

Mode had brought himthe ideal conpanion. Their two realities might be different in nost cultural
and practical respects but they aligned in what counted nost for this purpose: the affinity of
horses and girls. It was a bond that needed no further justification

Yes, Col ene agreed.

Now you nust get my things, for | can not do it, and bring themto ne, so | can trave
with you.

But | amlinited to a ten-foot swath, she protested. If |I step out of it, I wll |eave
this reality and | ose you
Not once you pass through the anchor, as you did when you entered ny stall. Now you are in

my reality, until you approach it fromthe other side.

She found that hard to believe, but it turned out to be true:

she could now | eave the stall and cross the aisle without los -- ing track of him She was
nowin his reality, all the way.
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They got it organi zed: she would hide her bicycle in his stall, then fetch his feed and
supplies, then open his gate and they woul d depart his anchor, as he called it, and resune
progress toward her destination. Seqiro had no destination for hinself; he nerely wished to be
free to explore and | eam

wi t hout suffering undue hardship.

He made a nmental picture for her, how she should dress and deport herself so as to pass
unnoti ced anmong the | ocal attendants. Any human fol k she should ignore, but she would have to
respond to any equi ne queries. She should indicate that she was on private business for her steed,
and nove on. The uniformwas sinple: a loincloth, cape, and sandals. There was a supply shed near
the stall; she went and changed, under his nental guidance. She renmoved her own clothing, then put
on the loincloth. It circled her waist once, |looped into two ends in front, and one end passed
down between her |l egs and up and over in back. It rather resenbled the cloth worn by the Anerican
I ndi ans, being suprenely sinple and func -- tional. Wen she had that properly wapped, she donned
the cl oak, which was a circle with a hole in the center; it came down to about her waist. Then
sandal s, each one fashioned of two slabs of wood |inked by cord, for heel and toe, and a | oop of
cord for the ankle. Again: about as sinple and func -- tional as clothing could be. Cbviously the
human fol k of this

reality did not rate fancy outfits.

Then she donned the hat. This was what identified her status and affiliation. It was |ike

a beanie with a hanging tassel, and the manner the tassel fell indicated her degree of autonony.
Sone humans had nore responsibility than oth -- ers, and could act w thout constant direction from
their

hor ses.

Now she wal ked to the granary for the feed. She passed

ot her humans, who were simlarly garbed. They ignored her. She knew they woul d not have,
had she appeared publicly in her own clothing. Had Seqiro not been guiding her as she first cane
onto these prem ses, she would have run afoul of

ot hers.

The granary was stocked with bags of grain. Take two, if

you can carry them Seqiro thought. Each represents approx -- imately one day's feed, and
I will need eight.

She picked up two, putting their straps over her shoul ders.
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She wal ked back with them and set themin Seqiro's stall. She nmade another trip, bringing
two nore. She was surprised how easy it was; others seemed not to see her at all. She could take
the whol e granary, load by |oad, and no one woul d care. She tossed her head, feeling carefree for
t he nonent;

this was fun in its ways. Her cap alnost fell off, and she had to jamit back

Then soneone did notice. It was a young nan. He gl anced passingly at her, did a
doubl et ake, and approached her. He stared at her hat.

Seqiro -- sonething's wong, she thought, hoping he was tuning in. She could not broadcast
her thoughts; it only seened like it. He was able to think to her alone, so that others of his
kind did not know he was breaking confinenent, but he m ght not do that continuously now that she
knew what she was doi ng.

/ am here

She pictured the situation, hoping she didn't have to put it into words, because that
woul d take too nuch tine.
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G ve nme your eyes.
Eyes? Coul d he see through her eyes? She relaxed, trying to let her mind go bl ank. She
hoped that was enough

Her eyes noved on their own. They cast about, then fo -- cused on the man. He is | ooking
at your tassel. It nust have changed position.

Oops! | did that w thout thinking.

He is sexually interested. Your tassel nust be in the posi -- tion of urgent invitation

She had done that when she so blithely tossed her head? Sexual invitation? / didn 't know
it could say that!

There is no spoken | anguage anong humans of this reality. Signs of several types suffice
We al l ow humans to choose their own tines and partners for procreation, provided they are proper

wor kers. You signaled himthat you find himde -- sirable and wi sh to conceive by him
What disastrous luck! / don't want sex with him How can | get out of it?
That will be difficult without causing a commotion. Human mal es are unsubtle creatures.

VWhat else was new / don't care how Just do it!

Seqiro considered, while the nman attenpted to enbrace

r
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her. Her two bags of grain got accidentally-on-purpose in the way. But that dodge woul d
not |last long. He was starting to

untie his loincloth. Hurry! she thought.

Smle and make a fist. Mwve it slowy down, then open your

hand.

She did as bid. The nman watched intently, then did the

sane. Then he got out of her way.

She wal ked on toward the stall. Wat did | tell hin®

That you woul d neet himhere at sundown with your loin -- cloth off.

But I don't want to do that!

We shall be gone by then

Ch. But | didn 't nmean to lie to himeither! That's not right.

Actually there were qualifications; sonetines a lie was nec -- essary. It depended on the
situation.

/ will mnd-touch another female and suggest to her that

one who finds her desirable will be there at that tine.

So she would go to neet the man. That might do it. Ob -- viously he had no great prior
relationship with Colene! But | thought you couldn 't telepath to other hunans.

| can do so. But ny own servitors have been confined, and it is bad formto nind-touch
others. However, a subtle touch on the mind of a fenmale not otherw se occupi ed shoul d pass
unnoticed. It is any effort to gain freedomfor nyself that the

authorities are guarding against. But |I'm hel ping you do that! He nmade a nental suggestion
of unconcern. You are not of

this reality. They do not know of you

And that nade all the difference for them both! She needed hel p, he needed hel p, and they
both needed to have nobody el se know what they were doing. / guess it's all right. | hope she
gives hima good time. | never nmeant to be a tease.

When he sees her without her loincloth, he will not care about any other matter. This is
the nature of humans.

These were primtive humans, she realized, stultified by having no real power over their
own affairs, no pun. But perhaps not nuch different fromthose of her reality. She knew boys who
woul d grab any girl they could, and girls who would tease unnercifully. She had done her share,
when she got that key for Darius. In fact, she had done nore than her
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share of teasing when she had cone to sleep with himin her bottonl ess nightie and told
hi m no sex.

Strai ghten your tassel

She paused to do it. She didn't need any nore hot encoun -- ters!

She finished hauling the grain and got to work on the other things. There were smnal
tools, and bags of water, and a kind of harness so that he could carry the things on either side
of his body. She followed his nental guidance and got the har -- ness put on correctly and the
things set init, working with far greater facility than she ever could have by figuring every --
thing out for herself. This nental contact was like riding the bicycle: it tripled efficiency in a
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fun way.

She went for other things, and brought them back and put themin their I oops in the
harness. The horses were nental creatures here, but obviously they could handl e physical work too.
It was probably easier than nmaking the relatively puny humans do it. The humans were for ninor
chores.

She | oaded her bicycle on top of his other things, because he thought she would be unable
to use it in this vicinity. She was amazed at how nmuch of a |oad he could bear, but he was
unconcer ned.

But as she was fetching one of the last itenms, a block of salt, there was a different nind
touch. What are you doi ng?

That wasn't Seqiro! Wiich neant it was another horse. Wich nmeant trouble. What was she to
do? She shouldn't answer, but if she didn't there nmight be trouble too.

She kept her mind quiet. As far as she knew, a thought had to be conscious to be read. The

ordinary mnd was such a junble of this and that and reactions and tenporary con -- cerns that it
was hopel ess as far as any outside perception went. But when she nmade sonethi ng consci ous, she
formu -- lated it, and that was what Seqiro read. So if she fornmul ated no response, the other

horse should find her mnd a nuddy sl ate. She hoped.

Identify yoursel f, the thought cane inperiously.

Coul d she risk a thought directed to Seqiro? She doubted it, because she wasn't sendi ng,
he was readi ng, and the other horse could do the same. Maybe Seqiro was able to read the other
t hought, so already knew. In that case he probably couldn't send to her, because the other horse
woul d pick it
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up. The other horses mght not even know it was Seqgiro she was working for; that was why
they had to inquire. So she maintained her nmental silence, or at |least her nmental nmud. In fact,
she shoul d stop thinking of his nane, in case they picked that up. It was best if they thought she
was just a sinple hunan intruder stealing things.

Pain | anced through her. It felt I|ike what she thought a heart attack would be, hurting
fromshoul der to gut. The other horse was whi pping her with its nind

The bl ock of salt fell fromher twtching hands. She stag -- gered and al nost fell. These
horses did have ways to enforce their demands!
| denti fy!

I nstead she focused on her |egs, and broke into as nmuch of a run as she coul d nanage. She
had to get to Seqiro's stall before that creature knocked her unconscious or worse. The boss-
horses nust have caught on that sonething was happen -- ing, and were investigating.

Now she heard rapid human footsteps. They were sum-- noning the mnions! She had to reach
Seqgiro before the others intercepted her

But as she rounded a coner, she saw that she had not made it. Three young nen were between
her and Seqiro's stall. How was she to get past them even if the other horse didn't blast her
ni nd?

A notion percolated up through her nud-mind, and she put it into effect before a horse
could read it. Humans! They are catching nme! she thought [oudly. That should satisfy the horse
that he didn't need to stun her; the situation was in hand. One threat sidetracked, maybe.

Meanwhi | e she reversed her course and broke into a run, away fromthe nmen. It was al so
away from Seqiro's stall, but that was part of the point: if they didn't know about Seqiro, this
woul d keep the secret. Maybe she would be able to | ead them astray, then duck back to the stal
unobser ved.

She whi pped around the comer she had just rounded fromthe other direction. There was a
supply nook here; she knew because she had recently fetched things fromit. She swung herself into
it, ducked down, and held her breath.

The nen rounded the conmer and pounded down the aisle. They ran right by the nook. It had
wor ked! She had gi ven
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themthe slip by acting fast -- by stopping here imediately after turning the corner
when they expected her to keep run -- ning. They couldn't read minds; they depended on the horses
for that, and neanwhil e the horses thought the humans had the situation in hand. She was slipping
t hrough a crack.

She resuned breathing, cautiously. She listened, and heard only the receding footsteps.
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Good enough.

She stepped out of the nook, and wal ked around the cor -- ner. The way was cl ear. She
approached Seqiro's stall. She knew that at any nonent things would heat up again, so she wasted
no tine. She reached into the supply shed near his stall and fetched her clothing and pack

She cane to stand before his stall. Was it safe to think a clear thought yet? She doubted
it. Better just to get on with the escape without further mnd talKk.

She reached for the bar which only human hands could renove, not hoofs. It came up,
rel easing the gate.

The grain and supplies would have to be enough; she couldn't chance going back for the
salt. She got her pack on her back, stuffing her original clothing into it; there was no tine to
change now either. She pointed to the aisle before the stall, indicating her eagerness to go
bef ore anyone returned. She hoped Segiro agreed.

Then she heard sonet hing. She | ooked back

There were two nore nen, barring the way. They held pitchforks in a manner that nmade them
| ook exactly |ike weapons.

Now we know whom you serve, the hostile thought came. W gave you the chance to show us.

CGo, Seqiro! she thought desperately. She realized that their nental silence had been for
not hi ng; the boss-horses had out -- tricked them Before they can attack you

Seqgiro started to nove out. The men noved to bar his way, the tines of the pitchforks
orienting on his head. They were the servants of horses, but not of Seqiro.

Col ene ran out ahead. "Get away! Get away!" she cried, hoping to startle theminto retreat
just long enough to let Seqgiro out of the stall

I nstead one man dropped his fork and grabbed her, while the other continued to hold his
tines at Seqiro's eye |evel
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They were under expert control, all right. They had neither startled nor panicked.

She struggled, but all she did was get her cape jammed up agai nst her neck; the man was
strong. So she tried another tactic: she twi sted sone nore, deliberately causing her cape to ride
up farther, exposing her breasts. "See how nice | am" she said. "Watch ne, not the horse."

The man hol di ng her | ooked down, interested. He evi -- dently did not understand her
words, but he could see her body well enough. The other one was | ooking too now, his fork dropping
| ow. Col ene both | oved and hated herself for doing this; it was akin to the way she made others
| augh while she thought of the blood flowing fromher wists. She de -- lighted in the power of
her body to make nen stare, while knowi ng that she was cheapening herself in the process.

Then, suddenly, the second nman forgot her and turned back to Seqiro. The other horse had
taken control of his nmind! The horses got no sexual thrill fromseeing her torso. The fork lifted
again. But the nman holding her did not let go. Instead he started to drag her back, away fromthe
hor se.

Co, Seqgiro! she thought again. At |east he would get free.

Then the man with the fork doubl ed over, the weapon clat -- tering to the floor. The one
hol di ng her dropped simlarly. Go, Colene! Seqgiro thought back at her

She realized that Seqiro had used his own power of stun -- ning on the nen, now that there
was no point in further nmind silence. She caught her balance and ran for the stall. She had to go

intoit, and then out of it on the Virtual Mde. Like passing the other way through a tunnel to
anot her vall ey.

But before she got there, the other horse stunned her too. It was |ike a hamer blow to
the head; she felt her conscious -- ness fleeting. Just as the other horse had not been able to
protect its minions fromSeqiro's blows, Seqiro could not protect her fromthe bl ow of the other
hor se.

But it wasn't quite conplete. The other horse was farther away, so sone force was |ost.
She fought to hang on to what she could before it overwhel med her. If she could make it through
before | osi ng consci ousness --

She found herself falling into the stall. She had nade it! But now that she was down, she
could not get up. Her body
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woul d not respond. She could only lie here, at the anchor but not through it. So close, so

far!

Go, Segiro! she thought again.

Sonet hi ng brushed her face. It was the end of his tail. She grabbed onto it and clung with
what she hoped was a death grip.

She felt herself being dragged forward, out of the stall. She was unable to fight any
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nor e.
SHE found herself face down in the aisle. R se, Colene, Seqgiro's thought came urgently.
Get on ne.
She lifted her head. Only a few seconds had passed, she thought, but the nmen were gone.
What had happened?

Up! Up!
She responded sl uggishly to his thought. She dragged her -- self to her hands and knees,
then caught hold of part of Se -- qgiro's harness and haul ed herself up that.

A horse appeared down the aisle. It | ooked surprised.

Hold on. Seqiro stepped forward, dragging her with him In a few steps the other horse
di sappear ed.

At | ast she caught on to what was happening. They were crossing realities! Seqiro had
dragged her fromthe anchor into another reality on the Virtual Mde, |eaving the men and horses
of his own reality behind. Perhaps that change had eased the pressure on her nmind, allow ng her to
recover a bit. But the adjacent reality was very simlar, with nore tele -- pathic horses, who
woul d surely interfere if they realized what was happening, so they had stepped into a third one.

Buoyed by that realization, she clung to the harness arid nade her |egs nove. She started
to wal k beside Seqiro. The notion hel ped restore circul ati on and clear her m nd

They turned and wal ked down the aisle, then turned again at the comer and resuned crossing
realities. The stalls began to change appearance. They were on their way!

Col ene' s head cl eared. Apparently the other horse's stun -- thought had done no physica
damage.

They left the village, or naybe the village just faded away in the new realities. They
were now i n open countryside, with some trails going who-knew where. It was nice. She realized
that the details of her own anchor reality nust have been constantly changing sinmilarly, when she
started out. She had
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been focusing only on the road ahead, and had been em-- broiled in her own confused
t houghts, so had paid al nost no attention to her surroundings. Al so, it had been norning, in the
suburbs, with little traffic, so she had not seen cars pop -- ping in an out of existence at
first. Fromthe first ten feet, she had been in a far weirder environment than she had re --
al i zed!

"Say, maybe we can find a salt block out here, to replace the one | dropped,"” Col ene said
brightly.

That will not be effective, Seqgiro replied. She realized that she had spoken rather than
t hought, but it seened to make no difference: he tuned in to her focused thoughts, and she had to
focus themto talk. In fact, that was easier

"Why not? Salt is salt, isn't it? It won't hurt you just be -- cause it's from anot her
reality?"

It will not hurt nme. But we can not carry such a block across realities.

"Now, wait a minute! You explained about not being able to eat anything in other
realities, but you're carrying a whole big |oad of supplies across realities right now, just as
am"

These are fromour anchor realities. You may carry sub -- stance fromyour own reality
with you, or frommy reality, and | may carry fromeither reality, but not fromthe inter --
vening realities.

"Are you sure? These realities seempretty solid to ne."

It is easy to denonstrate. Pick up an object.

Col ene stooped to pick up a pretty stone. She had al ways |iked stones, and not just the
pretty ones; she knew that each stone was a fragment of sonething that had once been nuch | arger
and had formed by dint of terrific pressures or an uni naginably long tine or both. How was it
described in class? Metanorphic, which neant being squi shed; sedinen -- tary, which neant settling
in the bottomof the sea; and ig -- neous, which neant being squeezed out |ike toothpaste around a
vol cano. But that was really one of the other two kinds, because it had to have started sonmewhere
el se before getting cooked under the nountain. So each one had its his -- tory, and every stone
was interesting in its own way. She wi shed she could collect themall. This particular one | ooked
Iike mica, which was about as appropriate as it could be.

Carry it across realities.
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They stepped forward. The scenery barely changed, but the stone vani shed.

Startled, Col ene | ooked back. There was the stone on the ground, where she had picked it
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up. But she knew that what she saw was not the stone she had picked up; it was the one of this
reality. She could not see across realities, as she had discovered with the bear that appeared
before her. If she stepped back, she would then see the rock she had picked up

So she stepped back. The rock was on the ground, but not where it had been. It was in the
pat h where she had dropped it. Except that she hadn 't dropped it.

"So | crossed, but it didn't," she said, turning back to face Seqiro.

That is correct. W are on the Virtual Mde, and we can transport only substance from our
own realities, because the Mdde is tied into them OQher realities have only partial effect on us,
and we on them

Col ene stared. She was receiving his thoughts, but he was not there! The countrysi de was
enpty.

Then she caught on. She stepped toward him and as she crossed into the next reality he
r eappear ed.

She went to himand hugged hi magain. "Point made, Seqiro," she said. "I guess | just
hadn't thought it through. |I hadn't tried to pick up anything, or eat anything -- brother! | guess
food woul d vani sh the sane way, wouldn't it!"

Yes, it should. My understanding is that it nmay be possible to retain the substance of
intervening realities if it is digested, but that there is danger in doing that.

"Let's not risk it! Ch, I"'mglad | net you! | would have been in trouble pretty soon, just
fromignorance. "

It is not shame to be ignorant, when you |l ack a source of information

They resunmed their wal k, angling toward the route she had been followi ng before she
detoured to neet the horse. "Howis it that you know all this, when you haven't done this be --
fore?"

/ learned it fromreading the minds of other Virtual Mde travelers.

"But other horses don't seemto read mnds across reali -- ties. How can you?"
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It is quite limted. | could read your mnd because we share this particular Virtual Mode.

I can read the nminds of other creatures only when we intersect their particular realities. The
other horses of ny reality can not perceive the Virtual Mde, because only | amits anchor in ny
reality.

"Just as only | amthe anchor in nmy reality," she said. "And Darius is the anchor in his
reality. Only it's the place too, isn't it? Because otherwi se when we left our realities, the
anchors woul d fade away."

Correct. The anchor place becones inoperative when the anchor person departs; only when
the two are together can the connection be invoked or aboli shed.

"Abol i shed? You nean it won't [|ast?"

/(will remain until you return and renounce it, just as you accepted it at the start. O
until the Chip that is the source of the full Virtual Mde is changed.

"That would be at Darius' end."” She considered as they entered a forest and clinbed a
sl ope. When the way becanme difficult, she explored ahead a little to find a better passage for
Seqiro's bul k, because he wei ghed about a ton, literally, and could not squeeze through places she
could, especially with his | oad nmaki ng his body wi der. "You read the mnds of folk on other
Virtual Mddes before this one, though you were not part of those Mddes?'

This seens to be ny special ability. | have always sought to explore the unknown, and when
| becane aware of a trace nental current | could not identify, | sought it avidly. Perhaps others
of my kind could do the sane, but they have had no interest. Intine | was able to fathom enough
of the occa -- sional Virtual Mddes to understand their nature. | teamed that | could join one, if
| wished, if | exerted my will at the time it was being formed. | decided that | would do so, when
the tine was right -- and this was that tine.

"I"'mglad you did," she said sincerely.
I"'mglad it was you who was on it.

She turned and hugged himagain. "I hope you don't mnd all this physical contact, Seqiro.
I -- | guess | have this need, and you're so wonderful -- "

/ have not before been loved by a human girl. | feel your enption, and | revel init.
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"I revel too," she said. "I never knew |'d neet you, and | never want to | ose you."

/ see no inmediate need for us to separate. W shall find Darius, and then | will renain
with you if you desire. There is no conflict between ne and your human contacts.

"No conflict," she agreed. "But suppose it is dull for you in Darius' reality? You want to
| earn new things, and magi ¢ nmight not be to your taste."
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Then | can enbark on another Virtual Mode.

"But then we would have to separate, because |I'Il want to stay with Darius forever and
ever!" she protested.

Unl ess he too wi shed to explore farther on a Virtual Mode.

She hadn't thought of that. "Well, first we have to get there. Fromwhat |'ve seen so far
that's not necessarily a cinch."

True. W& are entering the region of telepathic carnivores. | can feel their thoughts as we
pr ogr ess.

"Ch! Can they hurt you?"

That depends on their size. | would prefer not to get bitten or scratched.

"And you can't read their minds until you're in their re -- ality," she said. "So a tiger

coul d pounce on you by surprise. But not if | go ahead."
So it can pounce on you ? W had better go together

"Maybe | can get a weapon to fend off -- oops, but I can't carry it across realities!”

My hoof knife may serve.

She dug out the knife. It was a solid, ugly thing. "I don't know Modst of ny experience
with knives has been cutting nmyself, not others. | don't know whether | could use it effec --

tively against a tiger or bear."

Wth ny direction you coul d.

"You nmean you could tell me in my mnd? But still | mght miss, or drop it, or sonething
Grls really aren't much for physical conmbat."”

Allow ne to denonstrate. Pretend that tree is a tiger

Col ene took the knife and stepped to the side, toward the tree, remaining in the sane
reality. ' '"Ckay, it's atiger. Sud -- denly | see it, and it sees ne, and it gets ready to spring
and | panic and -- "

She ducked down, then straightened |ike an uncoiling
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spring. Her hand snapped violently forward. The knife plunged into a knot on the trunk of
the tree.

Col ene fell back, letting go of the knife, shaking her hand, for it had taken a jolt. The
knife remained in the tree. She had thrust with nore speed and force than she had known she

possessed. "What -- ?"
/ gui ded your body. W are experienced in controlling hu -- mans.
"And that tiger has the knife through his snoot!" she ex -- clainmed, amazed. "I didn't

hurt the tree nuch, but that tiger would have had one hell of a surprise!"

/ believe the knife will be an effective weapon for you

That was the understatenment of the day! Colene went to the tree and tugged at the knife.
It wouldn't cone. She pushed up and pulled down on it, trying to wiggle it free, but the wood
clung to it. Then Seqiro sent a thought, and she wenched and twi sted with special force and

skill, and it canme out. She had physical ability beyond what she had t hought were her limts.
Seqiro seened to bypass her re -- straints and draw on her full potential

Hol di ng the knife, she proceeded with nore confidence. Actually the chances of
encountering a bear or tiger right up close by surprise were snall; her episode with the bear

ni ght have been the only one that woul d happen.
You t hought of cutting yourself, Seqgiro thought. / do not understand this.

She | aughed sel f-consciously. "I"msuicidal. It's a secret, but I think I'Il have no
secrets fromyou. | think about death a lot, and blood. O | did, before | nmet Darius. Before
got on the Virtual Mode."

[/ still do not understand. Wiy should you wish to die? You are a conmely and intelligent
young woman.

"Well, that gets conplicated, and maybe | don't know the whol e answer nyself. | don't
think you'd like nme as well if you saw what's down inside ne."

/ read a wellspring of pain. This does not surprise nme. You would not have undertaken the
Virtual Mbde if you had been satisfied with your situation. Think through your pain while we
travel. Perhaps | will be able to help.

She | aughed bitterly. "Only if you could nmake ne forget!"

This | could do.
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Startled, she realized that it was probably true. He could read her m nd, and could make
her body performin a way it never had before. Wiy not block off a bad nenory?

"Ckay, Seqiro. But stop ne if you get disgusted, because | don't want to nake you hate ne.
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When | told Darius how | was suicidal, he -- " The pain of that m sunderstandi ng and separation
cut her off. At |east Darius had changed his mnd, and set up the Virtual Mdde so they could be
toget her again. She knew there were still problens, because he had to marry a wonan with a whol e
lot of joy, but if she could just be with him things would work out sonehow.

She turned her mind back to the tinmes of special pain. There were several, and she didn't
know what related nost directly to what, or howthey tied in with how she felt later. Maybe they
really didn't mean nmuch; maybe she had reacted the wong way, or naybe they shoul dn't have
bot hered her. Wuld they have bothered her, if her folks' marriage hadn't beconme a shell, forcing
her to seek el sewhere for enotional support -- which she hadn't found? Maybe the whol e busi ness
was too dull to review, and she should have forgotten it |ong ago. Maybe worse had happened to
others and they had shrugged it off, and Col ene was peculiar to have failed to have done that.

“I don't know. Maybe this is a bad idea. | would feel foolish just speaking some of this
stuff, and -- "

Then feel it. 1 amattuning to you and learning to read your nuances. | can read your
menories, if you allow ne.

He could do that? He could reach deep into her and see her nobst secret things, if she did
not resist? That was scary! Yet she renenbered Iying with Darius, telling himhe could maybe touch
her breasts but not her genital region, and he had done neither. Then later she had offered it al
to him and he had not taken it. She had respected himfor that, yet al so been annoyed. It m ght
have been better if he had been unable to control hinmself. That woul d have given the control to

her, odd as that seened considering that he would be hav -- ing his will of her. He had not, and
so she had not had her will of him which wasn't quite the sane.
Spreadi ng her legs for Darius. Spreading her mind for Se -- qgiro. What was the difference?

One was a secret of the body, the other a secret of the mind. O the two, the mnd was
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nore private. Yet it was sonething she wanted to do, wanton as it night reveal her to be
She wanted to tell soneone, just as she had wanted to show her body to someone. To lay the guilt
bare, just because it was there.

" Ckay. "

She laid open her mind. It traveled back two years.

SHE was twel ve years old, and visiting Catholic rela -- tives in Panama, in the Cana
Zone. One parent was Catholic, so maybe that nade her one too, but she wasn't sure whether it did
or whether she wanted it to. She went to mass on Sun -- day, undecided and really not caring a
whole lot. She just loved visiting here, where everything was so much ni cer than back at home. I|f
church was part of it, well, it was worth it.

And it did nake her feel very close to God. God | oved the sparrow as He |oved H's Son
Surely He loved this whole region, and that was why it was so nice. The Anerican en -- clave was

beautiful, very like paradise, with lovely gardens and ultimate contenporary luxury. After a
distance it faded to the natural |andscape, which was not mani cured but which remained interesting
inits tropicality. Every palmtree was a novelty, to one raised in lahoma

She wal ked to the nearby native village, curious how the Pananmani ans |ived. Was it the
sane as the Anmericans, or different in sone intriguing way? They nust be very happy, living in a
pl ace like this.

Nothing in her life had prepared her for what she saw in that village. The houses were
huts with thatched roofs and dirt floors. The people were filthy, their clothing odd. Naked
children of both sexes ran wildly in the streets. Young noth -- ers held soiled babies to their
bare breasts, nursing themin public. There were sores on the children's | egs, scabbed over, with
flies clinging to the crust. Insects gathered around their nmouths, and no one even bothered to
brush them away. It was horrible.

She rushed back to the enclave, back to the church. "A priest, a priest!"” she cried. A
priest came to her; perhaps this was confession.

Tearfully she expressed her feelings of shock and griev -- ance. Suddenly she had seen the
real world, right next to paradise. It wasn't better than what she had known, it was
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worse! |t had been hidden fromher. Hurt and outraged, she wept bitteriy. She felt
betrayed. She bl aned the church, she blanmed the priest, she blamed herself, and she bl aned God.
Everythi ng was wong, and she wanted this wong to be corrected.

The good father was patient. Wien she wound down, he spoke softly and kindly to her. "My
child, you have seen reality, and it is as unconfortable for you as it is for all of us. You now
have a decision to nake. Whatever you have or will get in the future, you nay give equally to each
poor Panamanian. It is possible to give each one a good neal for one day. Then you will be just as
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poor as they are. You are allowed to do this, but you are not required to give up your
birthright."

It was her first real lesson in logic, and a giant one. She had thought herself a fast
| earner, but now she saw how sl owly she was | earning about reality. Even then, she did not appre --
ciate how much nore she had to | eam

She remai ned shaken when she returned home to the States. She had not been satisfied with
her life, and was | ess satisfied nowthat the crevices in her parents' nmarriage had opened into
significant faults. Yet she had material things and good heal th, which was nmuch nore than what she
had observed in the villagers. Wat good would it have been to have a unified famly if she had to
run naked and hungry in the streets, the flies eating at her open sores? She had too nuch, and she
felt guilty for being dissatisfied.

She went again to a priest. He advised her to donate sone of her spare tine to work at a
charitable institution. She did so, helping out as a junior candy-striper, bringing nail
newspapers, drinks, and phone nessages to the patients. She had a pretty little uniformand the
patients |iked her. She was, sone said, a breath of fresh air in hell.

For these were not people in for pleasant recuperation fol -- |ow ng hangnail surgery.
This was the accident ward, and sone patients were bandaged all over, in casts, or with am--
putated |inbs. Sonme could not nove at all, yet their nminds were whole. She read to themfromthe

newspapers, and they appreciated it. She was doing good; she was giving back to the world some of
what she owed it.

She was nmoved to the Sunday norning shift. The wee hours: midnight to six AM. This
wasn't properly candy --

148 PI ERS ANTHONY

striper business, it was nore |like Gray Lady business, but few cared to take those hours,
and she volunteered. The doc -- tors knew she was underage, but she was a good worker and nature
for her age of just thirteen, so they did not nmake an issue of it. The nurses needed the hel p, and
it wasn't as if she was alone. So when patients were restless, the nurses did not force sl eeping
pills on them they had Col ene cone in and read the paper. As often as not, that did put themto
sl eep, and it was al ways appreci at ed.

One man was recovering from abdom nal surgery. He had fallen on a spike and punctured his
gut; they had had to cut out the affected intestine and sew the ends together. He had lost a | ot
of blood, and they didn't have enough of his type. Infection had set in. But he was tiding
t hrough, though too weak as yet to lift his arms. When the nurses were busy at the far end of the
ward, he spoke to Col ene: "Not that dull stuff. There's a novel under ny mattress. Read ne that."

She felt under the mattress and found it. A visitor must have left it for him or read it
to himduring the day. There was a marker in it. She opened it at the marker and started

readi ng.

It was an erotic novel. Col ene was fascinated. She had

never read anything like this, and knew she wasn't supposed to. The four-letter words were
there, and not as expletives. The man didn't know how young she was, probably. She did not let on
Instead she read the text as it was, about steany hot wonmen who approached virile men with
i ndecent offers, and amply fulfilled those offers. Col ene | earned nore about raw sex in one hour
(with pauses; she had the wit to switch to the newspaper when a nurse came wthin hearing range)
than in all her prior life. She | earned exactly what nen did with wonmen behind cl osed doors
squeeze by squeeze and inch by inch. She was doing the man a favor, but he had done her a nuch
greater one, inadvertently: he had conpleted her education in a forbidden subject. She was
grateful.

A week | ater, wee Sunday norning, she read to himagain. The marker was well forward of
the place she had left it, but that didn't matter; plot was the least of this story. This time she
read about man, woman, and aninmal, and it was a further education. It was as if God were rewarding
her for her good work by sneaking in this secret information she so val ued.
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The third week the man was gone; he had recovered enough to be noved to another ward,
along with his book. A new patient was in the bed: a perfect young man with a bandaged head. He
had shot himself, trying to conmt suicide. This, too, fascinated her. She offered to read for
him but the nurse told her not to bother. "He's in a coma. He'll die soon. He's a vegetable. W
are waiting for himto die."

"But he's so handsone!" Col ene protested, as if that counted for anything in this ward.

The nurse | aughed. She was old, with decades of grim experience; she had seen death
hundreds of tinmes, and was calloused. She lifted one of the nman's legs and let it drop with a thud
onto the bed. "Look, he is as good as dead. He can't feel, see, or hear. Don't waste your tinme."
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She went on about her business.

But Col ene lingered, unwilling to believe that such perfec -- tion of body could sinply
die. Wiy had he shot hinsel f? What reason could sonmeone this handsone have to want to die? It was
a nystery that lured her nothlike to a candle flane.

She bent over him "Don't die, elegant nman," she whis -- pered. "God | oves you -- and
| ove you too. You are too beautiful to die!"

Suddenly his eyes opened, focusing on her. Colene was startled and frightened, for it was
the first nmotion he had made on his own. She ran fromthe roomand told the nurse. "He's
consci ous! He | ooked at ne!"

The nurse returned with her. She checked the man's pul se and eyes. There was no reaction.
"You are mstaken," she said gruffly. "There is no change in him"

Col ene couldn't believe it. She knew the man had | ooked at her. She went to the bed and
took the patient's hand. "Please open your eyes," she pl eaded.

Hi s eyes opened. But when he saw the nurse, ftis eyes closed. Tears trickled down his
cheeks.

The nurse was staring. In all her decades of experience, it seened she had never before
seen this happen.

Next week the man remained, undead. It seemed he had not noved a |inb or an eyelash in the
i ntervening time. But when Col ene took his hand and spoke to him his eyes opened, and his nouth
tried to snile.
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He began to recover after that. Wek by week he inproved, nost dramatically when Col ene
was present, until he was well enough to be taken honme. He could not speak or walk w thout help
but perhaps that woul d cone.

Two weeks | ater cane the news: the beautiful man had gotten his hands on another gun. This
tinme his shot had been all the way true, and he was dead.

What had she acconplished, by interfering with the natural course? She had t hought she was
doi ng so nmuch good; in -- stead she had hastened the man's death. She should never have done it.
She shoul d have had the humility to know that she could not change another person's destined
cour se.

Sui ci de. What was its attraction?

She continued with the wee-hours Sunday shift, but the heart was gone fromit. Wat was
right and what was wong? She had no sure answers.

Then there was an energency. A bus had been involved in an accident, and there were
horrendous injuries. The call went out: all avail able personnel report to assist in the emer --
gency room

Col ene went down. In the throes of it, no one challenged her. She carried bandages and ran
errands for the harried doctors. There were so nmany bodies to deal with all at once, they were
doing triage

A teenager not much ol der than Col ene herself was hauled in on a stretcher, his |egs
crushed. Col ene passed the ban -- dages as the doctor tried to stanch the flow of blood; as he
said, succinctly, the legs would have to wait because they would do the kid no good if he bled to
death. A woman was al nost unmarked on the body, but she had been struck across the face and her
eyes gouged out. Col ene held her hand while the doctor gave her a shot to abate her screanmng. A
man was sitting, waiting his turn, coughing Iip blood, helpless, bew |ldered, and in despair.

Col ene went to himand put her arm around his shoul ders. "The doctor will be with you in a
nmoment , " she whispered in his ear. He turned his face to her, started to snile, and slunped. Now
at last the doctor cane, performing a hasty check. "He's dead." And he was;

they could not revive him

Now a nurse recogni zed Col ene. "Child, you don't belong here!" she exclained, horrified.
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"Yes, | do," Col ene said. But she left, knowing the nurse would not report her if she got
out before anyone el se caught on. Mst of the injured had been classified by this time any -- way.

But it was enough. She asked to be relieved of her job, saying the night hours were
interfering with her sleep and her homewor k. The hospital adm nistration, covertly aware of what
had happened, gave her a fancy Certificate of Merit and let her go. It was their secret. Col ene
was | earning about secrets, |earning well

Now Col ene's interest in death, a sonetine thing before, becanme dom nant. The | ast nan had

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%201%20-%20Virtual%20Mode.txt (70 of 146) [1/19/03 8:24:45 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%201%20- %20V i rtual %20M ode.txt

smiled as he died. Death had been a relief. The way those people had been suffering, death would
have been a relief for all of them Wat right did she, an undistinguished girl, have to be
heal t hy and happy?

But she told no one of her experiences, and i ndeed she wasn't sure what significance they
had. Was death the proper destiny of man? If not, what was? Until she knew the answer, she hid her
feelings and acted nornal.

She started dating. Her nother thought she was too young, at mid-thirteen, but her nother
didn't want to quarrel about it. A quarrel could lead to a discussion of her nother's drink -- ing
habits. Secrets -- Col ene was | earning how to borrow agai nst their power, howto finesse them to
get her way. So she went to the novies with a boy she hardly cared for, and I et himkiss her
while in her nmind ran the scenes fromthe dirty novel of tw ning bare bodies. What would it be
like, actually?

An ol der boy asked her out. He had a car, but he didn't drive her to the novie. He said it
woul d be nore fun at the party his friends were having. There would be great enter -- tainment.

Col ene didn't care about the novie either, so she didn't object.

There were three other boys there at an apartnent, and no other girls. They were drinking.
They gave her a drink, and she tried it, curious. This, too, was a new experience. Soon she was
pl easantly dizzy. She had another drink, and another, reveling in the feeling.

Then she was in the bedroomwi th her date, and he had his trousers off. Suddenly the
descriptions in the dirty nove
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regi stered, and she knew what he was after. She started to protest, but he pushed her down
on the bed and got her dress up and her panties on" and ramed into her with a whole lot less art
than the novel had described. By the tine she realized that it was rape, it was done, and he was
getting off.

Rape? Even tipsy as she was, she realized that no one would believe her. So she played it
cool, and pretended she had liked it. That way maybe she woul d get hone safely.

But the other boys canme in, and she had either to continue the pretense or nmake a scene,
and if she nade the scene she feared she would not only get raped, she would get beaten up and
maybe killed. That wasn't the way she wanted to die! So she smiled and said it was all right, and
one by one they pressed her down and jamed in, and it was so slick and nmessy now that it didn't
hurt the way the first time had.

She did make it hone safely, and her nother was so drunk she couldn't snell the |iquor on
Col ene or see her condition. Colene went to the bathroom and washed and washed, but she coul dn't
get the awful feel of those men out of her. The novel had been wong; it was no fun for the woman.

She never told, and neither did the boys. Not where it counted. They knew the troubl e they
would be in if news got to the authorities, considering her age. So the secret was kept, to a
degree. But Col ene stopped dating. Her reputation in certain circles was shot. Her nother,

i gnorant and relieved, did not question that decision

Ti me showed that she was neither pregnant nor infected with VD. She had gotten away with
it, such as it was. But she was saddl ed with a deep, abiding disgust. The worst of it was that she
couldn't really condemm the nen; they were what they were, opportunists. It was herself she
condemmed, for being such a fool. She had indeed asked for it, by her nai'vete. How could she have
read all about it in the dirty novel, and not caught on that to such nen a girl was nothing nore
than a wal ki ng vagi na waiting to be unw apped and pl unged? Fool! Fool

Wiy was |ife such a grubby nmess? She hated every aspect of this, but still didn't know
what to do about it. There seenmed to be no justice, only opportunity and coping. Cpportunity for
the men and coping for the wonen.
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After that her double life had cone upon her. She was bright and cheery in public,
suicidal in private.

Did you share your feeling with anyone ?

She had forgotten that Seqgiro was tuning in. Well, not really; she had gone through it al
for his benefit, buoyed sonmewhat in the fashion of her nude display before crimnals at the tine
of the bleeding contest. In that she had in a de -- vious nmanner nmade up for her disastrous date:

i nstead of getting raped by four men and having to pretend to like it, she had tenpted them and
beaten themin sheer nerve, and they had had to pretend to like it. They weren't the sanme nen and
it wasn't the same situation either, but it also aligned:

i nstead of baring her fascinating body (it had to be fascinat -- ing, or there was no
poi nt) she was baring her fascinating nmnd, and there was a dubious glory init, a thrill of
rel ease, alnost of expiation
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No, this was not parallel to the physical business, she re -- alized as she reviewed it.
It was parallel to nental business. She had shared her feeling with a friend, once before. And
that had been anot her bad m st ake.

It was this past sumer, at canp. Naturally her fol ks got her out of the house when they

could, not because they dis -- |liked her but because they were nore concerned with their own
problenms than with hers. Canp wasn't bad, actually. There was swi nmi ng and hi ki ng and dancing and
woodwor k and nature. She liked all the events, yet her depression re -- mained. It was as if she

were a mere shell going through the notions. Wat was real was the blood on her wist.

But her roommate Mtzi spied the scars. Things could be hidden from parents, teachers,
friends, psychologists, and the man on the street, but roomates were deadly. Rather than try to
bl uff through, which was a bad risk, she was frank, telling how she secretly wanted to die but
didn't quite have the courage to do it. So she flirted with it, and the flowi ng blood relieved
sonmething in her, alittle, and one day she would get up the nerve to go all the way and truly be
dead.

Mtzi expressed synpathy and promi sed to keep her secret. She watched out for Col ene after
that, as if afra'id she would keep her head under water too |long or eat poison instead of dessert
or throw herself off the precipice instead of admiring the viewfromit. It was fun for a while,
havi ng thi s constant
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attention. But soon it becane annoying, and then oppressive. For one thing, the roommate
was alert at night too, and the toilet wasn't sufficiently private. Col enejust couldn't cut her --
self, and was getting restive.

She tried to distance herself a bit, to go on events w thout the roommate, so she could
get the necessary privacy to do what she hated to do. Otherwi se she was afraid she really woul d
hurl herself over a cliff, having been unable to alleviate her need in a | esser and nore
controll ed manner. The prob -- lemwth the cliff was that she knew she woul d be unable to change
her mind in mdair, and that the job m ght not be conplete; she m ght survive, broken and ashaned.
But mainly it would be nmessy. Instead of lying pale and beautiful in her coffin, she would be
brui sed and battered, with her nose bro -- ken and teeth staved in. That was no way to die.

It came to argunments, not about anything in particular, but about what wasn't said:

Col ene's need to do her own thing, even if that was sel f-destructive. First they were private,

then they spilled over into public. Finally, in the last week of canp, the roonmate blew up: "I'm
sorry | ever tried to stop you fromkilling yourself!" she cried.

There was an abrupt silence in the nmess hall. Then, stu -- diously, the other kids resuned
eating and tal king, not |look -- ing at Col ene. Col ene got up and dunped the rest of her neal in

the trash and left. She went to her room and bared her arm but couldn't do it; she was too
humi | iated and angry to focus even on this.

That night the roomate cane, but they did not speak to each other. Canmp life went on as
usual . But sonething had changed. Col ene realized that people were speaking to her, about nothing
in particular and everything in the ellipses -- and they weren't speaking to Mt zi

A girl approached her, seem ngly by coincidence. The girl was younger and seened perKky.
But she showed Col ene her arm and it was scarred where the sleeve nornmally covered # it. "I
thought | was the only one," she murnmured, and noved on

A boy approached at another time. He was handsonme, and Col ene |iked his | ook, but had had
no personal interaction with him "I, ah, she shouldn't have done that," he said. "I didn't know.
I didn't ask you before, but now, ah, naybe
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there isn't nmuch time. The | ast-night dance, will you, ah -- ?"
"Because you're sorry for me?" Col ene asked wi theringly.

"Ah, yeah, | guess. | guess |I'd be nad too, if -- "

"Ckay. "

"What ?"

"I will go to the dance with you."

He seemed stunned. "Ah, okay, then."

They did go. He gave her a small corsage of wildfl owers he had nade hinself. He held her
very close as they danced, and suddenly she realized sonmething. She halted on the floor. "Ws that
the truth?"

He knew what she neant. "Ah, no. | lied. | just didn't have the nerve to tell you I I|iked
you. Are you nad?"

"Furious," she said, and pulled his head down and kissed himfirmy on the nouth.

There was appl ause fromthe ot her couples and those along the sidelines. A counsel or
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forged her way to them "Go to your roons," she said severely. "You know that's not per --
mtted."

"See, | got you in trouble already,” Colene told himas they separat ed.
"Yeah. Thanks," he replied, |ooking stunned again.
Mtzi was there in the room Col ene |ooked at her, sur -- prised.

"No one asked ne," the girl said. "No one would dance with ne." She was near tears.

She was not suicidal, but she was suffering worse than Col ene was now. "Maybe | can fix
that," Col ene said.

"No! I don't deserve anything fromyou. I'msorry | -- | said what | did. | knew it was
wong the nonent | -- Colene, |I'msorry!" She buried her face in her handkerchi ef.

"I know. But | guess you did ne a favor."

The head counsel or arrived. "Col ene, whatever possessed you to let himkiss you like
that ?" she demanded. "You know | shall have to report both of you to your famlies as well as
apply demerits for discipline.”

"You kissed hin?" the roommte asked, astonished.

The counsel or glanced at her, startled. "Wy aren't you at the dance?"

Col ene spoke before Mtzi could answer. "W had a quar --
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rel. | got back at her. | got her date to take ne instead, at the last minute, so she was
frozen out. He didn't kiss me; / kissed him Ask anyone; they all saw it, except the chaperon, who
only | ooked when she heard the applause. So | fixed them both good."

The counsel or stared at the roommate. "Is this true?”

"Why do you think she's been crying?" Col ene de -- manded.

The counselor was at a loss for only a nmonent. Then she acted in the decisive fashion of
her kind. "Colene, | amap -- palled at you. | will deal with you later." She turned to Mtzi
"You cone with ne. You will attend the dance with your date."

In noments they were gone. Col ene |ay on her bunk bed, gazing at the ceiling. She was
proud of herself. She knew her date would play along. Not only would it get himout of trouble
with the counselors, it would make hima celebrity for the night. Two girls had fought to date
hi m

Next day the buses cane and the kids went hone. They were fromall over the country and
had no contact with each other apart fromthe canp. The counsel ors were busy keeping things
movi ng, and there wasn't much chance for any tal king. But every tine a canper caught Col ene's eye,
he or she smled and nade a little gesture of a finger across the throat. It was a tenporary canp
convention, signifying credit for getting punished for doing sonething daring or decent. It had
special neaning in Colene's case. They all knew, and all were pleased. Naturally no one told the

counsel ors. Secrets -- secrets were the stuff of life.
That was it. Wien Col ene's not her received the discipline report, she was perpl exed. "Wat
did you do?"

"I kissed a boy in public.”

Her father burst out |aughing. "About tine!"

Col ene wondered what he woul d have said if he had known about the rape. Her world was such
a schizoid place, where a gang rape went unnoticed while an innocent kiss got a girl in trouble.
For all that, the [ast week of canp, betrayal and all, had been a high point in her life.

Why did she want to die anyway? Now she felt far nore positive. It was because of Darius,
she knew. even the hope of him nade her want to live, for she had to live to | ove, and
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she did |l ove. Even the notion of sex, which had pretty much turned her off, now turned her
on. Wth himit would be beautiful, she knew

But it was also Seqgiro. She had | oved horses fromafar. Now she | oved one fromup close.
Very close. Right-inside -- her-mnd close. She could tell himher secrets, and he woul d not
betray them That made her feel much better about 1iving.

"Seqgiro!" she exclainmed. "Are you helping ne? | nean, nessing with ny mnd, nmaking ne
forget the pain or what -- ever?"

/ could do this, but have not, because | see that it was that pain that caused you to
embark on the Virtual Mdde. Wthout it you might give up your quest.

"You nean you're selfish, Segiro? You want ny com-- pany? ''

That is true. He sent a nonspecific conpani on thought of agreenent that was so conplete it
had to be believed.

She was thrilled in much the way she had been when she | earned that the boy at canp had
really wanted to dance with her. It nmeant he was not just putting up with her. "Don't worry.
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want to get together with Darius, and | want to stay with you. I'mglad you didn't ness with ny
m nd. That means | really amfeeling better. Just going through those nmenories with you nmakes me
feel better."

What is your desire of life ?

Col ene thought for a nonment, and then it poured out of her. "I like to consider nyself
apart fromthe whole Earth. There is no dignity left. | would Iike to be able to float away with
my books and nusic and nmy guitar. It just seens to me that there are few people left with any
integrity, and two of them happen to be ny favorite witer and ny favorite nmusi -- cian. | do too
much thinking for my owmn good. | conpose poetry in ny head, but it won't cone out right on paper.
It's depressing. | dreamtoo much also. | have so many anbi -- tions, and | am crushed when |
realize how very feww |l ever be achieved. | want to be an author, a nusician, a vet --
erinarian, a researcher working with dol phins and other ma -- rine life, a friend of those
admire. | want to be sonmeone who would die for her cause. | want to be creative. | want to be a
starving artist. | want always to be traveling, never in one place for long. | want to be

def endi ng everyone's rights,
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especially aninmals and wonen. | want to be free, inspiring, conpassionate. | want to be
everything. | want to |live under a night sky with someone | |ove intensely, and never have to
move. To sit and gaze at the heavens with soneone. | want never to be tied down or held back as
am now. Above all, | want to be free. | want it to be nighttinme forever."

/ share your feeling. But what you have thought is not all. His thought was synpathetic.

She laughed. "No, that's not all! It's not even consistent. | want never to have to stay
in one place and never to have to nove. | want total freedomand total irresponsibility and tota
dedi cation. | want everything and nothing, all at the sane tinme. | know it doesn't nmake any sense,

but this isn't sense, this is desire. So does it nake any sense to you, or would it, if you were a
girl?"

/ ama stallion, neither human nor female, and | have sinilar desires. You express them
better than | could formu -- |late them

She felt another surge of the continuing thrill of being with him of telling him her
secret heart and bei ng understood. She was tal king, but her mind was carryi ng harnonics that nade
her whol e feeling come across, so much greater than nere words coul d ever convey. H s nind was
sendi ng back background washes and waves of understanding and support, so she knew he neant it.
Tel epathy: it was |like being in a hot tub together, their bodies dissolved away and their m nds
sharing the essence.

"Do you have religion, Seqiro?"

There was a quick exploration of the concept she lifted to the surface. No.

"Maybe that's better. | don't know whether | have religion either. | feel that it's better
for me to nake ny own decisions about religion than to have ny beliefs dictated to ne. | hate
peopl e who go to church just so they can feel better about doing other things that they know are
bad. | think I believe nore in nature than in God. | can see nature, and feel and be a part of it.
God is nore of a closed case. | like to feel alittle different fromother people and have a

different view of things. That's part of the reason |'mnot too wild about school. Everyone is
expected to be the same. It |eaves no roomfor freedomof thought. If you're not |ike everyone

el se, you
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stand out and are not tolerated. | want to break away fromthis everybody-nust-be-the-sane
type of society. Routine is awmful. To do the sane thing every day, every week, is torture. | hope,

sonmeday, to do sonmething that allows for a ot of freedomand creativity. To live in a snmall house
with natural wooden floors that creak beneath nmy feet. My hone will be on the coast where it stays

dark for a long tinme. | will go outside at night and be inspired by the stormclouds over the
ocean. There will be a rocky cliff that | can sit on while |I think."

Yes.

Col ene opened her eyes. "So you see, | dream wonderful things, but in the back of ny mnd
| have always known that | will just end up in sone stupid job and live |ike everyone el se. |

couldn't even speak of ny dreans before, because people would just |augh. They think the dul
world is all there is.”

Now you know about the other realities, and are on the Virtual Mde. Your life will after
all be different.

"That's right! Say, Seqiro, if everything el se doesn't work out, let's you and ne just
keep traveling a |a Mde!"

We do not know how far we shall have to travel as it is, or what dangers we shall face.
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The day is late; we had better seek sanctuary for the night.

"Yes, that's right. | didn't realize howtired |I've gotten, with all this walking." Which
made her realize that it had never occurred to her to ride the horse. Seqgiro just wasn't that kind
of horse.

They cane into a series of realities in which there were thickly forested nountains.

Col ene knew that there was noth -- ing like this within a day's wal ki ng di stance of Okl ahona
whi ch neant that in nearby realities the geography changed as well as the creatures and the
underlying rul es of nature.

"You were right, Seqiro," she said. "I can't ride iy bike here! But if we come to a region
where it's flat or paved, I'll be able to."

/ shall be interested to see how this device operates. | have seen nothing like it before.

They found a clear stream "That sure |ooks nice!" she exclaimed. "1'd like to have a deep

drink and wash up, but if the water won't stay with me -- "
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There is no probl em about washing, for you do not need to have the water stay. As for
drinking -- perhaps it should be done, as we can remain the night in this reality and assinmlate
the water. W are sweating, so nay excrete sone of the alien water in the normal course, wthout
being bound to its real -- ity.

Col ene, suddenly desperately thirsty, focused on one thing. "You nean it's all right to
use this water?"

Provi ded we remain here for sone tine.

"That's good enough for me!" She threw herself down and drank deeply. Al that water on
top of all that exertion nade her feel giddy, but it was worth it.

Seqiro drank nore cautiously. Then they both washed. Col ene got out of her |oincloth and
cape and spl ashed naked, screami ng with pained pleasure at the shock of the cold water. Then she
took a sponge they had packed and sponged off the horse's hide where the bags of supplies weren't
in the way. Seqiro did not let her renmove his burdens; wary of pos -- sible danger, he preferred
to keep everything on him so as to be able to step quickly into another reality w thout |eaving
i mportant things behind. Colene had to adnmt that nade sense. She was able to clean himpretty

wel | by pushing away one bag at a tine and sponging under it. H's hide was steam-- ing hot, but
the chill water hel ped cool him
It is a delight to have this attention fromyou w thout co -- ercion

"You don't get washed off at honme?"

Qur humans act only under our inperative. W direct themin all things, and punish them
when they do not perform

"Where | live, girls do these things for horses because they |ove horses."

/(would seemthat the activities are simlar, but the notives dissinilar

"I't would seem " she agreed.

Col ene bent twigs and scuffed the forest floor to mark the borders of the other realities
on either side, so they would not cross unawares. They had a channel ten feet wi de and endl essly
long to remain in. It was hard to believe, because the forest and stream were uninterrupted, but
she had now had enough experience to treat the boundary with extreme respect.
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| have quested through this vicinity of this reality, and found no hostile or dangerous
creatures, Seqiro thought. There may be danger in the adjacent realities, but we need not be con --
cerned about those until we resune our travel.

"That's nice," Colene said, relieved. "Are you going to lie down to sleep?"

That is not necessary. | can rest and sleep on ny feet.

"The reason | asked is if you lie down, | can lie down with you, and be warm"

That is true. As it is safe, | shall lie.

So it was that they lay down in their narrow channel beside the stream Col ene took a
heavy bl anket from Seqiro's sup -- plies and spread it over him then settled down against his
side, between two bags of feed. It was really quite confort -- able, all things considered. She

sl ept, feeling about as happy as she coul d renenber since before |osing Darius.
r

CHAPTER 8

PROVCS

TTMARI US resunmed his quest alone, having delivered -- Prima to his anchor Mde. H's
feelings were m xed. He was not glad for the delay occasioned by this en -- counter, yet it had

enabled himto satisfy about three quarters of his comitnment to Kublai: he had found Prima, and
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she had a lot of information about the nature of the Mdydes that Kublai would find nost
interesting. He was now about two days behi nd wherever he woul d have been, but it was possible
that he woul d have been captive or dead by nowif it had not been for her. Probably he was ahead,

overall. For one thing, he was nowthe first in along tine to enter a Virtual Mde

and return.

Prima had fashioned for himthe mrror tube she had prom-- ised. It did seemto work. He
experimented by setting a pack -- age of food on the ground, stepping across the boundary, | ooking

back to see nothing, then poking the tube cautiously across. He saw the package in the mrror

when it wasn't visible directly. So it seened that the way the tube excluded the |ight of the Mde
in which he stood did enable it to carry the light of the Mdde beyond. O perhaps it was just that
the devi ce was fashioned of the substance of his anchor Mdde, so was able to transmt the |ight

al ong the Virtual Mode.

But it was not feasible to stop to check every Mode bound -- ary as he went. He woul d take
ten tines as long to get any --
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where if he did that. So he would have to use it judiciously, when there seenmed to be
danger. Such as in the region of the domi nant dragons.

He nmoved nmuch faster this time, using magic to take him-- self as far along the route as
it would. Magic seened to have no difficulty taking himacross Mddes, in the region of the Virtua
Mode where nmagi c was operative. Beyond that he wal ked rapidly, with the confidence of his prior
experience in two directions.

Soon he reached the | ake. He had |l earned a ot here, fromPrinma. Now he becane nore
cautious. He needed to get safely past the region of the dragons. But he didn't depend on the tube
al one. He had anot her sword, and al so a heavy pair of shears which could cut through cord. For
this he had nore confidence in the shears than the sword, because they would be faster. He al so
had a fair coil of cord of his own, strong enough to sustain several tines his weight wthout
br eaki ng. Experience count ed.

He cane to the geographic region of the dragons, which on the Virtual Mdde was the sane as
the Mode of the drag -- ons. This tine he intended to keep the two separate! He paused to use his
mrror tube before crossing each boundary. He could even see his footprints in the soft dirt, in
pl aces. To a creature watching, he would seemto appear, wal k three paces, and di sappear, | eaving
the prints.

Now he was al nost at the place where he had been netted;

he recogni zed the tree ahead from which the net had been suspended. There was no net
visible, of course, because it didn't exist in this Mde. But the dragons, or their nonkey
servitors, had surely restored the danaged one, ready to trap the next unwary Mde traveler

He noved to the side, then slowy poked his forward mr -- ror across. He turned it, so
that the image in the near mirror swept across the region

There was the net,- cunningly set so that a creature who plowed into it would cause it to
close and rise, conpleting the trap. There was no dragon in sight, but he knew how quickly one
could cone when a trap was sprung.

He pondered a nonent. Suppose he threw sonething across into the net, then crossed behind
the dragon when it approached the net? No, he could not nobve anything from
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one Mode to another except his own bel ongi ngs, which he had no intention of risking. It
woul d be better to avoid the issue. He knew how dangerous those dragons were, because

t hey understood about the Mdes.

He surveyed the section carefully, turning the mrror around. There seened to be nothing
to the side of the net. Yet how could the dragons be so sure of catching sonething

at that particular place?

He becanme aware of an itching on one leg. He | ooked down. He was standing in a bed of
nettles. Their spikes seemed to be actually clinging to his trousers and seeking to stab through.
That was why: the path he had been following was the only place clear of the nettles. Aninmals in
several Modes nust have found the best place through, and it made sense for himtoo. He had
followed it before wi thout even

bei ng consci ous of the nettles.
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He | ooked beyond. The nettles extended as far as he could see. The nystery of the net's
pl acenent was becom ng | ess.

There really was no ot her way through

He coul d step cautiously, and cut the anchor line, disabling the trap, and go on quickly.
But adj acent Mbdes tended to be simlar. There could be another net in the followi ng Mbde, or a
pit, or sonmething worse. He did not like this region at

all.

He decided to avoid the whole thing. He retreated through

the Modes until he found a way through the nettles, then proceeded down the slope toward
what had been the dragon's canp in its own Mdde. He canme to the field, then turned and proceeded
across Modes again. There had been no trap in this vicinity, so it was probably a safe crossing.
Still, he slowed and tested each Mbde as he cane to that vicinity.

When he passed the one showing the cages in the valley, he was relieved. There were
several Mddes with cages; then they faded and the countryside resuned.

He considered whether to find a way back to his original path, which proceeded nost
directly through Modes toward wherever he was going. But there could be other traps along it, so
he conti nued through the field, and then through the forest, until the sl ope changed and the hill
becane a plain. Only then did he return to his direct path, slowy.

Ti me had passed, and nightfall was approaching. He had
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cone a long way, and his legs were tired, but he was sur -- prised at how fast the day had
passed. He had not even paused for |unch, and was only now getting hungry. Was it possible that
the I ength of the day changed along with other things, in other Mbdes? Yes, that did seem
possi bl e. Too bad he did not have a tine piece of the type Colene had. It was a little device she
wore on her left wist, which helped to cover the scars there. Tiny pointers noved in it,

i ndi cating the hour of the day. Superfluous in Darius' Mde, of course, where things happened when
t hey happened. But now that time mght be changing, such a device mght have enabled himto verify
just how nuch difference there was.

Col ene. She kept returning to his thoughts. On one |evel he recognized this quest as
fool i sh, because he had already found the answer. He could go hone and marry Prima and have an
excel l ent career as Cyng of Hiahtar. She was ol der than he, but that was irrelevant; Hi ahtar's
wi fe was neither for | ove nor offspring, but for a ready source of joy to spread. Prima was the
best possible source. But he was intent on Col ene, who offered himnone of that. Al she offered
hi mwas private |ove.

Wl |, that was what he wanted. He woul d fetch Col ene, then see about Prina. It mght be
foolish, but it was what he wanted. At |east he knew that Kublai had a good situation during his
absence.

He cane to a | ake at dusk, or perhaps the shore of a sea. There was no such body of water
wi thin wal ki ng di stance in his Mdde, but he had | ong since recognized that though ge -- ography
changed gradually, it also changed significantly, and it resenbled that of his honme only in the
i Mmediate vicinity of his anchor. Wre he to becone trapped in the Mdde in which he stood at this
monent, and wal k back through it the way he had come until he reached the spot where his anchor
was supposed to be, he would probably find a conpletely different geography. The Mddes changed
vertically as well as horizontally, as if each sliver of mica had a different pattern that matched
that of its neighbor slivers only when they were close. It was possible that when he had nade the
first foray into Colene's Mdde, it had been to the same geographic spot in her Mdde as the one he
had left in his.

He searched out a tree whose |arger branches spread from
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one Mbdde to another. That was ideal. Prima had shown himthat a tree was a good place to
spend the night, renoved fromnocturnal creatures of the ground. But attack could cone, and the
best way to deal with it was to avoid it -- by stepping into the next Mdde. If he could do so
wi t hout | eaving the

tree, so nuch the better.

He drank fromthe | ake, washed, and ate fromhis pack. He realized that this nust be a
| ake, because the water was not salty. But he could not see across it. Then he drew out his |ight
bl anket, clinmbed into the tree, braced hinself, wapped hinself, and settled down for sleep. He
t hought of Prima, who had slept in his enbrace, sharing warnth. At the tinme he had wished it could
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have been Col ene, but now he realized that Prinma herself had been good conpany. She had been
intelligent and practical and not finicky about niceties, an easy person to travel with despite
the awkwardness of their arns being constantly bound together. She was not at all the kind of
wonan he had been | ooking for, consciously, but very nuch the kind he actually needed. Colene, in
contrast, was young and pretty and devoted, matching his desire, but quite unsuitable for marriage
to the Cyng of H ahtar. So said his logic. So much for |ogic. He wanted Col ene.

As he was nodding off, sonmething occurred to himthat woke himup again. If Col ene was at
the sane spot on the gl obe as he, one Mde directly over the other, so that his first foray with
the Chip had plunged himstraight up or down -- how could he reach her by traveling on the slant?
He was wal ki ng horizontally, stepping down into each newinfi -- nitely thin Mdde in the course of
three paces. It wasn't a physically vertical thing, or the slopes of hills would have put himinto
new Modes at a great rate. But he was definitely noving across the terrain. By the tine he reached
Col ene' s Mode, he should be far fromthe spot on the globe he had started at, and therefore far
fromher. How would he be able

to find her?

No, he had to be near her when he reached her Mode,

because she had an anchor there. So that should be no prob -- Ilem But how was it possible
to travel horizontally and arrive

vertically?

Then he renmenbered another part of the explanation the

Cyng of Pwer had given, whose significance had bypassed
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himat the tine. The Virtual Mde was |ike a plane cutting through the Mbddes at an angl e,
but it was not infinite. It was really a plane segnment bounded by the five anchors. Like a
pentagon, or roughly circular in outline. He could be wal king around the edge of it. Wen he got
hal fway around, there would be Col ene.

The i mage hel ped reassure him but it did not do the whole job. This Virtual Mde was
really not a sinple thing, and sone of its incidental aspects, such as the business of drink --
ing the water of foreign Mddes along the way, were tricky. Hi s inmage mght be all wong.

At any rate, he slept.

IN the nmorning Darius resumed his travel. He travel ed around the | ake. At one point he
encountered a famly of otterlike aninmals who spooked at his appearance and swam rapidly away. At
anot her he came across a snall dragon or large lizard, simlarly shy. But he becane wary, because
where there were snmall dragons there could al so be | arge ones.

Beyond the | ake was a settled region. At first it was just a planted field, but as he
passed by it, successive Mddes brought it to nore intense cultivation and a road appeared. This
| ooked human, but his wariness increased. Human bei ngs woul d not necessarily be friendly. In fact,
he felt far nore at ease anong the aninals of the w lderness, for very few of themrepre -- sented
any danger to him and those few could be fairly readily avoi ded. But human bei ngs were
potentially worse than the dragons. Certainly he would not walk into the center of a village and
announce hi nsel f!

He wal ked clear of the fields and found a forested section. The trees were unlike those he
knew, being yellow of trunk and blue of leaf, but a tree of any col or renuai ned reassuring and
protective. This was no jungle, and there was little un -- dergrowth, but it did provide sone
privacy for his passage.

Then he spied a woman. She was standing in the center of a glade as if expecting him She
wore a small hat with two very long projections |ike the antennae of insects, a gray wool en
sweater, an ankle-length brown knit dress, and high black boots |laced up the front. She had what
was evidently a

168 PI ERS ANTHONY traveling bag beside her. She was old, perhaps sixty. Wuat

was on her m nd?

He approached her cautiously, followi ng the sideways

channel of this Mdde. He could have stepped into the next Modde and avoi ded the contact,
but she had seen himand he preferred to be polite as long as it was safe to be so. "A greeting,"
he said, speaking in his own | anguage.

She sai d sonet hing indeci pherable. Her | anguage was not only different, it was weirdly
different; he could not tell whether she had uttered a greeting, a curse, or gibberish. She picked
up her bag. It had straps, and he realized that it was actually a kind of backpack, which she now
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donned. She was

certainly prepared

He tried again in Colene's |language. "H ." She smled and put her hand on his arm She
stepped for -- ward, drawing himalong with her.

She was evidently harnl ess, and of course she could not go any distance with him Having
tried to comuni cate, and fail ed, he decided sinply to walk along with her, and step through to
the next Mbde when he reached the boundary. He would fade from her sight and touch, and she woul d
thi nk she had had a supernatural experience. An unkind trick to play on her, perhaps, but kinder
than rejecting her gesture outright. It was evident that she expected to go sonewhere

with him

They wal ked back to the point where he had been when

he had first seen her, then turned to resune his original route. They stepped through the
i nvi si bl e boundary together. Darius did a doubl etake. She was still there! Still walking

besi de him her hand on his arm

But Prima had been able to cross Mbdes with him as long as she touched him He had
understood that this was because she was of his Mdde, or very close to it, despite not being an
anchor person. This wonman was not close at all. Had his notion been wong? Could a person of
anot her Mode cross sinply by naintaining contact with an anchor person on the

Virtual Mbde? So it seened to be.

But that would nmean that she would be stranded in a Mbde that was foreign to her. It would
be wong to | eave her like

t hat .

He turned and stepped back into the wonan's Mode, bring --
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ing her along with him "I must go where you can not," he told her firmy, w thdrawi ng his
armfromher hand. "I amsorry. | amunable to explain, but |I nust |eave you here." He stepped
across, al one.

He | ooked back. The wonman was gone, of course; she did not exist in this Mde. The gl ade
remai ned, and there was a snall creature in a tree that he thought had not been there in the other
glade. It nust have watched hi m appear, disappear, and reappear, w th an understandabl e
perplexity.

Then the wonman reappeared. She had stepped through af -- ter him
Darius just stared. She had done it on her own! No physical contact! But that was
i npossi ble, unless -- Then he realized what the answer had to be. She was an anchor person! There

were five of them and he did not know the identity of three. It had not occurred to himthat he
woul d neet any of them but if he truly was wal ki ng around the edge of a figurative plate, he
woul d i ndeed encounter other anchor folk.

Sonehow he had not expected an old wonman, despite ex -- pecting nothing. Wat was he to do
with her? He couldn't take her with him

She took his armagain and urged himforward. She did want to go with him and seened to
know the situation. It was hard for himto say no, because he couldn't speak her |anguage and
couldn't stop her fromfollowing him That did not nake the situation any | ess awkward.

He sighed inwardly and resumed wal ki ng. What was to be, was to be.

"Yes," she said.

He was startled again. He stopped in place. "You speak ny | anguage?"

"No. "
"But you are speaking it now You -- "
She uttered a nmellifluous streamof unintelligibility. Evi -- dently she knew only a few

of his words.

"How did you learn 'yes' and 'no' ?"

"Yes, future," she said. "No, past."

Now he understood the words, but could not fathomthe neaning. She m ght not nean the sane
thing by those words that he did. But in case she did, it could nean that she ex --
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pected to travel with himfromnow on, and had not done so

in the past.

They resuned wal ki ng. The forest disappeared, but the cultivated fields were gone; they
had gone beyond the group of Mdes in which these fol k operated.

"Proves," she said.

He gl anced at her. She renpbved her hand fromhis arm and tapped herself above her slight
bosom

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%201%20-%20Virtual%20Mode.txt (79 of 146) [1/19/03 8:24:45 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%201%20- %20V i rtual %20M ode.txt

Oh. He tapped hinmself. "Darius," he said.

They stepped into another Mde. Abruptly her hand tight -- ened on his arm "No!" she
said, trying to hold himback

He stopped. "What's the matter?"

She nerely shook her head, unable to clarify the matter

He | ooked around. There was nothing threatening in view "I have somewhere to go," he
said. He started to step forward
agai n.

"No!" She haul ed hi m back agai n.

Coul d there be sonething in the next Mbde that she knew about and he coul d not see? He
brought out his nmirror tube and extended it forward. But as he started to take a cautious step
she stopped hima third tine.

He al nost | ost his balance. The end of the tube dipped to

touch the ground.

A poi nted stake shot up fromthe ground, right beside the end of the tube. The end of the
st ake was di scol ored.

"A poison trap!" Darius exclainmed. "If | had stepped there, it would have stabbed ny leg!"
O wor se.

He put away the tube, found a stick, and poked beside the stake. In a nonment another stake
shot up, and then another. There was a row of them slanting across this Mde segnent.

"I think you just saved nmy health or life," he told Proves, shaken. "How did you know?"

But she now seened to be ignoring the situation, as if it

were of no further concern.

He wal ked to the side, beyond the stakes, and poked sone nore. There was no further
reaction fromthe ground, and Proves did not balk him The danger seened to be linmited to

that one segnent.

Al the same, he used the tube to check the next Mdde carefully before crossing. This
escape had been quite too nar -- row
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Not hing was in view They crossed cautiously. He fetched a stick in this Mde and poked
ahead. There was nothing. The stakes seened to be an artifact of a single Mde, in nmuch the way
the net of the dragons had been

They continued until the afternoon grew |late. Darius didn't know how to ask Proves about
canpi ng arrangenents, so he sinply went ahead and trusted her to protest if she chose.

And protest she did, after he located a suitable tree to use for the night. At first he
thought it was because she was prudi sh about clinbing or sharing warnth, but it seened that she
was becomi ng increasingly nervous about this whole re -- gion. He saw no reason for it, but after
the experience with the stakes he took it seriously.

He offered to make the sane canp in the Mde they had just crossed. To that she agreed.
She opened her bag and produced what seened to be honmenmade bread and a sweet spread, which she
shared with him He wasn't sure whether he could eat it, because of the problemretaining foreign
food when crossing Mbdes, but realized that if it had traveled with her through all the prior
Modes, it was safely on the Virtual Mdde and should remain with them The substance of her Mde
was as real for himas the substance of his own or of Colene's. That was the thing about the
anchors; they really were firm

"Thank you," he said. She did not acknow edge. They performed their separate natura
functions in different nooks of the Mdde, then nounted the tree and shared his bl anket. Proves
seenmed to be entirely at ease with the close -- ness, which surprised him He was considerably
nore at ease than he woul d have been before the experience with Prinma

Prima. Provos. There was a certain simlarity of names. Did it nean anythi ng? He deci ded
that it didn't. It was a mnor coincidence until proven otherw se.

IN the norning they got down and unki nked their bod -- ies. Provos was old but spry; she
nmust have had canpi ng experience. |Indeed she produced a set of stones which struck a spark that
started a fire, and they were able to have a hot neal of sone kind of tasty tubers she brought
fromher bag. She was certainly doing her part.
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Then they doused the fire, got organized, and stepped back
across the boundary.
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Darius stared. There were footprints where there had been none before; something had cone
here in the night. Huge claws had dug into the ground, as if a giant bird had | anded here. The
bark of the tree they would have slept in was torn

away in patches.

"Sonet hing cane here and snelted our traces," he said, awed. "It scratched the ground
where we stood, and scratched at the tree where | had started to set up for the night. By the
marks, it was huge and predatory: a dragon or carnivorous bird. | think we would have been dead."

But Proves seened unconcerned, hardly noticing the marks. She was just interested in going

on.

He refused to settle for that. "What is it with you?" he denmanded. "Twi ce you nmay have
saved ny life, yet you act as if it is nothing." He pointed to the marks, naking her | ook. "How
did you know?"

"Yes, future," she said. "No, past."

"You said that before, but | don't know what it neans!"

She tried to explain. "I yes future. You yes past. | no past.

You no future.”

He tried to nmake sense of this, in the context of what he had seen. She was yes future and
no past. He was no future and yes past. He had no future and she did? He couldn't accept that! And
that couldn't be it, because the corollary would be that she had no past while he did. The only
thing that made renpte sense was that he could not foresee the

future, while she --

She coul d see the future? She had precognition? That did seemto be the case! And the
barrier of |anguage prevented her fromtelling himexactly what it was that she saw, so she was
able to warn himonly by crude gestures. But that could not be the whole of it. What did she nmean
about no past?

She could not see the past?

He wal ked on with her, his mnd |aboring. How was it possible for her not to know the
past? She woul d have no nmenory! She woul d be conpl etely unconcerned with yester -- day.

Wi ch was exactly the attitude she showed. Concern for the future, none~for the past. It
seened unbel i evabl e, but she
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was froman alien Mdde, and its ordinariness in the physical aspect might mask a truly
amazing difference in the nental aspect.

He reviewed specifics as they went. She had bal ked at one place, and there had been a
deadly trap there. She had surely not been there before; she was as new to the Virtual Mde as he,
and had been waiting for someone to conme along it, so she would not have to go al one. She had
probably been waiting for days, and acted the nonment she saw him Wy had she not been afraid of
the stranger? Because she had foreseen his arrival! She nmight not be concerned about what was
past, but she knew she would be traveling with him so she had nade sure to be there at the right
tinme.

Yet she had not seened to foresee the poisoned stakes, exactly. She had just been very
nervous. It was the same with the nonster of the night. She had not been concerned about that
i mredi ately; only after canping preparati ons were well along had she insisted on | eaving the area.
It didn't seemto be straight anticipation of future events.

She had |ikened her situation to his. "I yes future, you yes past." He did not foresee the
past, he renenbered it, and the farther in the past it was, the foggier his nmenory tended to
becone, unless it was sonething inportant. Could she remenber the future? "I no past, you no

future." She could not renenber the past, though she nmight have a notion of it by judging fromthe
present. |If she was here with him and renenbered what they would be doing in the future, she
could safely assume that they had net in the past and had sone kind of understandi ng. Just as he
could assune that he would be traveling with her for a while.

But that nonster of the night -- that was not a threat to be forgotten quickly! Wiy had it
taken her a while to catch onto it?
Because it happened in a foreign Mbode! He could not re -- nenber the past of Mdes he had

not been in; she could not renenber the future of Mddes she would not be in. But if he stayed in a
Mode for a while, and got sone experience in it, he could renmenber that nuch of it. She nust have
become acclimatized to it, gradually, and then realized that sonething terrible was about to
happen there. So she had warned him
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When they noved into the adjacent Mdde, that feeling did not come on her, so she rel axed

It did seemto make sense. But if so, there would always be sone problenms. How coul d they
relate, if she renenbered only what they woul d be doing, and he renenbered only what they had been
doi ng?

He saw Proves nodding as if she had just conme to under -- stand sonething. Yet there was
not hi ng unusual about the | andscape of the Mydes they were passing through, and they had not
spoken.

But maybe they were about to speak, and she was renmem -- bering that! He was concerned
with the problemof relating to a woman who coul d not renenber their dial ogue after it happened --
but could renenber it com ng

So maybe there was a way. "Proves," he said -- and real -- ized that she had started
turning to himbefore he spoke. Yes, she was renenbering that he was about to say sonmething to
her! "N ght, nonster," he said, naking claw ng nmotions with a hand.

She | ooked concerned. "Mnster," she repeated.

"You saved ne," he said. He took her hand, put it on his owmn arm and acted as if he were
being pulled back. "Es -- caped nonster."

"Monster no?" she asked

"Monster yes," he said. He repeated the gesture. "Then nonster no. You warned ne."

"Day nonster no," she said.

VWi ch should nmean that no nonster was in their inmrediate future. Except that her
perception mght be limted to the Mode they were now in. So there could be a nonster in the next
one. |If something threatened in the next step, she night pick it up, as she had with the stakes;
but if it threatened in several hours, she mght take a while to attune to it.

Did that nmake sense? Suppose sonething awful had hap -- pened several hours ago in one
Mode; would he forget about it in the last half hour before they left that Mbode? He didn't think
so. Also, if she remenbered sonething bad that was about to happen, and told him and he changed
it, then it wouldn't happen. So how could she remenber it? It seened |ike paradox.

But nmaybe not. If sonmething she renmenbered didn't hap --
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pen, her menory shoul d change to what woul d happen. But it might be foggy, because of the
change. So it could be a while before it clarified for her. The future was not a sinple reversa
of the past; it was nutable, so her nmenories could be changed or confused at tines. The nore
di stant sonmething was, the longer it nmight take her to orient on it. Thus a danger in the next
step she could catch i medi ately, but one several hours away would not clarify until she had nore
experience with the Mode in which it was to occur. Not just because it took her time to attune,
but because the nore tinme passed, the nore chances there were for it to be changed, fogging her
menory. She had to get closer to the event to be sure of it.

At any rate, he hoped he had a workable system He had just informed her of what had
recently happened, and she had informed hi mof what was about to happen. She had renenbered what
he was going to tell her, so knew sonme -- thing of the prior adventures despite not being able to
remem -- ber themdirectly. She had renenbered his telling her. Tonorrow he would tell her again
so she could al ways have a notion of what had been going on. Meanwhile she had told himthat
not hi ng bad was about to happen, and he would renmenber that. When she told himthat there would be
dan -- ger, he would be suitably warned by his nmenmory of her words. It seemed |like a feasible way
torelate. If he had it straight. Hs mnd tended to stretch out of shape as he revi ewed the
mat ter.

But if he were correct about the way the new Modes cut off her awareness of the future,
she woul d not do himnmuch good while they were actually traveling. Only when they canped for a
time. But that was when they npst needed warning of danger, so they could sleep

Hi s thoughts nostly settled, he resuned his awareness of the terrain. They were out of the
forest and were clinmbing a gentle slope overgrown with waist-high plants whose | eaves were pale
blue. They nmade a faint jingling noise as the prog -- ress of the two hunman bei ngs pushed t hem
aside. At irregular intervals there were outcroppings of the underlying rock, which was red. It
was a pretty enough scene.

They crested the hill and started down the other side. The
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pl ants shifted fromblue to purple, and the outcrops to pink, as the Mydes shifted. The
sky was turning deep green

Suddenly the two of themwere falling. Darius felt a no -- ment of panic. Then his feet
struck steeply sloping pink sand. He tried to stand, but could not, so he tried to sit, and it
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made little difference; he continued sliding down. Proves was beside him doing her best to
mai ntain a decorous attitude despite being out of control. They were rapidly descendi ng

into a huge pit.

Anot her drop, and another rescue by a steep slope. Then they landed in a pile of pink
sand. They clinbed out of it and surveyed their situation

This was evidently an artificial excavation of enormous scope. On three sides it rose so
steeply that clinbing it was out of the question; they had been fortunate that it had even sl owed
their fall. The fourth side was flat: a terrace, narrow -- ing into a | evel road | eading out
bet ween the towering pink

si des.

So why hadn't Proves warned himof this? Because they had stepped into it in a new Mde
Because it was artificial, there was no natural warning, nothing they could see ahead. This ground
had once been whole, and now it was hollow, and they had stepped fromthe ground of one Mdde into
the enmp -- tiness of the next. He had known that she could not anticipate such a thing, yet had
sonmehow depended on it, thinking their periodic descriptions of past and future events would
suffice. Only when they remained for a tinme in a single Mbode would that systemwork well.

Who had dug this nonstrous hol e? Probably sone civili -- zation simlar to the one Col ene
shared. She had told himhow they mned deep in the ground, sonetines |eaving just such pits as
this. So naybe he was getting close to her Mdde. That was encouragi ng.

But not identical, because this was not her village with its paved streets and angul ar
houses. So it was best to get on by this pit before those who dug it arrived. Trying to go back
was hopel ess; they couldn't even stand on that slope, and could never clinb to the top

Proves evidently agreed. They dusted thensel ves of f and started wal ki ng across the | eve
base.

Suddenly there was a gi ant thing bearing down on them
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It resenbled one of the traveling machi nes Col ene had de -- scribed, but was nuch | arger
and fiercer.

Both of them stepped hastily back across the boundary. The machi ne vani shed. At least it
was easy to avoid, with the Mdes.

Darius got out his mirror tube and poked it across the boundary. The machi ne had passed
beyond them and was now stoppi ng besi de anot her nachine, one with a giant set of jaws on the end
of a | ong neck.

They stepped across again. Now he saw that the jawed nmachi ne was gougi ng great nouthfuls
of orange sand fromthe base of the pit, and spitting theminto the back of the traveling nachine.
So that was how the pit was made. The nachi nes nust have been working at it for a long time, evi --
dently wanting the pretty sand.

They crossed anot her boundary. The sand brightened a trace, now possessing nore of a
yel | ow conponent. The pit seenmed | arger, and there were several dark blue machines eating at the
edge of it. Al the machines of this section of the Virtual Mde were hungry for this sand!

It seened that all they needed to do was keep wal king across the pit until they reached
the far side. Then -- Then what? The far side | ooked as forbidding as the near side. They woul d
not be able to clinb out of it either

They woul d have to wal k down the road, which surely led out. It was not going in the
direction Darius wanted, but once they were free of the pit they could recover their course.

Darius turned to follow the road, and Proves went with him Now they were renaini ng | onger
in one Mbde, because the road slanted slowy across it.

A green machi ne cane charging out of the pit. They stepped hastily into the next Mde, and
t he vehicl e vani shed. But there was a gray machine conming fromthe opposite di -- rection. If they
ducked back, they could get run over by the first. So they ran on across and junped into the next
Mode before the gray machi ne reached them

Here there were yell ow machi nes. These were smaller, though still form dable, and | ooked
i ke huge insects with antennae. The antennae rotated, seemng to orient on the two living folk
Then two nachines started toward them

They ran on across, to the edge of the road where the next
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boundary woul d take them away. But sonething al arm ng
happened.
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They bounced of f the boundary.

Darius stared at Provos. She seenmed as di smayed as he. This had never happened before.

The machines were closing in on them As one, Darius and Provos turned and ran back the
way they had come, barely crossing the prior boundary before the nmachines arrived.

Anot her gray machi ne was coming. This one slowed, seening to see them It too had
ant ennae.

"I don't like this," Darius muttered.' "These things are

aware of us!"

Provos agreed. But it wasn't safe to cross this Mdde in front of the machine; it was too
big and fast. They had to duck back into the Mdde they had just left.

The two yel |l ow nachi nes were waiting. As soon as the two living folk reappeared in this
Mode, the machines re -- sunmed notion, closing in.

Provos was becomning increasingly agitated. Darius knew that neant that she was starting to
tune in to future trouble

here. They had to get away!

Their best chance seened to be to cross rapidly through the Mdde of the gray nmachi nes, so
as to be out of this squeeze. He grabbed Provos' arm and pointed. But she de -- murred. She
poi nted down this Mde, at right angles.

If she was tuning in, she knew what she was doi ng. He nodded agreenent, and they ran in
that direction.

The yel | ow machi nes accel erated, quickly overtaking them But they ran straight ahead,
whil e the road curved, and the nechanical devices couldn't follow well. There was a ditch which
was treacherous for wheels on frames to navigate. They had to swerve aside, and the two living
folk got clear.

But ot her machi nes were now approaching fromthe op -- posite direction. One of them had
| arge wheel s that could

handl e the terrain.

Provos ran on, though she was now breathing hard and hol di ng her side. She was an ol d
wonman, and evidently not in condition for such activity. But she nust renenber sone -- thing to
make this effort worthwhile.

Darius drew close to her, matched her steps, and put his right armaround her nidsection
He drew her in close and

VI RTUAL MODE 179

lifted, taking sone of her weight off her feet. This m ght have seened unduly famliar
but she would renenber that he had done this without famliar intent.

So it seemed. She put her left armaround himand | eaned into him Now they ran as one,
with his | egs assumi ng nuch of the burden. He was used to wal king and running, and coul d handl e
this for a short distance.

A building came into sight. It was large, with several netal |acework towers rising from
its top. It crossed their path, and they were headed straight for it.

But if the nachines were chasing them now, what woul d happen when they reached that
buil di ng? Surely there were nmany nore nachines in there!

The machines cut themoff. Now Provos urged himto the left, across the boundary. The
yel | ow machi nes vani shed

The ground was now flat, without the ditches that limted the nachi nes, and the gray
machi nes were lurking. They were clustered in the vicinity the two living folk had left, but
qui ckly reoriented and renewed the pursuit.

Provos kept running. As the gray nachi nes caught up, she drew the two of them back to the
Mode of the yellow ma -- chines.

They were now beyond the machi nes that had cut themoff, and close to the building. This
was not the kind of structure that creatures of flesh lived in; it was formed of a netal lat --
tice, with spaced supports. He could see through the gaps into its center, where machi nes and
parts of machines seened to be clustered. Perhaps this was where the machi nes were bred, birthed,
and trained.

Provos drew free of him squatted, and picked up a handful of orange sand. She stuffed it
i n what ever pockets she pos -- sessed. Darius, benused, did the sane. He had to trust her nenory
of the imediate future, as she had to trust his mem-- ory of the past. Then she put her hands on
the edges of the lattice, and started clinbing. Darius did the sanme, noving to her right to clinb,
though the point of this exercise baffled him The machines would only trap themon the buil ding.

I ndeed, yell ow nmachi nes were noving inside the building, on a platformthat was rising by
itself. The machi nes would reach the top before the people did.
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Darius tried to find better clinbing by noving to his right,
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but his shoul der banged into the inpenetrable wall that was the next Mdde. He didn't know
what to make of that; surely the machines had not found a way to block it off to travel ers!

Proves | ost a handhold on her left and hung for a nmonent in doubt. He quickly steadi ed her
with his left arm Then she gestured with her left hand, and he saw it pass right through the
metal of the wall. No wonder she had m ssed her hold! The building did not exist in the next Mde,
though they could see it clearly fromthis one. On the ground it didn't matter if they strayed
across a boundary, but here it could be

fatal .

This minor m sadventure had cost themtime, and the plat -- formw th the machi nes was
passing them They would surely be nade captive or worse when they reached the roof.

Proves held on firmy with one hand, and with the other dug into a pocket. She brought out
sonme sand and hurled it at the side of the platform where toothed wheels turned. So Darius did
the sane. Was this a formof magic, a ritual throw-- ing of sand? If so, it was useless, for this
was obvi ously a nonmagi cal Mbde. But he reninded hinself again that she could renenber the future,
so shoul d know what she was doing to nake it nenorable. He heaved anot her handful of

sand into the works.

There was an unki nd sound. The pl atform shuddered and

sl owed. Sparks flew out.

Now it was maki ng sense. The gears did not |ike sand. They clinbed onto the top of the
bui |l di ng, and wal ked across the netal roof. They renmained carefully in their three -- paces-wi de
channel , because the Mdde on one side was an inpenetrable wall, and on the other was a drop-on".
It was a big building, and a fall fromit would be devastating.

Proves went to the tower that was in their channel. But it was near the boundary. In fact,
hal f of it was across the boundary; they had to pass it to the right, lest they fall.

But she did not try to pass it. Instead she started clinbing it, though she was evidently
tired. Her backpack surely wei ghed her down, with all the running and clinbing. Yet the tower went
nowhere except up. Wat was her urgency?

"This thing is only half anchored!" he warned. "It will fall over with your weight!" But
then he realized that this was not the case. The tower was quite firmy anchored, in
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this Mbde. The fact that they could not touch its other side did not nean that it |acked
that support. They could clinb it, until it narrowed into nothing. Then what?

The yel | ow nachines were getting their platformun -- jamred. Soon they would be here.

Dari us shrugged and started up the tower after her. He hoped she was renenbering sonething
that he was unable to foresee, because otherw se they were dooned.

They clinbed high on the narrowing tower. Now there was scarcely roomfor them even in
tandem because of the half that didn't exist for them A stiffening breeze tugged at them naking
Dari us even |l ess confortable about the height. Wat could possibly be the point of this?

Meanwhi | e the machi nes reached the roof and clustered around the base of the tower. It
seenmed that they could not clinmb it, but surely they had ways to get at those who did. Probably
the only thing that had saved the two living folk so far had been the nachines' desire to capture

them alive. Maybe the nachines, |ike the dragons, were interested in |learning how to cross Mdes,
and thought that firmpersua -- sion would elicit the secret fromthe travel ers.
Proves stopped. He | ooked up and saw that she was strug -- gling to get sonething from her

pack. But she was now so tired that she couldn't tw st around w thout being in danger of falling.

“I"1l doit!" he said. "Wat do you want ?"

She made a gesture of throw ng.

"Sand," he said. He dug into a pocket and threw some sand down on the machi nes.

She shook her head no.

"Throw sonet hing el se? But all we have is our supplies, and we need those."

She nodded vyes.

Darius gazed down at the machines. Now they were bring -- ing sonething with a portable
pl atform They would be get -- ting up here soon

He sighed. He drew out a package of bread. He opened it and tore off one chunk with his
teeth. He wanted to eat it, but this nouthful was for another purpose. Wiat a waste! He threwit
in the direction the woman had i ndi cat ed.
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The chunk flew out and down. It bounced against the in -- visible wall of the next Mode.

Proves signaled for himto throw again, higher. He tore off another chunk, and threwit in
a higher arc.

It disappeared. "Yes!" Proves cried.

It took Darius a nonment to realize the significance of what had happened. That |ast chunk
had passed above the bl ank

wal | and entered the next Mode!

The wonman made anot her gesture of throwing. He worked it out. They had been unable to
enter that Mdde because there was no deep pit there. They could not step into solid rock. But if
t hey got above the level of the ground, they

could junmp onto it!

Provi ded they knew the exact level. Too low, and they would strike the barrier and drop
way down. Too high, and they woul d nmake it, but hurt thenselves | anding.

He ripped off nore bread and began throwing in earnest. He found the | evel, about a body
I ength below him But it was also a body Iength away fromhim How could they reach

it?

The rope! If they could tie it to the tower above, they m ght

be able to swing across on it. He could push Proves so that she would go far enough, and
then she could Il et go on the

ot her Mbde.

He reached over his shoul der and plunged his hand into

hi s pack. He found the rope and brought it out. It was fine thin cord, |ight but strong,
with plenty of Iength. But how was he to tie it to the tower above then? There really wasn't room
for himto clinb up past Proves, and if he did, it would take tine, and the nachi nes' capture-
platformwas now in place and rising toward them There wasn't enough tine!

He gazed up. At the top, the tower had a crosspiece with hooked ends. That should be idea
to tie the rope to, had he

the tine and position to do it.

Proves | ooked down. She extended one hand. She wanted

the rope?

He passed up one end. She worked the rope around her

upper body and through part of the tower, tying herself to it. Then she | eaned back
freeing both hands while her body was held by the rope. She formed a double | oop in the cord,
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with an intricate knot. She fished a solid little package out of her pack and tightened
the I oops around it. Then she untied herself and passed the end of the rope down to him

Darius realized that she had effectively weighted the end of the rope. Now he knew what to
do. He held on firmy to the tower with his left hand, |eaned out, and hurled the end strai ght up
as hard as he could. He let the cord play out, holding tightly on to the other end.

It sailed up beyond the crosspi ece, and down again, mss -- ing. He borrowed from Proves
technique, tying hinmself to the tower so as to free both hands. Then he haul ed up the rope, |eaned
way out, and threw it with a nmore looping nbo -- tion. This tine his aimwas good, but not his

power; it passed just under the crosspiece.

He tried a third tine, and a fourth, while the machine platformslowy came up at him The
fourth tine did it: the rope passed over and swng down beyond. The wei ghted end cane down and he
caught it. He drew on the two ends, work -- ing the rope out to the edge of the crosspiece, where
it was caught by the hook. Now they were ready to swi ng, and none too soon, because the machi ne
pl atf orm was unconfortably cl ose

Proves took the rope again. She renpved the package and returned it to her pack. Then she
fornmed a harness with the two ends, and put her legs through it. She certainly knew how to do

things with that rope! In a nonment she was dan -- gling free of the tower, seated in the harness.
Darius clinmbed up, glad to get his feet farther away fromthe nmachi nes. He gave her a push
to start her swi nging. She swung out toward the invisible wall, then back past the tower, and

di sappear ed.

Darius stared, then realized that this was not disaster. She had passed into the Myde of
the gray nachines. There was no building or tower there, but she was anchored by the rope to this
yel | ow- machi ne Mode. He could see the rope above, angling down and di sappeari ng about hal f way
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down.

Sure enough, in a nonment she reappeared. First her bent knees and feet showed, then the
rest of her. She swung past him and he put out his hand and shoved her farther in the direction
she was going. She went farther toward the wall Mde, but did not disappear
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In a noment she was passing himagain, the other way. He gave her knees a shove, but it
wasn't straight, and it started

her turning. That couldn't be hel ped.

He | ooked down. The nachi nes had stopped advancing. Their platformwas still. Their
feelers seened to be focused on the vani shed woman. They didn't know what was happen -- ing. Well
he woul d be surprised too, if a nmachine cane through his hone region, clinbed a tower, dangled
fromit, and started swinging in and out of existence.

Provos reappeared. He gave her another good shove. She swung far out -- and half of her
di sappeared. Her feet re -- mained in view, evidently snagging on the wall

Then she was coming back. "I gone!" she exclai ned. She renenbered what was about to
happen.

Pl eased, he gave her another shove back, and another for -- ward when she reappeared. This
time she lifted her | egs and di sappeared entirely, and the rope went slack without return -- ing.
She nust have put her feet down on the ground, stopping

her sw ng.

Then the rope swung back to him the harness enpty. He

caught it and worked his way into the harness.

Now t he nachi nes resuned activity, evidently catching on that the prey was escapi ng. The
pl at form rose agai n.

Dari us shoved off fromthe tower. He did not swing out far enough. He swi ped at the tower,
trying to increase his notion, and set himself spinning.

He swung into enptiness. There a dizzying di stance below himwas the pit, with the gray
machi nes waiting. Then he was back passing the tower. He shoved at it again as well as he could,
sl owi ng his spinning but not gaining nuch on his

SWi ngi ng.

Then he was back over the gray nachi nes. One was aining

what seened to be a netal tube at him Fromthe tube cane a rope which narrowy m ssed
him They were trying to catch himin the air and haul himdown to them

He swung back into the yell ow nachi ne Mode. The plat -- formwas alnost up to the | evel of
his feet, and a nachine with big pincers was reaching up. The pincers appeared to be padded so as
not to do danmage; they wanted to catch him not kill him as- he had suspected. They were com ng
close to
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succeedi ng, because he sinply could not get hinmself sw nging enough

Swi ngi ng. Something clicked. The children's game with swings -- they could punp thensel ves
up hi gher without touching anything el se.

He started punping, extending his feet and noving his body. Wiy hadn't he thought of this
bef ore? He gained nbo -- nentum

A pincer reached up to catch his passing leg. He kicked it away. That started him
spi nni ng, and he was unable to punp. Trouble! He reached out and banged a hand into the tower as

he passed, trying desperately to get straightened out. He suc -- ceeded, but at the expense of
noment um
He resumed punping -- and saw the yellow pincers directly in front of him He could not

avoid themthis time!

He held his breath, tucked his feet under him then swung themout in a two-|egged kick
He smashed into the pincer machine, shoving it back. The platformnoved, its support tower
beginning to fall.

As Darius punped hinself up, he saw the gray nmachines taking aimagain, and the platform
falling, in alternate Mbdes. Then he broke through and caught a glinpse of a new green world, its
surface barely under him He could not quite stop at it; he needed one nore good sw ng. But those
sSwi ngs were dangerous!

Then hands caught his feet. Proves had tackled his legs, trying to hold himthere. But if
he dragged her back with him--

She managed to hold himlong enough so that he could pitch his upper body forward and
brace agai nst the ground. He struggled out of the harness.

Proves caught the harness, quickly undid it, and | et go of one rope. She pulled, and the
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ot her rope di sappeared. Soon the length of it had been hauled in. They had made it, with their
equi prent .

LATER, several nore Modes away fromthe pit and at a suitable canmping site, they tal ked
Proves no |longer renmem-- bered the business with the tower and rope, but he told her of it, and
she told himthat nothing dangerous was to occur during their stay in this particul ar Mde.
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"Provos cone why?" he asked her. Now he was sure that she was an asset to his journey, and
wanted to know what she was getting fromit. Was she along for the duration, or would she be
deserting hi mwhen she found what she wanted?

She tried to convey a confusing concept, and it seened that she had forgotten part of it,
because it was in the past. But his nmenory of their neeting, and her nenory of what he was to tel
her in the future, enabled himfinally to put it together. Her nenory of future events was hazy or
null, but she did have nenories of him because he was to be a con -- stant part of her next few
days.

Proves suffered from ammesia. She had been able to re -- nmenber her future perfectly, in
as much detail as she desired, right up until a nysterious blank. As it approached, she viewed it
with increasing trepidation, until she realized that it was not necessarily the end. Perhaps it
was better viewed as a great new adventure occurring after sone nishap such as a blow to the head.
Since she could not avoid it, she de -- cided to approach it positively. So she had packed her
things, as for a long journey, and told her friends she was going to another region. That way they
were not concerned about the future absence of her presence in their |ives.

Now she was in that adventure, and enjoying it. She still suffered ammesia of the future,
but not as badly. She under -- stood the reason: because she had no future experience in nost of
t he Mbdes they were crossing.

She had no plans for the future. She would know the future when she remenbered it, and she
was content to wait for that menory. It was actually rather exciting, being unable to tell what
she was doing tonmorrow, in contrast to the deadly dull existence she suspected she had been having
in the past. She was not concerned about Darius' conveni ence, as she did not renenber himtelling
her he disliked her conmpany. When he preferred to nove on alone, she would know it before the tine
cane, and they would part.

I ndeed, Darius realized that he did not object to her com-- pany. He was not | ooking for
any personal conplications along the way, and she presented few, which were nore than conpensated
for by her brief insights of mschief forthcom-- ing. She was a good conpanion for this
treacherous journey.
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"But how do you feel about your own death?" he asked. "WII you see it com ng?"

She certainly hoped so! She was not at all disturbed by his question. It turned out that
she feared her death no nore than he feared his birth. It was nerely one end of a person's ex --

i stence. But that part of her life she could not renenber, which was in the past, she preferred
not to think about, for it was filled with unkind nystery and foreboding, as well as with hopefu
specul ati on. Exactly as was his future for him

"But now you have a taste of what ny perspective is like," he told her. "Because you can
not anticipate nost of your future either."

She agreed that was frightening, but she woul d bear up under the challenge of it, know ng
that it was bound to be alleviated one way or another before too | ong. She put her hand on his,
with pity and confort for his msfortune to be | ocked always in the past.

"Thank you," he said, noving in nmixed manner. But she had already | ost the dial ogue, and
proceeded in a businesslike manner to settling in for the night.

CHAPTER 9

DDVWNG

THERE were nore realities than Col ene had dreanmed of. Sone were inhabited by what were
probably hu -- man beings or the equivalent; nost were not. They passed quickly through the
i nhabi ted ones, which tended to cluster, and lingered in the wilderness ones. WIld creatures, as a
gen -- eral class, were not as dangerous as civilized ones. Seqiro was able to stun any creature
who threatened, or sinply to change its nmind. In fact, she discovered, he could generate a nental
field around themthat discouraged insects, so that nosquitoes and biting flies did not cone
close. The first tinme she had slapped at a nosquito he had inquired, and then sent out the no-
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i nsect thought. Just like that, no problem He had been satisfied to use his tail to flick away
pests, until then.

She had liked himfromthe start. Each new thing she | earned about hi m enhanced the
feeling.

They wal ked for another day and sl ept another night. She kept no count of the nunber of
realities they crossed, but judged that such a day's travel should represent about five thousand
of them The calculation was sinple enough: ten feet per reality, if they crossed it at right

angles as they usu -- ally did. Ten miles in the day, because they wal ked maybe ten hours at maybe
three mles an hour, taking tine for eating and rest. The tens cancel ed out, and the nunber of
feet in amle -- about five thousand -- was the nunber of realities. But
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it didn't matter. What counted was that they were nmaking progress toward Darius. She knew
they were; she felt the strengthening rightness of the route.

Most realities were overgrown with vegetation, but they did encounter a series of them
with rocky sections, and she was able to ride her bicycle through these. O herw se she woul d have
been dead tired, because this was a whole | ot nore wal king than she had done in a long tinme. She
was | ucky that her canping experience had prepared her sone -- what; she knew how to conserve her
strength and not push her linmits.

Seqiro, in contrast, seened indefatigable. He had evidently nade it a point to maintain
his health and stami na, and it showed.

/ could carry you, he thought. /( would not represent a burden to nme, as you weigh little.

"I just don't think of you as a riding horse,” she said. "You re ny conpanion.”

Granted. But a conpanion may wal k or be carried

She sniled briefly. "If it cones to the point where we really need to get sonewhere, and
I"'mreally holding us back, then you carry me. Until then, | feel nore equal afoot."

Because in your hone reality horses are beasts of burden.

"Never to ne!" she protested.

But your mind indicates that the association is there. You are concerned with what others
wi Il think, though none are here to see.

"Never argue cases with a mnd reader!" she said ruefully. "O with soneone smarter than
you. "

/ am quite stupid conpared to you

"No way! Everything | tell you, you understand right away, better than | do. So you're
snmarter or older or both, or just plain have nore experience."

None of these. | amyour age in years: fourteen. That is mature for ny kind but ny
experience of nmy reality is less than yours of yours. | depend on your mnd

"Do you, Seqgiro? Maybe you needed nme to fetch your supplies and | oad themon you, and to
open your gate. But once you got out of your reality, | became superfluous. You have just renai ned

with me out of synpathy."”
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By no nmeans. | remain with you because | need you, and because we are conpati bl e.

"Agirl needs a horse," she argued. "But does a horse need a girl? Wuldn't you be happier
out grazing, if the grass would stay with you?"

/ would be satisfied grazing, he agreed. But | amalso sat -- isfied to be traveling with
you. Since | can not safely graze, and can confortably travel with you, this is the preferable

cour se.

"But you could travel just as well without ne! I'mreally

hol di ng you back. "

Not so. | would be unable to travel without you. This is the major reason | did not break

out of ny confinenent and enter the Virtual Mbde al one.

"I don't believe that!" She was feeling that self-destructive urge, trying to persuade him
to do without her. She didn't want to be alone; in retrospect she found her prior trave
frightening. But to be a drag on this beautiful horse -- that just wasn't right. "G ve nme one gold
reason why you can't travel

wi t hout ne."

My intelligence would revert to its normal level, and | would be unable to fix on a
specific distant destination. | would soon be captured by any creatures who saw ne as a beast of
bur den.
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"But you're smart! | couldn't be talking with you like this

if you weren't!"

/ draw on your intelligence, which is excellent. In your absence | would retain only the
menory of you, not the power of your mind. If other creatures captured ne, and none shared n nds

with me, | would remain dull. | was dull until | nade contact with your mind afar; then | becane
nore intelligent than any of ny Kkind.

Col ene was anmzed. "You nmean -- it's all me? |'mreally talking to nysel f?"

You are talking to ne, and | amas intelligent as you -- because you share your nmind with
me. If you withheld your mind, | would indeed be just a stupid horse.

"But your kind controls ny kind, in your reality! | sawit, | felt it. Your m nds nake

hash of our mnds."

Qur | eaders retain intelligent humans who provide themw th good power of the mnd, much
as your |eaders retain
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strong horses who provide themw th rapid transportation. In your reality your riders
control your horses despite the infe -- rior strength of the humans. In mne, the horses contro
the hunmans despite the inferior intelligence of the horses. It is a matter of who is in charge,
and how power is w el ded.

She was conming to accept it, reluctantly. "So you needed a smart conpani on, so you woul d
under st and where you were going and how to get there. And |I'mthat comnpanion."

Yes.

"And if 1'd turned out to be a bad human nman, you'd still have had to go with nme, because
it would have been either that or stay under stall arrest."

Yes.

"But | turned out to be a sweet human girl, and you like that better."

Yes.

She turned to him "I was joking, Seqgiro."

No.

"I mean, about being sweet. |'mnot sweet, |'msuicidal."

Yes, you were suicidal once, and sweet. Now you are only sweet.

"You believe that?" she demanded.

Yes. So do you. This is why | believe it.

She stepped into himand hugged his neck as well as she could. "I |ove you, Seqiro."
Yes. | also |ove you

"But would you love ne if you weren't picking it up fromny m nd?"

No. That is not an enotion | would understand alone. But it is pleasant now.

“I think | like you even better this way. You are ny ideal conpanion.'

Yes.

"Yes," she echoed. "W are ideal for each other. Seqiro, we nust stay together!"
Yes.

"You keep agreeing with ne, and I love it!" she ex -- cl ained.

Yes.

"Yet howis it you know so nmuch, when | don't know it?"

192 PI ERS ANTHONY

A horse has good nenory. | have learned nmuch in nmy life, and when | amwi th you | am able
to apply it relevantly.

She wal ked on with restored attitude. Seqiro did need her, perhaps nore than she needed
him and this was an enormous confort. She had made it possible for himto escape his fate, and he
would remain with her until he found what he was | ooking for -- which he could best find only
while he was with her, sharing her mnd. That m ght be forever. That was |ong enough.

THEY stepped across a boundary, and suddenly there was barrenness. As far as they could
see, the forested sl opes had been abruptly denuded. The air was cold and dry.

They retreated, and the friendly trees reappeared. "Wat happened?" Col ene asked, baffl ed.

Nothing in ny reality explains this. But you have thoughts of nuclear war in yours.

"I don't think it's that,"” she said with a shiver. "No slag. No green glass. No deadly
radiation -- | hope."” She glanced at him "I don't suppose you can detect radiation with your

m nd?""'

Focus on it, and | wll try.
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She concentrated on deadly rays, uncertain of their names or how they would feel, but sure
that they would cut up the tender cells of her body and ness up her genetics. Invisible shafts of
destruction, like X-rays, only worse. Wuld this be enough for himto fathonf? She doubted it, yet
she hoped, because otherw se they were at an inpasse. How could they risk that barren waste,
wi thout being sure it wouldn't kill themjust because they were there? They couldn't go around it,
because it was evident that it extended everywhere on that planet. There had not even been any
clouds. It was just so

utter and final

/ can detect such radiation, Seqgiro thought. My telepathic mnd is very sensitive to
intrusion, and such rays would in -- trude. There are none.

"Are you sure?" she asked eagerly, but knew it was a foolish question. Seqiro knew what he
knew.

Yes, | amsure. But this may be inmaterial. If that waste extends across many realities,
we shall not be able to cross it.
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"It can't extend forever!" she exclained. "My sense says that where |I'mgoing is sonmewhere
beyond it. Darius didn't say anything about a desert." But she realized that Darius hadn't said
anyt hi ng about the intervening realities, because the first time he had sinply cut through
directly. Only with the Virtual Mdde did every reality between them becone sig -- nificant.

Then we mnust cross.

"But suppose it does cross many?" she asked, nipping across to the other case, as was her
fashi on when in doubt. "Do we have supplies to make it? | don't want to be stuck in Death Vall ey
wi t hout water!"

/| see the bones of horses in your vision of that valley.

"Yes! It's awful! I've never been there, but |I've seen it in novies. Oh, Seqgiro, what
shall we do?"

You | ove ny conpany, but you would not be satisfied with it indefinitely. You nmust rejoin
your human man. Therefore we must cross, because the alternative is not suitable.

"Yes, we must cross," she agreed. She wi shed she could say it with nore confidence. Were
was the heroistic, die -- for-her-beliefs girl she Ionged to be? Not here, unfortunately.

They canped for the night, so as to be able to start early in the day. They agreed that
the desert might get hot in the day, and cold at night. They m ght do best to cross it rapidly and
get back into confortable realities. But if it turned out to be nore than a one-day trek, they
woul d be better off to maintain a neasured pace, resting in the heat of noon and in the cold of
night, preserving their strength. They could make a three-day crossing, but not if they exhausted
t hemsel ves on the first day.

Col ene fetched dry sticks of wood, and bunches of dry grass, and used one of her precious
matches to light a fire. Seqgiro had checked and ascertai ned that there were no high -- powered
mnds in this reality, so that the fire would be safe. She was very pleased to have it, for
psychol ogi cal as well as physical reasons.

Wil e she stared into the blaze, she reviewed plans with Seqiro. He woul d quest ahead for
m nds. He could tune in to both animals and plants, but the distance depended on cir --
cunst ances. A strong telepathic nmind simlar to his ow could be contacted across a continent,
whi | e di al ogue with a non --
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telepathic mind was linmted to about half that. The Virtual Mde was sinilar, making the
different realities seemlike one; without it he would be confined to one reality. The |ess
simlar a nmind was to his own, the nore limted the range. Thus plants had to be fairly close for
himto receive. "Plants have m nds?" Col ene asked, startled. Indeed they do. But not simlar to
yours. We find the best grazing by tuning in to the heal thiest grass.

"But doesn't the grass hurt when you bite it off? Wy

would it tell you where it is?"

It does not suffer in the way you would. It is philosophical about being eaten. It accepts
what is. Since grazing pronotes the growh of nmore grass at the expense of weeds, there is a
certain conpatibility between us.

Col ene shook her head. "I hope so! I'd hate to have ny head chewed off every week or so!"

A plant would hate to eat through its head, or to pull its roots fromthe ground and wal k
about .
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She considered. "I see your point, maybe."

Everything was normal, for a single reality. But Colene was unable to relax, |let alone
sleep, for a tine. The barren -- ness ahead of themworried her

"Can we talk, Seqiro?" she asked after a bit as the dark -- ness closed in

We may tal k, he agreed.

"Say, | just realized: you never argue with me. Not really. You point out things, you
clarify what | don't know, but you always go along with what |'mthinking about."

It is true. | reflect your interests, as mne are not of great

nonent .

"How can you think that? You're the nost wonderful per -- son I've net, next to Darius!"

True. But | am not wonderful w thout you. "You're a horse! A horse is wonderful by
definition."

As is agirl.

"Let me tell you what a horse is to me. I'mgoing to introduce you to Maresy Doats." She
sumoned her nental picture of her imginary friend.

She is a wi nsone mare.

“"Well, | never thought of her as having sex appeal!"

/ woul d have to snmell her to deternine that.
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She | aughed. "So you're just |like any man!"

No. Human mal es are always interested in reproduction. Horses are interested only when the
mare i s ready. W do not waste energy. W regard this as nore sensible.

"Well, Maresy is sensible. She al ways knows what to do. The trouble is, others aren't
al ways sensible, and they don't listen. It's all recorded in ny book. For Wiom Was That Nei gh?
It's based on a picture | have of Maresy Doats. Do you want an exanpl e?"

Yes.

"Now, why did | know you would say that? OCkay, here it is. Maresy and another mare were
grazing in this pasture. It was the only pasture they had, and there was no ot her source of food.
Just the grass. A tough variety that hung on through the winter. Now, Maresy is snarter than the
average horse, and she did sone figuring, and realized that at the rate they were grazing, they
woul d run out of grass before spring, and then starve in the winter. But if they slowed down their
graz -- ing, and ate less grass, they could stretch it out so that it would last until spring,
when it would start growing again, and they would survive. They m ght be | ean, but okay. So it
made sense to do that.

"So she told the other mare. But the other nmare just went right on grazing, paying no
attention. She wasn't smart |ike Maresy, and didn't understand anything except eating until she
was full. She ate |like a horse.

"So what was Maresy to do? If she stopped grazing, then there would be enough for the
other mare, but Maresy would starve now. I|f she didn't stop, they would both starve later. So
shoul d she give up her life so that at |east one of themwould survive, even though it was the
undeservi ng one? O should she prolong her own Iife for a while by continuing to graze?"

She should kill the other mare, and have enough for her -- self.

"But Maresy wouldn't do that!" Col ene protested. "She believes in life, not death!"

But if there is life only for one --

"Yes. So she's in trouble. | call it the pacifist's dilema."
How does the story end?
"I don't know. We'll just have to wait and see.”
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How | ong ?

"I don't know. "

/ do not see the point of this story.

"It has no solution, but it does have a point. You see, Maresy stands for me, and for

people like me, who are smart enough to see that the world -- | nean, in ny reality -- can't go on
this way. It is using up all its resources, and when they are gone, it will be inpossible to feed
everyone, and nost or all of us will die. It doesn't have to be that way, but everyone else, |ike

the other nmare, refuses to see the problem and just goes on grazing at top speed. So we will all
suffer, when we don't have to, because of the shortsightedly selfish ones. W won't know exactly

what happens until it happens, and then it will be too late. | think that's part of what makes e
sui -- cidal. | nean, what's the point in hanging on to life, when it's all going to end anyway,
too soon?"

But you are free of that now, with the Virtual Mde
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"Yes. So |I'mnot suicidal now, maybe. But | feel guilty for bugging out on ny world."

Wth the situation as you present it, that is your only choice. You are freeing your world
of your presence, so that soneone

el se can survive

"Say, yes! That's a good way to look at it." Sonewhat cheered, she rel axed, and soon was
asl eep.

THBY did start early, as soon as they could see their way. Imredi ately, the barrens, as
Col ene thought of this re -- gion, were all around them before and behind. It was as if life had
never existed anywhere.

At first the land was reasonably level, but this changed with realities, and it becane so
ragged as to be an unkind chall enge. Bare stone rose up in twi sted contours, and sank into rubble.
Tors gave way to pits, forcing themto wind around their edges, slow ng progress. Meanwhile the
sun rose in the bleak sky and the bright |ight beat down on them Col ene fashioned a hat from
cloth to protect her face and arns, and covered Seqiro's head and neck simlarly, fearing damage
fromthe intensity of the rays. They were a strange -- |ooking pair, swathed in coverings
fashi oned of |loose cloth -- ing, but there was no one to see.

Then the | and 'descended. It was a great cavity, so large
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that it featured its own nountains and pits and convolutions, as if it were a continent in
reverse. It extended ahead until the rimof the horizon cut it off.

Col ene gazed at it with dismay. Then she had a revelation. "It's a sea!" she excl ai ned.
"An ocean! We've come to the end of a continent! A sea without water!"”

Al water is gone fromthese realities, Seqiro agreed. There was nothing to do except
descend into it, because her sense told her that Darius was sonewhere across this region. "l hope
we don't have to cross the whole Atlantic or Pacific!" Because that would be doom they could not
wal k that far.

That brought another concern. "How will we know if it's too far? | nean, if it is, we
shoul d turn back, so at |least we don't die of hunger or exposure. But if we turn back, when we
coul d have nade it across -- "

If we reach what we deemto be half our ability to travel w thout new supplies, and
still can not detect |ife ahead, then we should turn back

"You can detect |ife behind us?" she asked. "I mean, you're not just thinking that to
reassure ne?"

/1l is fading, but I can feel that |ife behind.

"Ckay. |If you get so you can't feel it behind, and you still can't feel it ahead, we'd
better turn back. That's not the sane as giving up; it just neans we'll have to find a better
way. "

Agr eed.

Yet privately she wondered what better way there could be. They would not be able to go
around the barrens the way she had around the hostile bear, because these were entire reali --
ties, each one a universe in itself. If there were a nillion of them they just had to be crossed,
because there didn't seemto be any way to skip over parts of the Virtual Mde.

Well, if they had to retreat, maybe Darius would be able to find a way fromthe other
side. She was sure that he was |ooking for her too; he wouldn't have set up the Virtual Mde and
then just twi ddled his thunbs. They could neet in the nmddle. So maybe he was coming to the other
side of this now, and was thinking about howto cross, and all she had to do was go back and wait.

But she was nore independent than that. She wanted to nake it on her own. So she hoped
they made it across.

198 PI ERS ANTHONY

/ echo your sentinment. "Ch, was | thinking too close to the surface? | didn't nean

to bother you with this!"

/ am beconi ng increasingly attuned to your nmind, so can

read nore deeply with less effort. |I did not nmean to intrude. "Ch, no, that's all right,
Seqi ro! You understand ne, the

way Maresy did. | don't mind you in ny mind. | just didn't

want to burden you with ny worries."”

You are concerned about survival now, rather than death. She |aughed, sonewhat self-
consciously. "For sure, |I'm
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not being suicidal, now that |'mup against possible death!

I"mreacting in a disgustingly normal way. | guess that's an

i mprovenent . "

You have reason to |ive now.

"Yes. Because of Darius -- and you, Seqiro."

But if you |l acked these folk, your self-destructiveness woul d

return.

"I guess it would. I'mno bargain, empotionally." If you had not had those bad experiences,

you woul d not
have becone sel f-destructive

"Well, | don't know about that. Those experiences weren't necessarily bad, just different
or shocking. | hadn't known how the people lived in Panama; plenty of other people do know, and
they aren't suicidal. | did a lot of good at that hospital, and the doctors and nurses aren't
sui cidal. The rape scene -- that | could have done without. But | didn't get beaten up or

anything, and | was so drunk | nay even have thought it was fun at the tine. It sure taught me to
be wary of liquor and of men! That canp episode really worked out okay, and word never got back to
my fol ks what had really happened. It taught nme not to trust anyone, not with nmy true secrets, and
that was a good lesson." But you trust ne.

“"Now, why did | know you were going to cone up with that? | guess | am breaking my rule.
But | also guess | neant not to trust anyone human. | trusted Maresy, because she's a horse, and
horses can be trusted. You're a horse. Trust just sort of comes with your territory."

/ like Maresy. But there are many horses in ny reality who can not be trusted. You are as
foolish to trust an animal blindly as to trust a human being blindly.

VI RTUAL MODE 199

Col ene sighed. "I guess | am OGCkay, | won't trust any other animals either. But is it okay
to trust you, Seqiro?"

Me al one, he agreed. Yet do you not also trust Darius, who is human ?

That set her back. "I don't think | do trust him exactly. | love him but that's another
matter. When he told ne of his wonderful nagic land, | didn't believe it. | wish | had! So | guess
there is danger in not trusting people too. | hope he forgives ne!"

He must have forgiven you, because he set up the Virtual Mde, so that he could rejoin
you.

"Yes, he did that." Then she paused in her descent of a slope. "Seqiro! Is it possible
that it wasn't Darius who set it up? But sonmeone el se? | mean, how would | know, for sure?”

/[fit was Darius, you will know when you nmeet him

"Unless it's soneone just pretending to be him because he wanted an i nnocent girl or

sonet hi ng. Lots of nmen want young sex-slaves. | really don't know Darius that well."

[ will be with you. I will know his m nd

"Yes! You will know his mnd, Seqiro! You nust let me know whether it's really him and
how he truly feels about ne. I"'mnot going to marry him | knowthat, but I'mwlling to be his
m stress and helper if | just know he |oves ne."

/ will informyou of his feeling for you, if you don't object to ny intrusion into your
private matters. Understand that | will be partial to his sexual sentiment as well as his enotion

"I understand! | want himto want me, every which way from Sunday! Just so long as he
| oves me!"

/1 shall be known.

They continued into the waterless ocean, which seened even nore barren than the continent,
because of what shoul d have been there. A continent could be a natural desert, but an ocean could
only be an unnatural desert.

That brought another horrible realization. "Seqiro! Sup -- pose we reach the next living
reality -- and we're at the bottom of the sea? We could drown!"

She felt a wash of panic, and knew that her thought had struck through to his natura
mnd. It was a horse's nature to spook and run fromdanger. So it seens. But your intellect
suggests that we mght sinply retreat through the boundary between realities and be dry again.
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"Well, at least we wouldn't be thirsty!" she exclained too cheerily. The notion of being
suddenly under a mile or so of water terrified her. She realized increasingly that though she had
been suicidal, she was quite choosy about the way she m ght die. Water would be too suffocating,
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and she didn't

like that.
It would al so be crushing. Suppose they were crushed to
death before they could retreat? "I think we had better be pretty careful how we cross

boundaries," she said, shaken. / will detect the ocean Iife, which will give us warning. "Not if
it's a sterile seal!" For now she realized that the presence of water was no guarantee of life.
[ will flick my tail across them Seqiro suggested. "But you would have to trave

backwards! No, let ne take sonething of ours -- here, this kerchief of mine will do -- and ||
flick it ahead of ne, and when it gets wet, we'll know. "

Agreed. They noved on, with Col ene ahead, constantly flicking her

kerchi ef as she approached each boundary. It becane auto -- nmatic: one, two, three steps,

flick, step, flick and step across, and start over. It was about five of her steps between bound --
aries, about two feet per step, but she wanted no accident. It would have | ooked strange to an
outsider, but it was a sen -- sible precaution.

Now she was not sure whether she did or did not want to encounter such an ocean. |f they
found no water, they m ght have to wal k thousands of mles through this dread desert, and woul d
di e of dehydration; already their water supply was dimnishing at an alarning rate. But if they
did find it, how

woul d t hey get through?

Suddenly there was sonething. Col ene clapped her hand to her mouth to stifle a possible
scream A light was blinking

to the south!

/| see it, Seqiro thought, responding to her thought. A bea -- con. It seens that we are
not al one.

"But can you detect life?"

No. But |ife nust have placed it there.

"Then maybe it's safe to check it," she said. "Unless it's

got killer nmachines or sonething.” Wat would be the point of that? "I don't know But
what ever sterilized all these realities
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may intend to keep themthat way. |If that beacon picks up a sign of life, it may trigger
anot her sterilization treatnent."

/ suspect it can spot us as readily as we have spotted it. | amaware of no harnfu
radi ati on associated with it. Is it possible that it sinply marks a path through the barrens ?

"Maybe so!" she agreed, encouraged. "There has to be a way through, so naybe soneone |eft
markers. |If we have to ganble, let's ganble on the positive interpretation.”

Neverthel ess, they were diffident as they approached the beacon. It disappeared when they
crossed realities; it existed only in one. But it was easy to approach, because of its con --
stant fl ashing.

It turned out to be a sinple machine: a blinking ball nounted on a thin netal pole stuck
into a porous section of the sea floor. At its base was an arrow painted in bright red, pointing
east .

"Adirection marker!" Col ene exclai med. "Pointing the way!"

Could it be your friend Darius?

"You nean, to show where he's been? O to find his way back?" She focused seriously on
that for a monment. "No, | don't think so. He's fromthe reality of magic, and this is plainly
sci ence. Super-science, | think; that ball's opaque, yet it flashes. It nust be sonmeone el se.
Maybe there's a regul ar caravan through here, with nmarkers to steer it straight."

/ doubt it. This Virtual Mde has existed only a week in your terns.

She nodded. "Well, one person, maybe, but not Darius. But it will do for us, certainly;
this should be nmuch faster, because now we know where we're going, sort of."
/ agree.

Heartened, they resuned travel
Meanwhi |l e the contours of the bottom of the ocean were a revelation to her. I|Instead of
being flat and sandy, as she had sonehow fanci ed, they were phenonenally nore varied than those of

the continental |and. There were nountains and val -- leys and rifts and lattices of tw sted
stone. There were holes so deep they filled her with dread, and slopes so sharp that they
resenbled walls. One section was |i ke a nonstrous ban -- yan tree, with thousands of pillars

reaching down to lower platforns, fromwhich nore pillars extended on down. An --
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ot her was |ike an upside-down nountain with nmounds sup -- porting its edges. El sewhere
there were what seenmed to be worm holes in nyriads, ranging from pi nhead to handspan di aneter,

di sappearing into darkness. And the opposite:

pencil -thin towers of packed sand, their sedinmentary origins showing in streaks crossing
the formation. There had surely been water here once; what had happened to it?

In fact, how could this region have been rendered so dry w thout disturbing these natural
formati ons? She was able to knock over the pencil towers with her hands; they were not nmade for
si dewi se pressure. Any heat great enough to vapor -- ize all the water should have generated
savage storns. If sonme cosmic drain had opened in the bottomand let it all flow out, there should
have been some pool s renai ni ng and some gougi ng as the drainage rivers forned. Instead it was as
if the water had sinply vani shed, w thout even making any cur -- rents.

Then her bandanna snagged on somet hing. She jerked it back, startled, for to her eye she
was nerely flicking it in air before a sea of air. She checked it.

The tip was dry, but |looked as if it had recently been wet. Because the water couldn't
cross the boundary.

"Qopsy, Seqiro! We've struck water!"

The horse stepped up and turned broadside. He flicked his tail. It struck sonething.

| felt the liquid, he agreed.

Col ene put up her hands carefully, and felt the air before her. The boundary was icy cold
and slick. "Like ice," she announced. "I guess we didn't have to worry about drown -- ing; it's
under such pressure we can't get into it anyway."

/ sense no life.

So it was lifeless water. Sone realities had been dried, some frozen, or at |east
sterilized. The two of them could not continue crossing boundari es.

This was not exactly a relief. "Wat do we do, Seqiro? Do we turn back? W can nake it
fromhere, at |east."

But if we find a way to enter the next reality, we will have water, greatly extending our
range.

"I don't think so. We can't take it with us."

W can if we drink it carefully, saving our own water for emergency use.
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"But it nust be salt water! W can't drink that!"

It is ny understanding that we can. In ny reality we have a technique for filtering inmpure
wat er through sand to nmake it pure. W can do that.

"Or we can evaporate some, and condense the vapor!" she agreed, turning nore positive.
"But we still have to get up to the top of it, and then what will we do -- sail across it?"

Seqiro sorted through the picture in her mnd, of a girl and horse standi ng precariously
on araft. | prefer not.

She | aughed, hunorlessly. "I guess not! So unless there's a big change com ng beyond the
water-reality, we're sunk anyway, no pun."

| fear that is the case. But we should try to explore it if we can. If we can find | and,
and cross nore realities, | can quest farther for life.

"I guess you're right. This is about mdday now, let's see if there is any rise to the
| evel of the surface north or south."” She neant to the left or right, because their progress was
general |y eastward. "Maybe an island, at |east. But which direction do we go? It would be a shame
if there is a perfect island north, and we go south and fail to find it and have to give up and go
back." She tried to make it sound cheery, but knew that her dark forebodi ngs were com ng through
clearly to the horse.

Per haps we coul d expl ore both directions, one going north, the other south, and doubl e our
chances. W may di scover anot her beacon

"Seqgiro, you're a genius!" she exclainmed. "And we can stay in nental contact, so the other
will have the news first thing."

They did it. Colene went north. She tried to suppress her belief that they were wasting
time and energy, because even if they found an island and were able to cross the boundary, they

woul d still have virtually inpassable water to cross. These barren realities were an awf ul
barrier!

She cane to a rise, but it was followed by a depression. She saw a nountain in the
di stance, which should be an is -- land, but it was to the northeast, in the territory of another

reality, inpossible to reach fromhere
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"How about you?" she asked, thinking at Seqiro.
/ may have found an island. But | can not find an ascent.
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"Keep | ooki ng!" she exclaimed. "I have nothing here; I'Il cone join you."

She hurried south, now trying to suppress unreasonabl e hope. "Have you found a path up
yet, Seqiro?"

No. | fear | amlost. |I am caught in an endless trench

“I"1l watch out for it!" Suddenly she thought how nmuch worse it would be if her conpanion
got trapped, and she had to choose between staying with himor saving herself. Even if she had no
choice, if sonmething happened to him how could she go on alone? H's marvel ous mind had become her
mai n enoti onal support.

Thank you. But away fromyou | amjust a horse.

"You're so nuch nore than a horse!"” she protested. "But a horse is good enough.”

In due course she reached the nountain. It did seemto rise high enough to be an i sl and,
dependi ng on how high the surface of the water in the other reality was. But between her and it
was a deep channel, as if the nmountain had sunk down in the sem -nmolten floor eons ago, nuking a
depression. This must be Seqiro's endl ess trench

She found a place where she could safely drop down into it, the drop not so far that she
couldn't scranble back. "I'"min the channel, Seqiro. Were are you?"

Not far fromyou. | shall wait.

Soon she caught up with him He was standing, breathing hard, the sweat rolling off his
hi de. "Wy, Seqiro! Wat happened to you? You're steaning hot!"

I'"'mafraid | panicked. | galloped, but found no end to the channel. | recogni zed | andmarks
| had passed before, and realized that | was trapped.

"You ran all the way around the nmountain!" she ex -- clained. "Ch, Seqiro, you wasted
val uabl e energy and are losing water in your sweat. Didn't you know better?"

/ did not.

"But you're so snmart!"

No. Away fromyou | amnot. | naintained contact with you, but only your thoughts cane
t hrough, not your under -- lying power of m nd.

She realized that he had neant it literally when he warned her about that before. So,
al one, he had reverted to his un --
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derlying nature, and spooked when unable to figure out how to escape the channel

Then she realized sonething el se. "You couldn't have run around the nountain! Half of it's
in the other reality, under the water!"

True. | realize that now The |loop evidently is conpleted on this side.

"Well, let's get you out of this and clinb that nountain," she said. "Now that you're
smart again, did you see a good way for you to do that?'

Yes. There is a navigable slope to a dead-end path.

They wal ked back to it. Sure enough, it was possible for a horse to clinb up on the
nmount ai nsi de, but then the path ended as it seemed about to cross over the top of the channel
whi ch was deep and narrow here. It was as if there had once been a bridge here.

And there, in an adjacent reality beyond the trench, was another stick-ball beacon. This
was certainly the right place!

But | will do better with your help.

"Sure! What do you need from ne?"

Tell me when nmy front feet are about to land just before the bridge. | amunable to see
them when nmy head is up

"Ckay. "

Seqiro got up speed and gal |l oped toward the brink. "Now" she cried as his front feet cane
down. He brought his hind feet up close to them then heaved up his forefeet and | eaped over the
gap. He recovered his balance and slowed to a stop. He was out.

"l guess maybe we shoul d stay together after this,” she said. "I really didn't |ike being
apart fromyou anyway, Se -- qiro. | worried -- "

/ understand. And of course he did, for he could read the conplex of her enotions as she
spoke.

They explored the mountain from outside the channel, and found a likely ascent. But it was
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a narrow | edge in places. "Un will you be able to turn around there? | nmean, if -- ?"
Per haps you shoul d explore ahead, and | will rejoin you when you conme across a turning
pl ace.
"COkay. But let's just not separate any farther than we ab -- solutely have to, okay?"
Agr eed.
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So she ran and hurdled the trench and nounted the tw sty steep path, catching handhol ds on
the carved stone abutnents to help haul herself up. She found a kind of |anding, and thought its
description to Seqiro, who then foll owed her up. They continued sinmlarly, by stages, their
progress conpli -- cated by the wall of cold water. Wen the best path crossed that boundary, they
had to back off and find an alternate path. Thus it was evening by the tine they reached the top
and they were tired. They had seen no other beacons or signs of

life.

"You know, if this doesn't give us sone way to nove on rapidly, we're sunk," she said. "It
will be all we can do to get down the nountain and back to the last habitable reality."

/ shall be disappointed for you in that event. But perhaps Darius will find a way to cross
fromthe other side, and you will still be unified.

"Cee, | hope so! It's not that I'mnot satisfied with your

conmpany, Seqiro, but -- "

You need a human nale like Darius, just as | need a nare |i ke Maresy, to conplete your
life.

“Yeah." She led the way along the leveling summit, look -- ing for a good place to canp
for the night. But the only good one was on the east side of the mountain, beyond the bound --
ary. She knew exactly where that boundary was now, after bunping into it so many times on the way
up.

Then she did a nental doubl etake: this was the top. They should be able to cross that
boundary now -- if they ever could. So she stepped gingerly into it -- and passed through

It was indeed an island. Ahead it sloped to a rocky shore just a few feet bel ow the | evel
on whi ch she stood. The waves washed agai nst the barren stone, naking froth.

"Seqgiro! W're across!”

/ saw it with you. The horse appeared behind her as she | ooked back, seening to
materialize fromnothing. But | fear

that this too is inpassable.

"Yeah." Her elation of the nonent faded quickly. The surface of the ocean extended to the
hori zon, featureless. Then she had anot her thought. "But the beacons pointed this way, so there
nmust be sonet hing."

At | east we can wash.

She forced her mind away fromthe disappoi ntnent. She
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really hadn't expected any nore than this. "Yes, we can both take a good dip, and | can
wash my cl ot hes."

This tinme Seqiro let her remove his | oad and harness, and she stripped. Nakedness didn't
matter with an animal, and if it did, it wouldn't have mattered with this one. He could see her
naked m nd

They stepped cautiously toward the Iinited shore, passing through anot her boundary just at
the verge of the water -- and stopped short.

There was a pontoon wharf projecting into the sea. It cut off abruptly about ten feet out,
and seened of recent vintage, with bright paint and gl eam ng nmetal chains connecting the fl oats.

But what was the point of a wharf here? Was it waiting for a ship?

It is a bridge. W can see only what is in this reality.

Suddenly it made sense. The path hadn't ended; it contin -- ued on across the water. But
only part of it was in this reality, because it was on the Virtual Mde. "So the beacons did know
what they were doing," she breathed. "Wll, let's wash, and -- maybe we had better spend the night

here, and eat and rest, before we start across. W don't know exactly what we nay encounter out
there.”

True.

They washed up, finding the water chill but refreshing. Colene felt a special freedom
bei ng naked in the open. Sonehow it seenmed that if she could be naked all the time, she would
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never be sui cidal

She wal ked out along the bridge, crossing the next bound -- ary. The pontoons continued
unbroken. But the appearance was of a ten-foot segnment ending before and behind her. It | ooked far
nore precarious than it was. There was no doubt now. the bridge was part of the Virtual Mde.
Soneone from an anchor reality nmust have set it up. But who?

We shal |l discover that when we follow it to its source.

"But how do we know that source is friendly?" she asked as she towel ed herself off, using
a dry shirt. She would have preferred to let herself dry naturally, but she was shivering and had
to get clothed before she did herself harm

/ will be able to tell, if | amlet into the mnd of the anchor person
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"You can't just peek?"

/ can enter only a willing mnd. Once | do, | can conmu -- nicate freely, regardl ess of
t he | anguage of the person, and can control that nmind, and therefore the body. But | can not
penetrate a hostile mnd, or even an indifferent one.

"But you controlled the m nds of those hunman servants in your reality, so we could

escape. "

Not exactly. Qur humans have been tanmed, in the manner of your horses and other animals,
so are receptive. Wld hu- I nmans would not be receptive, any nore than wild horses in' your
reality allow thenselves to be ridden. They had dis -- cussed the differences between their two

societies as they wal ked; Seqiro now understood her framework well enough. Even so, particular
humans associate with particular horses, and do not allow unfaniliar horses to govern themif
their own horses forbid it. In the stress of the nonment | was able to strike through, but that was
alimted opportunity. "But you and | made i mmedi ate connection!" Because you are highly
receptive. "Well, I'"'mnot tanme!" she said indignhantly. But you desired conpatible conmpany. You
were extrenely lonely and nervous. That enabled nme not only to join you, but to reach you froma
di stance, and across realities.

She nodded, now chewing on cold bread fromhis supplies, because there was nothing here

fromwhich she could nmake a fire. He was eating a ration of mixed grains. "I was that, for sure!
still am 1 need you, Seqiro, | really do! Back when | started getting depressed | did sone
research, and decided | fit the profile of BPD: borderline personality dis -- order. | nean,

alienation fromny parents, sexual betrayal by a date, inability to cope with what | was | earning
about the evils of the world, and I was son of on a roller-coaster of npbod swings with nowhere to
go. | really didn't know who | was, yet | hurt something awful with rejection even when maybe it
wasn't real. | would get so damm depressed, even when there didn't seemto be any good reason.
didn't dare trust anyone, especially not after that business with Mtzi, even though that worked
out okay, in a way. But | couldn't stand being alone either. Even when | was in the m ddl e of
peopl e who seened like friends, | knew it wasn't true, and | just kept cutting' ny wists and
hiding them | kept sort of
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wanting to tenpt nen, nmake them get hot, make themreally want nmy body, but | didn't want
sex with them | knew that was crazy but | couldn't stop. Little Mss Self-destructive, that was
me -- until | loved Darius. Then | lost him Then cane the Virtual Mde -- and you."

/ understand you and need you as you do ne, but | have no sexual desire for you

"Yeah. | can parade around naked with you, and it doesn't matter. | thought | just wanted
to tease nen, but now | think it's sonething else. | just want ny freedom freedomfromwhat's
buggi ng nme, and throwing away ny clothes in public nakes it seemas if |I'mdoing that, but it
doesn't mean any -- thing with other girls, that happens in the showers anyway, so it has to be
men, and when they get hot it sort of proves I'mgetting there, | nmean | want to be attractive,
but it's sort of dangerous too. Like -- you know, once | was eating cereal, and it wasn't sweet
enough, so | put sugar onit, and it still wasn't sweet enough, so | put nore, but no matter how
much | put, it wasn't there. Then soneone said, 'Try salt,' so |l put alittle salt onit, and
suddenly that stuff was so sickly awmful sweet | couldn't stand it. |'d been putting on the wong
stuff, not know ng, because it hadn't tasted sweet enough. So with the nakedness and ne -- |'m
| ooking for salt, but sugar is all |I have, so | keep trying but it keeps not quite working. Does
that make sense?”

Yes.

“"And then when | found the salt -- Darius -- everything sort of came together. But |
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didn't quite believe him and -- "

Suddenly she was sobbing. She | eaned her forehead against his warm side and the tears
fl owed down.

You were afraid of intinmacy, both physical and enotional

"I guess so0," she said into his hide. "Did | ever blow that one!"

Yet you did what any practical person would have. Magic is not believable in your reality.

“"If 1 had | oved hi menough, | would have believed him"
Love is not precisely what horses experience, but we have | earned sonething of it from our
association with humans. In our judgnment, the best love is based on practical considera -- tions.

Trust should not follow |love; |ove should follow trust.
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You condemm yourself because you were unable to do it back -- wards. You shoul d not.
She lifted her head. "I never thought of that!" Because you had no conpatible and
objective mind to ex -- plore it with. You do need ne -- and with ne, you are whole. "Wth you |

am whol e, " she echoed. "But Segiro, are

you whole with me?"

Yes. My need for you is primarily physical and mental, for | have neither hands nor
intelligence alone, but |I had those things in ny nornal existence. You provide also the enotional
factor I need, the quest for new things and new neanings. In this you are ny conpletion, as | am
yours.

"Yes," she breathed. "Yes! W are whole!"

Then they settled down for sleep, Colene curied against his warmside with a bl anket over
t hem bot h.

Naturally her own thoughts interrupted it. "Seqiro! If you have to be let into a nmind, if
it's awld mnd, how conme you could handl e those npbsquitoes?”

Their mnds are conparatively sinple. The conplex human minds are another matter
Mosqui t oes could bar nmy penetra -- tion, had they the wit. But they don't realize that, and
woul d not advise themof it.

"So'it does nmke sense, after all."

Yes. He seemed amused. She snuggl ed agai nst hi m and

drifted off.

IN the norning they set out on the pontoon bridge. It was solid enough to support Seqgiro's
wei ght, though it did sink somewhat where he stood. Now it was Colene's turn to shore up his
confidence. "These things are strong. See, the platformpart of it consists of long netallic
pl anks, so even if the pontoon you're over sinks, the others take up the slack, and you'd have to
weigh a lot nore than you do to make themall sink. In nmy reality they drive trucks across these
things. So it may feel insecure, and | ook insecure because all we can see is one little segnent at
a tine, but believe nme, you're

safe."

Now | have confidence. For he had seen her nmental picture

of the heavy trucks driving safely across such bridges, and

her trust had becone his.

However, she led the way, with a hand lightly touching his
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nose. This was so that her |ight body would encounter any possi bl e weakening in the bridge
first, and to guide him be -- cause his eyes were not well placed to see the bridge. Her nmind and
hand became his guidance. Only the lack of a halter on his head would have showed an outsider that
this was not a girl leading her horse. It was a girl |eading her horse, but the relation between
them was different.

The surface of the sea continued, but the color of the water shifted as they crossed
realities. Life! Seqiro thought.,/ sense faint |ife ahead -- perhaps very prinitive, in the depths
of the ocean.

"Then we're getting somewhere!”

The signs becane stronger. It was as if they were stepping through a pal eontol ogi ca
exhibit, tracing the world fromits sterile inception through the first suggestions of life and to

the first nulti-celled organi sns. Things started showing in the water, living froth, then tiny
jellylike creatures, then swi mm ng crustaceans, and then actual fish
And anot her island. This one had shrubbery on it, or prim-- itive trees. The bridge went
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right to it, each short segment appearing as they proceeded until one touched the island, and for
the first time in hours they set foot on |and.

It was a relief to have the shade of femike trees, but they decided not to |inger
because the pontoon bridge seened endlessly Iong on the Virtual Mode despite its shortness in any
one reality, and they were limted to the supplies they carried. They could nore readily rest
after they got safely past this region.

So with regret they noved out on the bridge again, trusting it to extend itself on through
the Virtual Mde, and soon found thensel ves back in the niddl e of the placid sea.

Until Col ene stepped through a boundary and found her -- self in a wi nd-scream ng storm
Bi g waves rocked the bridge so hard it seened about to be torn away.

She ducked back, and the stormcut off abruptly. Her hair was nmatted across her face and
her bl ouse and jeans were winkled. "W've got a problem"™

So | saw. Seqiro had not yet crossed, but his nind had been with her. If it is confined to
one reality, we can cross quickly.

"Maybe so. But suppose it isn't?"
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W can wait for it to subside

"W don't know how | ong these storms |ast. Maybe it's always storny in that reality.”
They di scussed it, and decided to let Colene cross to the following reality, tied with a

rope to Seqiro. The rope was part of his supplies, so would remain firmacross the bound -- aries.
If she got washed off the bridge, he would back away and haul her to this calmsection. If she
found that the fol -- lowing reality was calm he would nove across and rejoin her. They would

remain in constant nental touch

She knotted the rope firmly around her mniddle, and passed a | oop down between her |egs and
up around her shoul ders, so that there was no way for her to slip out of it. She was afraid of
that terrible storm but knew this was the best way to tackle it.

She ventured across the boundary again, wi shing there were handholds. But there was only
the | evel planking, which she now realized was vibrating with the force of the stormbe -- yond.
That had not been evident while Seqgiro was wal ki ng, but now he was still and they both saw t hat
part of the notion was not from his hoofs.

The storm caught her again. This tine a wave was washi ng over the bridge, making the

pontoons tip at what seened |like a precarious angle. She |ost her balance and fell, and the water
carried her into the sea. She inhaled to scream invol -- untarily, and took in a nouthful and
sone of a lungful of

froth.

Then she was in the cal mwater, having been carried across the boundary by the wave.
Seqi ro was backi ng away, hauling her in. She managed to catch hold of the edge of a pontoon and
cling there, choking.

Cal m Cough. Calm Inhale. Cough

It was Seqiro, assum ng control of her breathing, getting her to clear her |ungs w thout
pani cking. She let himdo it; it was nmuch easier to ride along with his procedure.

Sooner than ot herw se, she was back on the bridge and on her feet. "Thanks, Seqiro," she
gasped. "I needed that."

Then she gat hered her strength and charged back through the boundary.

This tinme a wave had just passed. She forged through the
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knee-deep water, able to keep her footing, and by the tinme the next wave | ooned, she
pl unged acr oss.

Into bright sunlight. The stormwas only one reality wi de! "Come on, Seqgiro!" Then
i mredi ately, she reconsidered. "Wait -- let me spy the waves. It's nuch easier to cross be --
tween them ™"

She sat at the edge of the boundary, clung to a pontoon, and cautiously poked her head
across. She got a faceful of salt water. She drew back, blinking the salt out of her eyes. Then
she tried it again, and found a lull. "Now "

The bridge vibrated with extra force. Suddenly the horse appeared, al nost gall oping al ong
the bridge. The water splashed up fromhis |egs.

Col ene threw herself to the side, into the water, |est she be inadvertently tranpled. How
big Segiro | ooked fromthis vantage! He was a nassive horse, and splendid in his notion. She had

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Mode%201%20-%20Virtual%20Mode.txt (101 of 146) [1/19/03 8:24:46 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20M 0de%201%20- %20V i rtual %20M ode.txt

forgotten that, in her constant conmunion with his nind

He entered her current reality, and she had to scranble up before he overshot her position
too far and yanked her along by the rope. They were across, but she hoped they did not have to do
that agai n soon.

THE nature of the ocean changed faster than any indi -- vidual reality suggested, and | and
came into view by junps with each crossed boundary. Adjacent realities tended to be simlar, but
sonetimes differed by significant stages within that simlarity. Now they seenmed to be headed for
a reality whose far shoreline was considerably west of the one they had started with. Perhaps this
world was turning slightly faster, so that it had gained on the others. No, it would be the other
way: if it turned nore slowy, a given spot on the gl obe would be west of the others. It hardly
matt ered; what counted was that they were getting across the ocean much faster than they m ght
have.

By nightfall they set foot on what in her reality nmight have been Europe. Now she
renenbered how qui ckly they had reached what seemed to be the Atlantic Ccean; she had not wal ked
any twelve hundred nmles to the coast! So this effect nmust have existed all along; she just hadn't
paused to realize
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its significance. Now she was glad they weren't traveling in the other direction

Li fe had continued to progress, and now there were nod -- emfish and ani mals and birds,
t hough she did not recognize the individual species.

The pontoon bridge stopped at the shore, but here there was a wel |l -nmarked path | eadi ng

east. Someone certainly had set this up -- but who traveled it? They had encountered no one, and
seen no footprints or other signs of use. It had to have been done recently -- within the past
week -- because be -- fore then this Virtual Mdde hadn't been in place. Wiat did it nean?

We are approachi ng superior mnds, Seqgiro thought. Not many realities away. They are
closed to ne; | can fathomonly their power.

"Not Darius' reality? Magic?"

No. | suspect science, |ike yours, because if they set up the bridge --

"Hi gh-tech," she agreed

They seemto be human. They may be friendly. However --

"Un Seqiro," she murnured, really not speaking at all, nore or |ess subvocalizing so as
to focus her thoughts. "W don't know what we're headed into, but | think maybe they're expecting
us. Maybe we shoul d, you know, not |et them know too nuch about us. Until we know nore about
them"

This was ny thought.

They consi dered, then decided to do something neither of themreally liked. Col ene made a
| oop of rope and tied it about Seqgiro's nose, and held the other end like a rein. She clinbed up
on his back with the supplies and rode. Now it seened that he was a plain unintelligent horse --
she could not bring herself to think "stupid" -- under the control of a hu -- man. It seened to be
a necessary charade -- just in case.

They advanced through nore realities, the path broadening as if to signal that they were
close to their destination. Qther paths intersected it at acute angles to their route, evidently
goi ng the sane way. Wre there paths reaching as far out as theirs, in other directions? Al
constructed in the past week? What an effort that nust have been! And why? Colene still didn't
trust this..
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"You know," she subvocalized, "if this turns out as sus -- picious as it seens so far, and
you have to keep on acting like a dunb aninmal, you'll be put in a stall and I won't be able to be
with you without giving you away."

True. But a stall is no disconfort for nme, and we can re -- main in mnd contact
t hroughout. |1 believe | can now reach you across a continent, so we will not truly be separated.

“I hope not! But | have an ill feeling about this. Soneone has gone to an awful |ot of

trouble to show us in."

W nust continue as we have, until we are able to proceed through this reality and resune
our journey. Obviously they know someone will be conming on the Virtual Mde, but not who or from
what direction, or they would not have fashi oned so nany paths.

"That's what bothers ne. This is obviously another an -- chor. Wiy didn't the anchor
person just conme on out to neet us? If he wants to escape his reality, why take all this trouble
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to bring us into it?"

/ think we shall find out. [doubt we can avoid the encoun -- ter which threatens, so it is
better to proceed into it as if innocent.

"W are innocent," she muttered bl eakly.

They crossed several nore realities -- and were abruptly in a huge building. This was
evidently the anchor place.

A man stood before them He was in a uniform a princely robe of what |ooked like silk or
fine artificial material. A netallic band circled his head at forehead level. H's hair was reddish
and receding, and his eyes were black and piercing. He | ooked to be in his fifties, running to
density rather than fat.

Seqiro stopped i medi ately. Col ene, uncertain what to do, decided to renmain nounted. That
way she could go with Se -- qiro if he bolted. "Hello," she said tentatively, her throat feeling
sonewhat constrai ned.

"Hello," a ball hanging near them said, m micking her voice and intonation precisely.

/ can not get into his mnd, Seqgiro thought. But | think that device is trying to
comuni cat e.

A translator! That nade sense. She faced the ball. "Hello. | am Col ene, and this is ny
horse, Seqgiro. W are froma far
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the nmorning."

"Hello. | am-- " the ball said.

Col ene tapped her collarbone with a thunb. "I am Col -- ene." She glanced down. "This is
my horse, Seqiro." She indicated him "Wo are you?" She pointed to the ball, and then to the man

"Hello. I am-- " the ball said. Then the man lifted one hand and tapped hinsel f. "Ddwng."
The ball spoke again. "You are Colene. This is ny horse, Seqiro."

She sniled. "My horse, not your horse. This is your pal -- ace." She gestured around the

chanber .

"Seqgiro is your horse. This is ny palace. You are froma

far reality."

That machine was fast! "A far reality,” Colene agreed. "On the Virtual Mde." She gestured
back the way they had cone. Then she oriented on the nman. "You are Deed -- w ng."

"Ddwng, " he corrected her. There seened to be a stutter at the beginning and no vowels in
the middle.

"D-dwng, " she said, alnpbst getting it. "Wo are your

peopl e?"

The translator ball took sone dialogue to get that straight, but in due course answered:
"My people are the -- "

"DoCon, " Ddwng fi ni shed.

"Do-0Oh! -- on," she repeated, noting the three different
| am Col ene of the Ameri -- cans."

The introductions conpl eted, Ddwng stepped forward. He snmiled, offering his armfor Col ene
to brace against so she could dismount w thout tunbling. She put both hands on it, finding it very
strong, and junped down.

QO her peopl e appeared. Except that they weren't exactly people. Colene tried not to stare,
sure that it would be bad form They had the heads of sheep!

"These are nulls of the Ovine persuasion," Ddwng said through the ball, noting her
surprise. The actual words were | ess precise, but that was the essence. "Palace servants. They arc
of human intelligence and perception.”

"Ch. Thank you."

First the Ovines saw to her horse. Col ene made clear that
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she wanted her nount well treated, and Ddwng |l ed themto a chanber that would do for a
stall. They were now in the anchor reality, and things did not shift every ten feet. She arranged
with Ram the male Ovine, to get good hay and grain and water for the horse, for Seqiro could eat
the food of an anchor reality and retain it. Plus a block of salt! Then, with regret, she l|eft
him for it would not do to show too great an attachnent to a nere beast of burden. Seqgiro ad --
vised her in this nentally, while playing the part of aninal perfectly. They still did not know

0" sounds. "Ddwng of the DoCon
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whet her they could trust the folk of this reality. At |east the DoOon seenmed to have no notion of
tel epathy; their sophisticated ball indicated that they depended on conputerized data banks for
trans -- lation.

Then they saw to Col ene. Ewe, the femal e sheep, ap -- proached bearing sil ken robes.
Col ene realized that she nust | ook pretty ratty, after the day's hi ke and the soaking down in the
storm Her clothing had dried on her and nust | ook that way. She nodded affirmatively.

The sheep-wonan |l ed her to an el egant private chanber. Ddwng did not follow, it seemed he

honored basi ¢ human protocol with regard to males and fermal es. But she still didn't trust him She
remenbered how her date had be -- haved well enough, until he got her alone with his friends and
their liquor. This could be a fancier version of some -- thing sinmlar

There was another hanging ball here, and it continued to respond to all her renmarks. Maybe
it was all part of a net -- work, and they wanted to get as nuch of her |anguage as possi bl e,
qui ckly. That was fine with her. She gave it all the words that came up, and instructed it in
basi ¢ syntax, cor -- recting it when it made an incorrect assunption. This was the easy way to

est abl i sh conmmuni cati on!

Meanwhi | e she suffered herself to be undressed, bathed, and redressed by the quiet fenale.
She was very good at her profession, evidently born to be a servant to nobility. For Col ene was
being treated like a princess, and garbed |ike one. Wenever she spoke to Ewe, that creature nod --
ded her head forward in a set notion, both bow and ac -- know edgment, and did her best as quietly
and efficiently as possible.
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Soon enough Col ene was not only clean and clothed, her hair was flowi ng and | ustrous, and
she wore a diademthat scintillated iridescently. Her fingernails matched the diadem and her
toenails too, in confortable yet el egant sandal -- slippers. The fatigue of the day was fading;
the sheer |uxury of her apparel was banishing it.

She | ooked at herself in a mrror. She was stunning! As lovely as she had ever inmagi ned
herself to be in her nost foolish flights of fancy. She showed no private flesh, yet sonehow the
gown nmade her | ook utterly fem nine

Then they guided her to another ornate chanber. This seened to be a dining room and
suddenly she realized how hungry she was. She and Seqgiro had been so busy follow ng the pontoon
bridge that they hadn't stopped to eat since

br eakf ast .

Seqiro: the horse was doing fine. His thoughts told her of his best neal in days, and the
attention of servants who had the heads of horses, who scrubbed off his hide and brushed out
tangles in his mane. He could not read their mnds, but their attitude indicated that they had not
seen a genui ne horse before, but understood hoofed aninmals, so had a general no -- tion howto
treat him

Ddwng was waiting for her. He showed her to a seat at a table for two, and sat opposite
her. "You are confortable?" the ball of this roominquired.

"Yes, thank you," Colene replied. |Indeed she was, phys -- ically. But what was this
| eading up to? She tried not to show her continuing tension

"You are beautiful," the ball said.

"Thank you." Then, aware that it spoke at the di -- rection of Ddwng, she made the servant
nod- bow t o

hi m

Pl eased, he returned the nod. If he had had doubt about whether she was civilized, it was
bei ng resol ved.

Ovines brought in platters. Each had an array of odd but interesting-snelling substances.
But she hesitated to choose, not wanting to nake sonme gauche error. "Please -- you choose," she
said to Ddwng.

He nodded again. In a nonent she had a plate of things, simlar to his own. She watched
himlift a utensil resem-- bling a single chopstick. Wen he touched it to a norsel, a
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bi te-si zed segnment of that norsel adhered to it. Good enough

They ate in silence. The food, strange as it was, was ex -- cellent; she could get used to
this in a hurry. There was a beverage too, tasting like a cross between beer and chocol ate m | k;
she hoped it wasn't alcoholic, and it didn't seemto be. Ddwng wasn't trying to get her drunk. Wy
shoul d he bother? She was in his power. That was the fly in this lovely oint -- ment: soon enough
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Ddwng woul d get down to business.

They conpleted the neal, and the servants brought mouthwash that [ eft her mouth feeling
absol utely clean after one rinse. That was certainly easier than brushing her teeth!

Then they adjourned to a chanber containing a foun -- tain whose fluid changed colors as
it nmoved. Around it were exotic plants -- perhaps ordinary here, but alien to her

"Now we shall formul ate our understanding,” the ball said.

"Of course," Col ene agreed, hoping that her suddenly renewed tension did not show. "What
is your interest in me?"

"You are traveling the Virtual Mode with your aninmal. | have an interest in the Virtua
Mode. | would like to know where its device of originis located."

“I don't really know about that," she admitted honestly enough. "It nust have been set up
by Darius. | amtraveling along it to reach his hone reality, or to neet himalong the way, |

hope. "

"Darius is your prom sed man?" The ball was doing the tal king, but the expressions were on
the face of Ddwng, and soon it was as if he were talking. He evidently had some ki nd of ongoing
translation, so that he understood what she said.

“"Yes. | love him" She wanted no m sunderstandi ngs: she was taken
"He is a fortunate nan."
She tried to suppress her girlish delight in being flattered. "I would Iike to get noving

again tomorrow, with ny horse. W had to cross quite a nunber of realities that were, well,
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enpty. Do you know whether the ones in the other direction are okay?"

"W have not had occasion to explore far, but they seemto be sinmilar to those through
whi ch you passed.”

"You went to a lot of effort, setting up those paths. Wiy did you bother?"

"When the Virtual Mbde was established, we could not know its origin or mission," the bal
said. "W knew that those on it would have difficulty with this region, and perhaps suffer harm
So we constructed paths as far as feasible, and set narkers beyond them This seenms to have been
effective, as you arrived on one of these paths."

"Well, I"'msorry | can't help you. Wiy do you want the Chip?"

"A Virtual Mode is normally a tenporary thing. Wth the Chip, we could establish Virtua
Modes at our discretion. This would be an excellent thing for our society."

"The Chip can do that? Can set up a Virtual Mode from anywhere, anytine?"

Ddwng smiled. "lIndeed it can, Colene," the ball said. "So you can see that a Chip is one
of the nost valuable things in all the realities.”

"I sure do now | thought it was just sone routine thing they cpuld do in Darius
reality.”

"That nmay be the case. But | gather it is not routine in your reality, as it is not in
nmne. "

“In ny reality, we don't even know that there's nore than one reality!"

"How di d you di scover that?"

He seemed interested, and nice, so she told him In fact, she was acting just a bit nore
nai ve than she was, because deep down she definitely did not trust him Stupidity and ignorance
could be significant assets for a girl, when they weren't actual. "Darius was |ooking for a wife,
and he didn't like the ones where he was, so he nade a spot trip to ny reality. Somehow he knew
that | wanted out of my situation and might go with him But | didn't quite trust it, and didn't
go. Then he set up the Virtual Mde, and now I'mtrying to get back to him But it's one hell of a
trip!"
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"Surely so. But have you considered that if you are trav -- eling toward his reality, and
he is traveling toward yours, you nmay pass each other without neeting?"

"Se -- " she started, then caught herself. She didn't want himto know that the horse
could pick up Darius' mind when he cane within several realities. "Seens | didn't think of that!
Gee, | hope |I haven't already missed him"

Ddwng smil ed again, satisfied about her naivete. The ball spoke again. "I am sure you have

not, because he has not passed through this reality, which seens to be between his and yours."
"But nmaybe he went through a coner of it and you didn't see him"
"That is unlikely. The void realities are extensive, and difficult to pass. He shoul d have
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i ntercepted one of our paths and followed it here, as you did."

That did nake sense. She now saw where Ddwng was | ead -- ing, so she set it up for him
"But how will | know which path he's coning in on? | nean, if | go out tonorrow -- "

"Readily solved. You will sinply wait here for him and be reunited here. This will surely
be best in any event, be -- cause we have excellent facilities, and he nay be tired fromthe
struggle with the void realities."

"Cee, that's nice of you!" she exclaimed happily. But in -- side she was not at al

sangui ne. This person had gone to an extraordi nary amount of trouble to nmake | ong paths, and she
doubted that he was doing it from sheer niceness. He wanted the Chip, as he said, and that neant
he needed Darius to lead himto the reality where the Chip was.

But that Chip was the potential source of alnbst uninmag -- inable power. What woul d Ddwng
do once he had it?

She wi shed she could think of a way to see that Ddwng didn't get it. But if she nade any
suspi ci ous nove, she was now afraid that she would proceed fromthe status of CGuest to that of
Pri soner.

She woul d have to wait until Darius came, and then warn himnot to tell where his reality
was. Maybe they could head back to hers, until they got free of Ddwng, then cross this region
sonewhere else. O start toward his reality, and turn aside. There were surely ways and ways, if
she could just warn himwi thout alerting Ddwng.
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“I't sure is lucky that you're here, with a good reality in the nmddle of the bad ones,"
she said brightly. "I"mafraid we would have been in real trouble otherwse."

"It is fortunate,"” the ball agreed.

It was a disaster, she feared

ACHAPTER 10

CAPTAI N

CUDDENLY they were in a barren region. There -- seened to be no life at all in this Mde,
t hough the prior Mde was | ush

Darius | ooked at Provos. "Do you have any nenory of this?"

"I have no menory of this,"” she said, not answering so nmuch as anticipating his coning
response. "W do not remain here |ong."

"Let's nove on, then," he agreed.

They crossed into the next, and the next, but the barren -- ness continued. This seened to
be an entire segnent of life -- |less Mdes, unlike any they had passed before. The ground was
not hi ng but rock and sand; there was no water.

She could not renmenber their future as long as they kept crossing to new Mbdes. But
suppose there was no resunp -- tion of living Modes within their wal king range? Her mem-- ory of
the future would do them no good; they would be dead.

"Provos, you nay not renenber the terrain," he said carefully. "But can you renenber
your association with ne? Do you know ne fromnore than a few days in the future?"

"I remenber you froma fortnight in the future," she said. "Then it beconmes confused."

Two weeks. That suggested that it was safe to pl ow ahead,
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because they would not die in that tinme. Heartened, he did just that.

But the barren Mddes continued for the course of half a day's travel. The naked sun beat
down, maki ng an oven of the |andscape. Darius becane doubtful. Yet Proves seemed unconcerned, so
he sai d not hi ng.

Then they spied a flash of a light to the side. It turned out to be a little signaler
stuck in the sterile sand. Near it was an arrow pointing onward.

Evi dently soneone had been here before them Since the Virtual Mde had not existed for a
long tine, this had to be recent. Could Col ene have passed this way? No, her arrow shoul d have
been pointing back the way he had cone.

They noved on. Now the sun was descending, so that they had to shield their faces fromit
as they proceeded westward. Several hours l|later they found another flashing signal, with its
arrow. Then they found a path. It was just a thin layer of silvery material laid on the rock,

di sappearing as it crossed to the next Mdde. But it wound on through the bl eak crevices and dunes,
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goi ng somewhere. It was dusk now, and they de -- cided to canp, then follow the path in the
nor ni ng.

Proves renmenbered no problens in the coming hours. Wth neither weather nor animals to
contend with, this seened reasonable. But there was al so no shield against the chill of night. The

stone had been burning hot, and it retained nuch of its heat, but the air was turning frigid.
There was no wood fromwhich to nake a fire. H's thin blanket was not enough to shield themfrom
the intensity of the chill that was devel -- oping.

Proves | ooked around. Then she stooped to lift the end of the path. The material came up
readily. She walked with it, bunching up a length. O this she nade a bl anket. She sig -- nal ed
himto join her.

The path material turned out to have a good insulating property. Wether as tent or
bl anket, it held in the radiating heat of the stone and kept them warm

By nmorning, even so, it was very cold, and the two of themwere closely enbraced, huddled
under the path. Darius w shed it could have been Colene with him wth her lovely little body and
i nnocently seductive manner. But with the dawn cane the heat of the sun, and soon the air was
war m ng.

VI RTUAL MODE 235

The reflective path remai ned cool er than the surroundi ng stone. They wal ked on it and were
nore confortable than they had been the day before. Now they were obviously going somewhere. But
who had set this up, and why?

The path was leading in the direction of the steepest change of Mdes, which neant it was
going toward an anchor. But probably not the right one. Darius had found his way first to Proves
anchor Mdde. Now they nust be going to a third one, and they could not know what to expect of it.

Suddenly there was water. The | and had been desert dry, but now there were | akes to the
sides and vapors rising fromthe stone. Farther along there was life: thin, tenacious lichen
coloring the rocks. But as they proceeded, this becanme nore anbitious, until there was a genera
covering of primtive vegetation, and the appearance of insect life.

Then there was animal life. At first it was not far renmoved fromthe | akes, and was small
but it progressed rapidly. When nan-sized reptil es appeared, Darius got nervous. But it was easy
to avoid a predator by stepping across a Mde boundary. They just had to be careful not to walk
directly into one, as there was no way to spot them ahead. They |earned to count their paces,
pause, and use his mirror tube before noving on. This slowed them but seened necessary.

The path became bol der, and the scenery nore recent. There seened to be no | arge predators
in this section, so they put away the mirror tube and noved nore rapidly, because night was com ng
agai n.

Suddenly they were in an enornous chanber. There was an extremely el egant young wonan,
obvi ously of high social standing. She turned and saw hi m

"Darius!" she cried, and flung herself into his arns.

It was Col ene! Thus suddenly they had come together

"Beware,"” she whispered into his ear before she kissed him

But already a man was wal king toward them He had red -- dish hair and piercing black eyes
under a netallic band re -- senbling a crown, and wore a kingly robe.

"You nust be Darius," a voice said in Colene's |language. It cane not fromthe man but what
appeared to be a hanging ball.

"I am Darius," he agreed as Col ene rel axed enough to |et
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hi m speak. Her whispered warning: what did it nmean? That this was a hostile figure of some
sort? Yet what could he do if it was?
"And your conpani on?" the ball asked.
Proves did not speak Col ene's | anguage, and not a great deal of his own | anguage. "She is

he said,"'

“"This is not good," Proves nurnured in his |anguage.
What was she beginning to renenber? He knew it took a while for her to clarify her
menori es of a new Mdde. Since her warning coincided with Col ene's, he knew he had to be very
careful .

"I nmust talk with you,"” the ball said. "Conme with ne."

It seened that it was the man who was really tal king, as he was gesturing.

"Go with him" Colene said. "I will see to your conpan -- ion."

Provos,
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Darius | ooked at Provos, but she seemed to be willing to go with Col ene despite the
barrier of speech. He nodded.

In a noment he was in a separate chanber with the man, evidently private. "I am Ddwng of
the DoOon," the ball said, still in Colene's |anguage. "I need your Chip."

"The Chip that set up the Virtual Mde?" Darius asked, surprised. "It is not nine to
give."

"But you could lead me to it."

"To ny Mdde, yes. But the Cyng of Pwer would not give it to you. Chips are valuable."

"I know. If you lead ne to your Mdde, | will get it fromyour official."

"Why do you want it?"

"W are confined to our Mbde. The Chip will enable us to visit other Modes."

Darius considered. He did not like this situation. Both Col -- ene and Provos had
expressed doubt. Wiy should this evi -- dently powerful nman be so eager to go to other Mdes?

Coul d he be a human version of the dragons, seeking to invade new territory to the di sadvant age of
the folk there?

But it mght not be wise to turn himdown flatly. "I will think about the matter.'

Ddwng frowned. "There are things you should know, as you think," the ball said. "Col ene
will be withheld fromyou during that period."
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"Wt hhel d?" Darius asked, dismayed. "But | entered the Virtual Mde only to fetch her!"

"Then your decision should be easy. | shall grant you ten days to decide. If you are
negati ve, we shall sterilize Col ene and nmake her a conmon concubi ne.”

Suddenl y Darius understood how accurate the warnings were. Ddwng was hol di ng Col ene

hostage to Darius' perfor -- mance! Surely there was no good notive there.

“In the interim you shall performan assignment," the ball continued. "The manner in
whi ch you acquit yourself will determ ne your situation after your decision."

Dari us suspected that anything he could say would only conplicate his situation. But there
was one way he could inprove his chances. "I will need the services of Provos."

Ddwng hesitated, then concluded that a small concession was in order. Wat he wanted was
Darius' cooperation, not his antagonism "She will join you."

Then a servant appeared. Hi s head was that of a sheep. The creature was waiting for
Darius, so Darius got up and acconpanied himfromthe room They walked to a relatively tiny
chamber. "Stand in there," a nearby hanging ball said.

Darius stepped into the little chanber. A panel closed himin. The chanber shook. Then the
panel opened.

A man stood outside, but not the same one. This one was fully human, and wore a rather
handsonme deep red uniform He lifted his right hand, spreading his fingers. "Wl cone aboard.
Captain," a ball said.

Dari us shook his head. "You have nistaken me for some -- one else. | amhere only to do an
assignment for Ddwng of the DoOon."

"This is true, sir," the ball said, speaking for the man. "You are to conplete a m ssion

as Captain of this ship, the FTL Flay. | am your executive officer, Jjle."

Darius stepped out of the little chanber. "But |I know nothing of ships! |I can't even find
the sail!"

Jjle smled. "This ship has no sail, sir," the ball said. "It is a destroyer-class
thousand-1ight-year craft. | amconpetent to operate it, as | shall do at your command.”

"No sail?" Darius asked bl ankly.

"Sir, if you will pernmt the personal remark, | suspect you
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have come into this conmand rather suddenly. May | proffer

a suggestion?"

"Yes, please, J-jlee! | have no idea what -- " "Allow nme to show you to your quarters,
where your nulls will acquaint you with the necessary background. Wien you energe, no ot her nenber
off the creww |l know that this is

new to you."

This had the sound of good advice. "Yes, thank you."

"The appropriate termis "affirmative,' sir. When we reach your quarters, tell ne to
‘carry on.'"

"Affirmative," Darius said.

They wal ked down a short squared-off netal hall to an -- other door panel. "Your touch
will key it open, sir."
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Darius touched the panel. It slid aside to reveal a chanber

beyond.

"I look forward to serving with you, sir,"” Jjle said.

"Uh, yes. Unh, carry on." The man lifted his hand again, fingers splayed. Then he

turned snmartly and depart ed.

Darius stepped into the chanber. The panel closed behind him How he had come fromthe
pal ace on the ground to this "space" ship he did not know, but it was actually no stranger than
st eppi ng through Mbdde boundari es.

The chanber was opul ent. Lush carpeting covered the floor, and fine nurals were on the
wal | s. Three odd statues lined one side. Near the ceiling were ornate cabinets set into the
conmers. There was a huge picture w ndow overl ooking a lovely placid river valley. This was
definitely not where he had been! But neither was it on the water

Then he saw a statue nove. It was breat hing.

He | ooked nmore closely. The bodies of the figures were human, but the heads resenbl ed
those of cats. One body was evidently male, for it was of masculine proportions and had a codpi ece
fitted obviously into his shorts; another was fe -- nmale, with full breasts and hips distending
her tight dress;

the one between them seemed to be neuter

"Who are you?" he asked.

The mal e stepped forward marginally. "W are your nulls, Captain Darius,"” a ball he hadn't

noti ced before said. "W are of the Feline persuasion. I am Tom"
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The neuter figure stepped forward. "I amCat." The pitch and intonation differed, though
it was still the ball speaking.

Then the female: "I am Pussy." This time the tone was sultry.

"Nul | s?"

"Nul | s are subhuman servants. W exist to serve you in any capacity you desire."
Dari us pondered that, not knowi ng what to make of it.
“Your attention, sir," the ball said in a neutral voice. "A person is beyond the panel."
"Who?"
"The wonan Proves."
"Let her in," he said, relieved.
The panel opened. Proves stepped through. She seemed to take this reunion for granted,
remenbering their future as -- sociation. "I presunme you interceded to bring ne here,"” she said.
"I interceded to bring you here," he repeated, because that was the dial ogue she
remenber ed

She turned to the three Feline nulls. "It is pleasant to comence our association, Tom
Cat, and Pussy," she said.

She spoke in Darius' |anguage, which the folk here did not seemto know. So he transl ated.

The three were startled. Darius was synpathetic. "Proves is a wonman of special ways," he
sai d.

"These folk are to be trusted," Proves advised him "You will get to know them while

clean up and retire." She wal ked across the roomto a panel set in the wall, and tapped on it. It
didn't open.

"Uh, obey her touch as you would mine," Darius said to the panel. It opened, and Proves
st epped inside another tiny chanber. The panel closed after her

Darius addressed the Felines. "I would like to sit down and get to know you."

I mredi ately, Tom wal ked to another panel. It opened, and fromit slid an oblong board. The
board puffed out and be -- cane a chair. Tomset it down before Darius.

Darius sat in it. "Mke yourselves confortable," he said.
The three got down on the floor before himand curled up rather in the manner of cats,
their linbs tucked under them their heads up, watching him This was all right for Tom and
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Cat, but it caused Pussy to show such a generous cl eavage that it was distracting.

"Pussy, get yourself a chair,” he said. "I will talk with

you."

She rose and produced a chair. She sat on it in the human nmanner, crossing her |egs
somewhat | oosely. Her skirt was not |ong enough for this naneuver, so that the whole of her inner
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t hi ghs was now visible for his inspection. She wore no diaper. Indeed, she seened to wear no
panties either.

He decided to try to ignore this, lest he seemtoo fussy. "Pussy, please clarify for ne
what it is the three of you are expected to do for ne."

"W exist to serve you in any capacity you desire,
cat-woman's thighs spread

a bit nore.

"Yes, so you said before. But what capacities do you ex -- pect nme to desire of you?"

"Informati on, body attendance, sex," she said via the ball, confirmng the nessage her
| egs had been sendi ng.

"Information is the one | desire now How did you cone to be the way you are?"

"We are androids, manufactured in the factory fromre -- constituted human genetic
material. W have no souls. Qur heads are nodified to conformto several aninmal patterns, though
we retain the ability to perceive and communi cate as humans do. As a class we are the nulls; as a
subcl ass we are the Felines, nale, neuter, and fenmale. Qur only pleasure cones from bei ng of

the sultry voice of the ball said. The

significant service to our hunan mas -- ters, and we nust performat |east one such service each
day

or suffer.'’

Evidently this was a set speech for the edification of ig -- norants |ike hinself. Darius
appreciated it. "You are per -- formng such a service to me by giving me this information?"

"Yes," she agreed eagerly.

"What happens to a null who fails to performsuch a ser -- vice?"

"On the first day we suffer enotional pain. On the second,

physical pain. On the third we die."

The DoOon did not treat his servants gently! "Suppose | just tell you that | need no
services, and to rel ax?"

"The nature of acceptable services is listed and pro --
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grammed, " the ball said in her voice. "W can not deviate. If you wi sh sone service which
is not progranmmed, you nust arrange it by having us reprogranmed on a tenporary ba -- sis."

"Suppose | do not need a service, but another human be -- ing does. May | have you do it,
abating your need?"

"No," she said sadly. The ball seenmed to be fading out of awareness.

The neuter null lifted a hand, evidently a signal for atten -- tion. "Speak, Cat," Darius
sai d.

"Pussy's answer is inconplete. W are differentiated by type as well as by sex. Tomis
strong and capabl e of violence at your behest; he will defend you agai nst attack, even by a human
bei ng. Pussy is synpathetic and versed in the arts of gentleness, nmassage, seduction, and sexua
performance. | lack either nature, but amthe nost objective and intelligent of your Felines. | am
capable of interpreting your commands and questions and verifying your actual intent when you ms -
- speak yourself or are vague. Accordingly | advise you that while Pussy's response is technically
correct, there are ways to circunvent this restriction."

"Then | should be talking with you, rather than Pussy," Darius said, interested.

"W woul d not presune to say that," the ball said for Cat.

Darius faced Pussy. "Should | be talking with Cat instead of you?

"Yes."

"Thank you. Pussy. | will talk with him if this will not hurt your feelings."

She | ooked confused. "He neans kindness. Pussy," Cat said to her. "He appreciates what you
have done so far."

"Ch, thank you!" she said, relieved. As always, it was the ball that spoke, but the
di stinction had becone neaning -- less; it was her voice, and her thought.

Cat faced Darius. "This was an exanple. Wien you said '"if this would not hurt her
feelings, she was not sure whether they should be hurt, which would nean she had in sone way
failed you. | provided the reassurance you intended. If | in -- terpret your intent incorrectly,
or if you prefer that | not do this, advise nme and | will desist."

Darius was fascinated by this information. It was apparent
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that these servants could indeed be useful. "How may | cir -- cunvent the restriction
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agai nst assigning a service to another

per son?'

"One way woul d be to volunteer to do a service yourself

for that person, begin it, then have one of us conplete it for you. You are free to nmke
commitnments in ways we are not."

Dari us nodded. "You serve ne because you serve the Cap -- tain?"

"W serve you because we have been assigned to you. An

of ficer of the Navy normally keeps his own nulls to serve himwherever he is enployed. If
you wi sh other nulls, we can be exchanged. But for the duration we are loyal to you, not the
office, and you nmay trust us always to serve your interest to the best of our understandi ng and
ability."

Proves energed fromthe cleaning chanber, |ooking re -- freshed. She glanced at Dari us.
"You need nore sleep and rest than you get this night," she said reprovingly in his lan -- guage
"At | east have them give you a nourishnment pill."

"I will show you to a bedchanber,” Darius said, rising. He wal ked toward her, having no
i dea where it was or whether it existed. He | ooked back. "Pussy, please conplete this task for ne,
and see that Proves is as confortable as | would make

her."

Pussy junped up, her breasts bouncing. "It is this way,"

she said, alnost purring as she I ed Proves to another panel and through to another
chanber .

"Thank you, Darius,"” Proves said, famliar with this pro -- tocol from her nenory.

He settled down with the remaining two Felines. He real -- ized that he was hungry.
"Nourishment pill?"

"I nredi atel y,

Tom said, and rose to fetch a tablet.

Darius accepted the pill, and gazed at it. "This will feed

me?"

"Yes. You may order a conventional neal if you prefer.” "No, I'll try this.” If Proves
renenbered it as satisfac -- tory, it probably was. He popped the pill in his nouth and

swal lowed it with saliva.

He was no |onger hungry. Evidently this was sonething

like magic. That made it acceptable. He returned to business. "The executive officer
called ne "sir.' Wiy did he do this, and why don't you?"
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"'Sir' is a token of respect given by a hunman to one of a higher rank in the Navy," Cat
said. "W are not human, so lack the status to show respect. One nust possess sufficient status to
have his token of respect be worthy.'

"Pussy has perfornmed a service for ne, and you are per -- forming one now. If it is not
convenient for ne to find a service for Tomto do, how can | avoid causing himdis -- tress?"

"H's distress has no force agai nst your conveni ence. You nay ighore it."

"I't would cause ne distress to cause any of you needl ess distress.”

"Then | can suggest tasks which woul d not cause you in -- convenience."

"Yes."

"I's there anything you desire which woul d be awkward or inconvenient for you to achieve at
present by your own ac -- tion?"

"I"'d like to be with Col ene!” Darius said before he thought.

"This is a human person?"

"This is a hunan person | cane to be with. But Ddwng has separated us, pending a m ssion
must conplete for him | don't want to do a nission, | want to take Col ene hone with ne. But |
think this is beyond your capacity to renedy."

"It is," Cat agreed. "But we can provide you with partial satisfaction with no nore effort
on your part than you choose to exert."

“"Then do it."

Tom got up. He touched a section of the wall opposite Darius, and the nural becane a scene
of an office so realistic that there seemed to be a wi ndow between the two chanbers. A null with
the head of a dog sat at a desk.

The Cani ne gl anced at them and spoke in an inconpre -- hensible | anguage.

"Speak English, Bitch," Tom snapped

"What do you want, TonP?" she inquired. It was probably a ball speaking for her, but since
the sound cane through the window it nmade no difference.

"Information, by order of Captain Darius of the Flay,

Tomsaid curtly.
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"I will give you Dog." She touched a button. The picture changed. Now there was anot her
of fice, with what appeared to be a neuter Canine. "Wat information, Ton?" it asked.

"The present |ocation and accessibility of the human Col -- ene, visitor to this Mde."

Dog touched buttons of his own. He studi ed what mi ght have been a screen they could not
see. "The human Col ene is the present consort of the Enperor Ddwng. As such she is accessible only
by his | eave."

Darius was stunned. Consort?

"The Captain requests that |eave,

"This may require sonme delay."

Cat glanced at Darius. "W'Il wait," Darius said.

"Proceed," Cat said.

The picture changed again. Now it showed a wonman with the head of a pig. "Tom why do you
seek this contact?" she asked.

"l speak for Captain Darius, Sow. He does not answer to

you. "

Dari us appreciated the inperious attitude Tomwas show -- ing. That was about the way he
felt. It seenmed appropriate that the bureaucracy should be represented by sw ne.

A nmal e pi g-head appeared. "By order of our master Ddwng, Darius will answer to the Swi ne,"
he snorted. His tone was arrogant in the masculine fashion

"Boar, Darius w shes contact with Col ene, with whom he has had prior connection. Screen
contact will do on an in -- terimbasis."

A third Swine appeared, evidently the neuter. "This may be granted. But there is
information | must inpart first."

Tom gl anced at Darius again. Darius nodded-.

“Inpart it. Pig."

"Col ene's present status is nomnal. She is not subject to present sexual use by the
Enperor, but is required to present herself and conport herself as his consort. This is a conpat --
i bl e exi stence, and her status is one to incite the envy of all wonmen. If Darius fails to
acconmodate Ddwng in the required nmanner at the deadline, Colene's ovaries will be re -- noved for
the genetic bank and she will be given as a full -- human concubi ne, to whatever officer is
sel ected. Should she
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resist, she will be | obotonized to the degree necessary to nmake her docile. She has not
been informed of this."

Darius felt faint. He had known that pressure would be brought to bear on him to make him
hel p Ddwng obtain the Chip. Sterilization of Col ene had al ready been threatened. But he had not
realized how ruthless the full course would be. Col ene was hostage to his cooperation -- and he
seenmed to have no way to fight it.

"And shoul d Darius do the Enperor's will?" Tomin -- quired.

"Colene will be restored to himwhole, and they will be given their freedom either as
ranki ng persons within the Em-- pire or to travel to another Mbde."

VWat choice did he have? Yet a person who would make this kind of threat and back it up
woul d probably al so break his word. It might be pointless to agree. At |least he had ten days to
t hi nk about it.

"Message received," Tom said. "May Darius now see Col ene?"

The screen changed again. Suddenly Col ene was there, in her ornate gown, sparkling hair
and bracelets. She was beau -- tiful in her vibrant youth. No one would know from her ap --
pearance that she was suicidal, and she had surely kept the secret.

She saw him "Darius!" she exclained, stepping toward him

Unable to help hinself, he stepped toward her too. They nmet at the screen/wall between
them the inmges of their hands touching the cold surface. They tried to kiss, but again it was
only i mges neeting.

"l asked to be with you," he said.

"W're not even in the same stellar system"” she replied. "I'mstill on Earth, and you're
on an FTL ship crossing the gal axy.'

"Ddwng wants ne to lead himto the Chip."

"Don't do it!" she exclained. "He wants to conquer the other Mdes too!"

Tom sai d.
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"But if | do not -- "

"W won't be allowed together," she finished. "I know that, Darius. But we owe sonething
to our realities. W can't let them be despoiled. |I love you, and I want to be with you
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but not this way." Her face shone with tears. "If you find a way to escape, don't wait for
me. Just get gone!"

"Col ene, | love you too, and I curse the nonent | failed to bring you with ne. There are
other ways -- we don't have to marry -- | found a wonan who can -- we can love, if -- "

"Prima," she agreed. "I understand. It is good. It's not what | first dreamed of, but I
| ove you so, | don't care. But not -- you know. Not this way.'

"Not this way," he agreed.
"They're not cutting us off," she said, surprised.
"Because the nore we see of each other, the nore we will be willing to sacrifice for each
he sai d.
"Yes. So | guess we'd better quit now. " Her tears were streaning down her face. "But it's
been great, Darius!"

"It is not over!" he protested. "It can't be over! | went to the Virtual Mdde only for

ot her, "'

you!"

"My life is nothing. It's conplete. But you -- thank you for stepping into ny life,
Darius, however briefly. You made it all worthwhile."

She turned away. He did the same. What irony, to seemso close, yet be so far! To exchange
vows of |love, yet to have to deny the realization of them

He becane aware of the three Felines. Pussy had rejoined the group

He stepped into her and enbraced her. She was conpletely soft and responsive. He buried
his face in her furry hair and |l et hinself hurt.

" '"You may take nme in your bedroom or here, as you w sh

she nur nur ed.

She mi sunderstood the nature of his enotion. "Another tine," he said. "I have nuch stil
to |l eam here." Then he di sengaged, resumed his chair, and organized his thoughts.

He | ooked at Tom "That was a significant service," he said. "Now you may retire; | wll
not need you until nmom-- ing."

Tom wal ked to a niche, lay on the floor, curled up, and

put his head down. In a nonent he was asl eep

"You al so," he said to Pussy. She sel ected anot her nook and curled up simlarly, show ng
firmupper thigh. Appar -- ently it was sinply her nature to display her body.
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"Fromyou | need nore information,"” he said to Cat. "Wat does 'FTL' nean?"

"It stands for 'faster than light,' " it explained. "This ship, for exanple, is the FTL
Fl ay, capable of traveling a great deal faster than the velocity of light through a vacuum It is
proceeding at that rate to the site of your nmission, and will arrive in approximately fifty hours
travel time."

"I amfroma culture where the velocity of light does not matter. Translate that into
sonmething | can follow "

"If you wal ked entirely around the gl obe of Earth, you would travel about twenty-five
thousand nmiles, as this lan -- guage has it. If you conpleted that circuit seven or eight tines,
you woul d cover the distance light travels in a single second. The spans between stars are such
that we prefer to neasure themin nultiples of the amount l[ight travels in a year. This ship
traverses a thousand |light-years each hour, so its destination is fifty thousand |light-years from
Earth, or about hal fway across the gal axy."

Darius found that the translated version was not much nore intelligible than the original
"So we are now an enornous di stance from Earth, and going farther away."

"That is correct. But we shall return as readily as we go."

"What is the nmission | amto acconplish?"

"A nonster is ranpaging on a colony planet, and the na -- tives are unable to dispatch it.
You will do that."

Wth magic, Darius knew he could set a nonster back. But magi c had not worked for himin
any of the Mbodes beyond the region of his own.

Still, he should test it. He renmoved his pack and brought out his golemfigure of hinself.
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"To the far corner of this chanber," he nurnured, and nade the figure junp.

Not hi ng happened. There was not even a tug in his stom-- ach. Mgic was not operative
her e.

Darius sighed. He was in effect a man without special power. "I amnot skilled in this."

"I't is not necessary that you be so." The Felines seened to have no interest in his
peculiar action with the figurine;

evidently his business was his business, unless he nade it theirs. "You will have nerely
to give the necessary direc -- tives. Nulls will assune the risk and conplete the job."

"So I'ma figurehead," he said.
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"No, nulls have no initiative in such respects,"” it reas -- sured him "A ranking human
bei ng must be in charge of the operation.”

"But any human could do it, even a conplete ignoramnus.”

"Yes." "So why did Ddwng bother to send ne? Just to get ne

out of the way for a while?"'

"l can not speak for the notives of the Enperor, but it seens reasonable that he has
several reasons. He may wish to give you tine and experience so that you can cone to the
conclusion that it is best to accede to his wishes. He may wish to keep you away from Col ene. He
may wi sh to prevent you fromdeparting via your Virtual Mdde. He may wi sh to keep you out of
m schi ef wi thout inprisoning you. And he may wi sh to discover how conpetent an officer you have
the potential of being, in the event that you are converted to his cause. This mnission
acconpl i shes these things."

The reasoning was formidable. "I think | had better do as good a job as | can, until |
decide what | will do."
"That seens appropriate,” it agreed.

"What is known about this nonster?"

"It seens to be a beast set on wanton destruction. It sets fire to villages, floods
pastures, and fouls food supplies. No one has seen it, but its presence is manifest."

"Why don't they | ock doors and set guards?"

"They do, but the nonster is extremely cunning about |ocks, and can stun guards."

Dari us pondered that. "What are the natives |ike?"

"They are simlar in outline and manner to Earthly snails, but larger. They are reasonably
intelligent and capabl e, but

slow. "'

That surprised Darius. He had assuned that the natives were human, with a culture distinct
fromthat of the colonists. Snails? This was a far |and indeed!

He continued to question Cat, |earning nore about the var -- ious aspects of this Mde. It
seened that there were many intelligent creatures in what was called the gal axy, but that the
humans had becone domi nant and now governed and exploited all of it they wished. They had risen to
dom nance t housands of years before, because of their ability to nake ships that travel ed faster
than light, to nullify the effects of
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gravity, and to make weapons that could kill individual crea -- tures or destroy entire
pl anet s.

But when they had sought to invade other Mdes, the dom-- inant cultures of those had
taken action. The hunans in nost Mddes were isolated on their hone planet, causing trouble only to
the creatures there; only in this Mbde had they nas -- tered the el usive secrets of super-science
that enabled themto spread out and nol est the | arger gal axy. The creatures of other Mdes had an
anci ent conpact which prevented themfromcommtting genocide in any single Mbde. So they iso --
lated this Mdde by sterilizing the adjacent Mddes and barring any contact from beyond. So it had
been for a thousand years.

That expl ai ned what he and Proves had seen on the way here. "But then how did this conme to
be an anchor Mde for our Virtual Mde?"

"We can only conjecture,” Cat said. "The lives of em-- pires are long, but the lives of
i ndi vi dual creatures are short. Sonme creature nust have becone carel ess, and not been wat chi ng
when your Virtual Mde was instituted. In fact, the possession of a Chip by hunan beings in any
Mode consti -- tutes a violation of the proscription. It seens likely that in due course this
error will be corrected, and human beings will be confined again, to either their conquered Mde
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or their individual world in other Mdes."

"Unl ess Ddwng succeeds in getting his hands on the Chip in nmy Mde first,"” Darius said
"Then he will spread his ninions across many Mddes in a hurry, naking it inpossible to isolate
t hem wi t hout doi ng enornous damage to innocent creatures."

"This | suspect is the strategy," Cat agreed.

"l see why he wants ny Chip." Darius was careful not to nention that it was only one of
many in his Mde, evidently a forgotten horde. "But why is he giving me ten days to nake up ny
m nd? Surely time is of the essence.”

"Ddwng is conpetent, and cones froma |lineage of com-- petent enperors. He is surely

doi ng what is nost advanta -- geous to his purpose, considering all factors. It nmay be that the
risks of forcing the issue rapidly are worse than those of giving you tinme, despite the danger of
having the error dis -- covered. Perhaps it is unlikely that the error will be noted until the

Chip begins to be exploited. But it seens that the
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Enperor is not willing to risk too nuch time, as he has set

the limt."

That reninded Darius of the threat against Colene. Evi -- dently Ddwng didn't know t hat
she was suicidal, so that he was unlikely to get any long servitude fromher if she didn't |ike
it. But the nature of the threat was perpl exing. "Wy have her ovaries cut out? There are surely
nmore painful tor -- tures that would not disfigure her."

"She woul d not be disfigured,"” it said. "The surgery would be painless. Torture is done
not by nutilation, but by infliction of harm ess pain."

"Harm ess pain! How can that be?"

Cat got up and went to another panel. It opened, and fromit, it took a small disk. "This
is a pain control. It is attuned to you, so that it will not affect you. But it will cause di scom -
- fort in any other person, whether human or null, within its range, to whatever degree you

choose. This dial sets the |level."

"Harm ess pain?" Darius repeated.

"You may denonstrate it on nme if you wish. However | nust caution you that if you do not
wish to render nme un -- conscious, do not turn it to the highest range."

"Denonstrate it on you? | have no wish to hurt you, and what would it prove? Denonstrate
it on nme."

"This is a thing | may not do, for | think you do not understand what you are asking."

"Set it at the minimm]level, and show me how to turn it on. And how to detune it so that
it affects me as well as you."

"This setting will detune it," Cat said. "This is the min -- inumlevel .’
dial. "This activates it."

Dari us touched the detune setting. Then he turned it on

Abruptly he experienced an ugly feeling. It was as if he were just comng dowmn with a
fever: a nalaise not yet inca -- pacitating, but a harbinger of worse to cone.

He | ooked at Cat, who seemed unaffected. "You feel it too?"

"Yes. But | am accustonmed to it."

Darius nmoved the dial. The disconfort increased. Hi s body began to shake, and sweat
appeared on his skin. His breath -- ing becane irregular. "You feel this?"
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"Yes." The Feline did | ook a bit unconfortable, but not nearly as nmuch so as Darius felt.

He nudged it up farther. It felt as if he were wal king into a furnace which was heating
his bones, causing themto swell. and split. Yet he was only three notches up, on a scale of ten.

He turned it off. "It is effective,” he agreed. "And | do seemto feel no aftereffect. |
can see that this would be effec -- tive for discipline. But that |eaves ny question: why do sur --
gery on Col ene?"

"That is a prerequisite to denoting her to servant status," Cat said. "Humans, unlike

It noved the

nulls, are capable of reproduc -- tion. On colony planets they still do it naturally; on the nore
civilized worlds they do it via the birth banks. Once her valu -- able human eggs are safe, she
can be treated in any manner. This is expected to cause you distress."
"It does,"” Darius said. "I don't want any part of her re -- noved, and I want to be with
her nyself. But surely there are many human wonen in this Mde; why take the eggs from Col ene?"
"The human genetic pool has been highly refined and nodified," it said. "As you can see by
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the manner that we nulls have been crafted fromthe leftover parts of it. No hu -- man suffers
fromgenetic nal adi es; none grow fat or weak or are stupid. Al live long lives by prinitive

st andards, and enjoy health throughout. But the genetic pool has becone inbred, and the rate of
popul ation increase is declining. Fewer eggs are viable. It seens that prinitive vigor has been
sac -- rificed along with prinmtive liabilities. New genetic input is needed, to broaden the base
and invigorate the pool. Colene represents an excellent source of that input, being young,
intelligent, and healthy. It is unfortunate that the other woman. Proves, is beyond the age of
simlar harvest."

Darius was horrified anew. "So they aren't going to |l et her escape with her ovaries. But
then why should | cooperate? Ddwng's word neans not hi ng."

"That is not true. The Enperor's word is always good. It would be beneath himto nake any
false statenent. There is reason for you to cooperate: if you provide the Chip that enabl es Ddwng
to transcend Mbdes, he will be able to bring in other women with their genes, and will have no
need of
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Col ene's genes. He will release you both as prom sed, to -- gether with Provos and the
horse."

"The what ?"

"Col ene has a horse. You were not aware?"

"I was not aware," Darius said, surprised. "I thought she cane al one."

"No, she preferred to ride, so she brought her horse. He was | oaded with supplies for them
bot h. "

Darius did not know what to nmake of this. Colene had had no horse! How had she gotten one?
She woul dn't have stolen it. However, she was welcone to it, as far as he was con -- cerned. A
horse could be a useful aninal when properly trained, and evidently this one was.

It was coming clear why Ddwng was giving Darius time to think about his decision. The nore
he |l earned, the nore futile it seemed to try to oppose the Enperor. He still didn't like the
notion of letting a conqueror |oose anong the Mdes, but he feared increasingly that if he did not
cooperate, Colene would suffer imrediately, and then increasing pressure would be brought to bear
until he capitulated. Darius did not con -- sider hinself to be a brave man; if he were put in
pain fromthe pain dial, he would be in serious trouble. Ddwng had surely known that Darius would
di scover this. There was probably nore to | earn, which was not good news.

"I think I had better retire," he said. "I seemto have used up half the night already."

"True. Do you wish for a sleep ray, or for Pussy's com-- pany?"

"Nei ther, thanks. Let me just clean up and turn in."

"As you wish." Cat settled to the floor, but did not sleep

it was alert for any other directives.

Dari us stepped into the cleaning chanber he had seen Pro -- ves use. He got out of his
clothes. Light flashed. That seened to be it; he was clean. He picked up his clothes and discov --
ered that they were clean too. Probably he had not had to remove them But since he did not intend
to sleep inthem it didn't matter. He bundl ed them up and stepped back out.

"My bedroon?" he inquired.

Cat junped up. "Here." It indicated another panel

Darius entered, and found a chanber with an excellent bed. He suspected that only the
Captain rated such accom - -
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nodations. That was all right; he was ready for this. He dunped his clothing into a shel f-
ni che and | ay down naked.

But before he slept he renenbered his screen contact with Col ene. How |l ovely she had been
He had not chosen her for beauty, if he had chosen her at all; sonehow he had just gradually
di scovered that she was the one he wanted to be with. She had been kind to himin her Mde, but it
was nore than that.

How had she cone by a horse?

And -- how had she known about Prima ?

He renenbered now. he had been telling her that he had found a suitable wonan to nmarry, so
that that part of his search was over. It freed himto | ove Col ene. Col ene had said she
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under st ood, and she had named Prima. But he had not nentioned that name this tine, and he could
not have nmen -- tioned it before, because he had not encountered Prinma be -- fore emnbarking on the
Virtual Mde. Sonehow Col ene had | earned the name and what it signified.

It had not been Colene directly with whom he tal ked, but an inage. Wth nagic, inmages
could be false. Surely that was true in this super-science realm Yet Colene's ways had rung true.
She had wept when she told himthey nmust pan, and she had reacted in other authentic ways. She was
sui ci dal

she woul d not have told Ddwng that, because she told no one. Only Darius hinself, and then
only when she loved him This time she had said that her Iife was conplete, and he knew too well
what that neant. Conpl ete because she in -- tended to end it. Wen she lost him That had to be
Col ene! A false inmage woul d have tried to capitul ate; she had done the opposite. Had she begged
himto do it, he might have yielded; she had begged himnot to. That rang true.

But the name. Col ene could not know of Prima. Yet how could a false inmage know it either?
No one should know it, not even Provos. He had not mentioned her to Proves. O had he? He had used
the mrror tube Prima had devised;

perhaps he had after all nentioned its origin. O Proves could have renenbered the nane
fromsome remark he would make in the future. And Provos had been with Col ene for a while.

Yes, it was possible, he realized. Provos nust have told her. Col ene would naturally have
asked about him and Pro --
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vos woul d have told what she renenbered for future conver -- sations. So the little
mystery was sol ved. Relieved, he slept.

HE nmust have sl ept |onger than intended, because he had the inpression that too nmuch tine
had passed. But he woke refreshed.

He got up and | ooked for his clothes. But they were gone. "Pussy!" he call ed.

| mredi ately, she appeared, and he realized that he had in his haste spoken the wong nane.
He had wanted Tom the nmale. Now he was sitting naked on the bed, and the volup -- tuous fenale
Feline was gazing at him expectantly. "My | be of service now?" she asked.

"Yes. Fetch me ny clothes.”

She touched a panel, and out cane a glittering robe. She proffered it.

"That's not mine," he protested.

"It is the Captain's robe," she explained. "It would be aniss for you to go about the ship
out of uniform"
Darius acqui esced to the inevitable. "Very well. Carry

on."

He meant for her to depart, so he could dress. Instead she proceeded to dress him Well
she did know what she was doing, and he did not. She had to performher daily service, and he
hoped this counted.

Did it? He realized that he had better be sure, |est he cause inadvertent m schief by
assum ng too nmuch. "Does this ac -- quit you of your daily service. Pussy?"

"No. This is routine. | nust do nore for you than this." She sniled, inhaling, and her
breasts swelled, making the fabric of her dress turn translucent in that region. The signal was
cl ear enough.

So nmuch for that. "I think you know that | |ove the human woman Col ene. | do not have
sexual interest in others at this

time."

"But | amnot a wonman!" she protested happily. "I ama null. There is no conflict with

your woman. "

"No conflict? Colene comes froma culture where men and wonmen are supposed to be true to
each other during their
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associ ation. She woul d not appreciate ny doing anything with you."

"Then you nust explain to her. It is quite nornal. Married couples use their nulls all the
time. It eases the stress of nonogany and provides variety. A null is nmuch nore accom-- nodating
than a spouse, because a null has no pride and no rights."

No pride and no rights. Darius had been coning to like the nulls, but now he realized that
the culture that fostered them had a brutal disregard of human pride and rights, and had to be
condemmed. |f he cooperated with Ddwng, he would be facilitating the spread of that systemto
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ot her Mbdes, like a | oathsone disease.

But it would not be expedient to express his doubt to her. She would only take it as
rejection, and therefore sone defect in the quality of her service. "Perhaps another tine," he
said gently. "I have nuch to | eam of the ways of the DoCon, and nust get to it."

"Yes," she said, disappointed.

Proves was in the main chanber, with a nmeal set up for them both. She remenbered the tine
of his awakening, of course. "This is an interesting society," she remarked. "But | am sorry you
are giving themthe Chip."

"I anP" he asked, startled.

"I understand that is what you nmust do to be united with your young wonan, and
appreci ate your desire, but | wi sh there had been sonme other way. O is there sone factor in the
past which changes the effect of your action?"

“"No, there is not," he said. She renenbered that he was going to agree to Ddwng's denand
He had hoped that her know edge of the future would enable himto do the opposite. Apparently he
was to di scover no such device

The neal was catered by Pussy, eager as always to be of any possible service. But how was
he going to find daily services for her other than the ones she expected?

Proves gl anced at the buxom Feline woman. "I also fear that Colene will not understand
your sexual use of this crea -- ture," she said. "I suspect she will be hurt, considering that you
will so soon be rejoined. It would seemto be a virtue in a man to be able to wait a few days."

He was going to do that? Proves was a good woman who
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spoke her mind plainly, and it was not possible to argue with her. She was not condemi ng
him nerely voicing her dis -- approval. But in the light of his determnation not to use Pussy in
this manner, this was a distressing revel ation

Provos was speaking in Darius' |anguage, which he thought the translator balls did not
under stand. But now Pussy perked up. "Ch, thank you, Darius!" she exclainmed. Then, to Pro -- ves:
"When?"

"Before he kills the nonster," the old woman repli ed.

So he was going to succeed in his mssion, though he knew so little about it. Actually he
woul d give the order and a minion would dispatch the nonster, giving Darius the credit. No genui ne
acconpl i shnent therel!

He made no coment. He realized that the folk of this Mde, however |oyal they mi ght seem
to Darius, were all minions of Ddwng and would report to him Darius could afford to say nothing
of his true thoughts -- especially since it seemed that his course was already plotted.

DARI US went out to see to the operation of the ship. It was indeed traveling rapidly
through the night sky; the sim-- ulation -- he found it nore confortable to think of it as a
magi ¢ picture" -- showed stars passing by at the rate of one or two cl ose ones each mnute. The
executive officer, Jjle, with his Caprine nulls sawto the routine; in fact, Buck was seeing to
it, with authority del egated by his master, and Doe was keep -- ing track of the interna
operations of the ship. Goat was at the conmunications center, coordinating with the planet of
destination and with other FTL ships in the area; it seened that it was inportant that no two
shi ps pass too close to each other, because of harnonics of hypershift. Darius nade no pretense of
understandi ng the technical details; this was ob -- viously a snoothly functioning system

"W shall rendezvous with Planet Yils in twenty-three hours, sir," Jjle informed him
"Have you any directives?"

"Carry on," Darius replied.

The exec nodded without trace of a smle. Darius com-- pleted the tour of the ship,
gradual |y becoming confortable with it and his position init. He was a figurehead, true -- but it
seened that all captains were figureheads, normally.

He repaired to the ship's library, which was nerely a
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chanber with screens in contact with a number of planets in the galaxy, and with the help
of Cat and the resident Ovine neuter. Sheep, he learned as nuch as he could assimlate about the
colony on Planet Yils. The first human mi ssion had conme there approxi mately a thousand years
before -- all tinmes were scaled to the Earthly neasurenents, because this was a human Enpire --
and settl enment had proceeded. There had been a lively export of "escargots"” for wealthy cuisine,
until soneone had noticed that the big snails were intelligent. Technically they qualified for
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sapi ent - speci es recognition and protection. But the Enpire had never been much for techni --

calities, so the export continued on a nmuted basis. The na -- tives were placid fol k who did not
hol d grudges, so there was no fuss.
Now, however, the maraudi ng was beconi ng an enbar -- rassment. The actual value of the

damage was not great, but the seeming inability of the colonists to stop it reflected ad --
versely on the Enpire. There was also the suspicion that the natives nmight be finally devel oping
noti ons of objection to human rule, and of course that had to be enphatically squelched. It was
necessary not only to stop the nonster, but to ascertain exactly how it had conme on the scene and
what had enabled it to operate so | ong w thout being stopped. The suggestion of m nd-bl asting was
especially sensitive. The Enpire had overwhel m ng superiority in conventional weap -- ons of al
types, but sonething that could stun a m nd wi thout physical contact was al arm ng

Darius retired to his quarters and pondered. This just night prove to be a nore difficult
ni ssion than had been suggested. Was it possible that Ddwng really was providing himwth a
chal  enge that would prove his nettle one way or the other? M nd-stunning, if done by intelligent

creatures who were or -- ganized, could prove to be a threat to nore than just a single col ony.
Then why assign the mission to an ignorant outsider? It wasn't to get rid of him because
Ddwng wanted himto sur -- vive to show the way to his home Mbde and the Chip there. Darius was

not a conspirator by nature, but he had a certain notion of the ways in which people of doubtfu
|l oyalty could be tested. They could be provided with the opportunity to do
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sonme secret wong. Believing they were unobserved, they usually reveal ed their basic
nat ur es.

Suppose Ddwng hesitated to trust hinself to the Virtual Mode with only Darius as a guide?
The Enperor would not be able to take any of his loyal mnions along unless he re -- nmained in
constant contact with them which would be awk -- ward. How well| Darius knew That nmeant he woul d
have to trust Darius and his conpanions of the Virtual Mde. After requiring Darius' cooperation
by threatening the young woman he | oved. That would seem chancy i ndeed!

But if Darius turned out to be trustworthy, the risk becane feasible. If Darius' nature
was honest, then his word, once given, was good. That m ght well be nore inportant to Ddwng than
the outconme of the mission on Planet Yils. That ten-day deadline mght be as nuch for Ddwng as for
Dari us:

time to study the visitor to this Mdde, to cone to a conclusion about him

Darius was a Cyng, a man of inherent power. He had never had the need to deal in anything
other than the truth, and hardly cared to denmean hinself by doing so now. But he had never before
been faced with such a difficult choice. Should he save the woman he | oved by pledging to enable a

con -- queror to ravage other Mddes? That would represent a | oss of honor. But if the alternative
was to | ose Col ene --
Well, he still had nost of nine days to nake the decision. O did he? Could this span of

time be another kind of test? A person who waited until the end to nake the pl edge surely was
doing it only as a last resort. One who made it at the outset mght sinply be saying it as a
matter of convenience, without sincerity. The sincere man woul d take tine to study the situation
and think it through, then make his decision in tinely fashion.

Provos believed he woul d nake the pl edge. But she could not know what was in his heart,
and neither could Ddwng. A liar and a truth-teller would say the sane thing, to get his way. But
in a situation of challenge and decision, the reac -- tions of the two would probably differ
Ddwng and his nmin -- ions had surely had a great deal of experience in judging how

the two differed.

But a single episode was not enough. It was necessary to know a person as well as
possi bl e, and to judge whether his
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deci sion was consistent with the pattern of his personality. Even if a person nmade a
comritment with sincerity, he could not be trusted if it was not in accord with his nature. Men
did not always know their own wlls.

Darius realized that he had probably been under observa -- tion throughout, waking and
sl eepi ng, and woul d be for the duration of this venture. It didn't natter; he had been too busy
getting his bearings to act in any way atypical of him-- self. But now that he realized this, it
did matter. He could not forma pattern of action consistent with one decision, then decide the
ot her way.

But he hadn't made his decision! How could he be consis -- tent with an unknown?

Proves had given himthe key to that. He would have to conport hinself in a manner
consistent with a decision to accede to Ddwng's dermand. If he then did so, it would be trusted. If
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he did not, then the pattern would be inconsis -- tent -- but that would not natter, because an
i nconsistent pat -- tern was sinmilar to a negative one, for Ddwng's purpose. Either would nean
that it was not safe to enter the Virtual Mbde with him

Was the choice truly between Col ene and the wel fare of the Mbodes? He woul d have to search
for sone conprom se. But neanwhil e he would assune that he was going to agree to give Ddwng the
Chip. He did |ove Colene, and this was the only likely way to save her

He | ooked up. There were the three Felines, not watching him but alert for any required
service. Cat had been of ser -- vice today; the other two had not. He had to do somet hi ng about
t hat .

"Tom try to enable me to see Col ene again," he said.

Tom junped to mani pul ate the screen. This tinme he quickly got through to the Swi ne.
However far the ship was fromEarth, it seemed to entail no delay in conmunication

But the bureaucracy woul d not be rushed. Tom had to go through the litany of requests and
clarifications. Finally a nman with the seem ng head of a horse appeared on the screen. "The Lady
Col ene is not accessible at the nonment,"” Stallion said.

"Why not?" Tom dermanded

"Because she is riding her horse.™
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Darius was surprised. A horse had been nentioned, and it had slipped his mnd. She was
allowed to ride it? But of course they wouldn't let her ride it into the Virtual Mde. She nust
have ridden it all the way to this Mbde, to prevent it frombeing lost in the intervening Mdes.

"Stick with it," Darius said. "She won't ride forever, and when she's done she will be
avai l able.” He did want to see Col ene again, but that was not all of it; he wanted to be sure that
Tom had enough of a challenge even if he failed to get Colene so that it counted as a ful
servi ce.

Meanwhi | e, what should Darius do? H's research and his thinking had fati gued himnore than
he realized, but it was too early to go for his night's sleep. He wanted to maintain a regul ar
sl eepi ng schedule if he could. He wasn't hungry yet. And he hadn't figured out a service for
Pussy.

" "What can you do for me?'' he asked her with nock ex -- asperation. "That requires no
t hought on ny part?"

She i nhal ed.

"What el se?" he asked quickly.

"I can give you a rel axi ng nassage."

He considered that. He liked it. "Agreed."

"On your bed," she purred, guiding himto his bedcham-- ber. He let her do it. She was
probably very good at this, and his body did feel tight.

Before he knew it, she had pulled off his robe. But of course it wouldn't be good to
crunple the Captain's uniform He lay face down on the bed.

She was good at it. She kneaded his shoul ders, and the tension nelted away fromthe
nmuscl es there. She stroked his back, and it rel axed. She massaged his calves, and they felt Iike
new. She worked on his thighs, and they were invigor -- ated.

Then she started in on his buttocks. He had been sitting for rmuch of the time he had been
on the ship, and there was tenseness to be rel eased here too. But as her hands reached around and
i nside, a new kind of tension devel oped. Enbar -- rassed, he lay still and did not say anything.

Until she turned himover. "Un, no," he said, resisting.

"But | have to do the other side, or ny service is not conplete," she, expl ai ned, soundi ng
hurt.
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He was stuck. He turned over, revealing his erection. She had surely seen sinmilar before
He cl osed his eyes.

"Ch, what a beautiful menber!" she exclainmed, de -- |ighted.

She did his chest nmuscles with sinilar finesse, and his stonmach. Then she got on the bed,
straddling him her thighs outside his. He opened his eyes and saw that she was naked;

she was evidently able to doff her tight dress in a single fluid notion. She |eaned
forward, her breasts descending invit -- ingly toward him She was trying to seduce him
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Al he had to do was tell her no. But if he did, what would that indicate about his
i mpendi ng deci sion to cooperate with Ddwng? And if he refused her offerings, then told Ddwng yes,
and Ddwng considered his nal adaptation to the custons of this culture, and concluded that he could
not be trusted, what then of Col ene? Pussy was nice, but she was neaning -- |less; she would be
exactly as nice in exactly this way to any nan she was required to serve. It was Col ene who
counted. He could not risk anything to inperil Colene's welfare.

The safest thing to do was not hi ng.

Pussy took that as assent. She lay on himfull length, slid -- ing up enough to kiss him
with her feline nouth. It was a human nouth; it only | ooked feline. Al of her cat features were
nore suggestive than actual, as if she had had just enough cosnetic surgery to lend the effect.

His resolve to be passive dissolved. Hi s arns closed around her body. Hi s hands stroked
the sl eekness of the small of her back, and bel ow. Her posterior was as marvelous to touch as to
see. Then they were turning over, his eagerness taking charge. She was intended for this use, and -
- The wall becane a wi ndow screen. Col ene stood there, as if right beside the bed, staring down.
Everyt hi ng was visible. She blinked.

Darius froze in place. The call! How could he have for -- gotten the call! Tom had kept at
it, finally conpleted it, and put it right through to Darius, where he happened to be at the
moment. In the middle of a sexual act with another woman.

"l guess you're busy right now " Col ene said, turning away. The screen faded and becane
the wall.

Pussy | ooked at him concerned. "Have | done w ong?"

252 PI ERS ANTHONY

"No." She had been true to her nature.

"She was not supposed to see?"

"I was not supposed to be doing it.'

An under st at enent !

“I will tell her what | did!'" Pussy said, tears starting down her face as she sat up. "You
did not tell me yes! | have done you a disservice, ny master!”

What coul d he say? What was the penalty for a disservice? He feared it was fornidable. He
was already in critical trou -- ble with Col ene, and no apology by a null would make that right.
What woul d be the point in punishing Pussy?

“You were not at fault," he said. "I let you do what | wanted you to do. | did not know
Col ene woul d see, but if | had done it w thout her seeing, | would have been deceiving her. The
fault was mine, either way."

"You nust not take the blame for ne!l"” she protested. "I have done you a di sservice, and
must pay. | amso sorry to have done this to you. | wanted only -- "

"Enough! " He spoke nore forcefully than he had in -- tended, startling her. "You have done
me no disservice. | have done nyself the disservice. But if you feel you had any share in it, |

will require two services of you tonorrow, and thereafter the matter shall be forgotten."

She had to think about that a nmonent. "You want ny service tonorrow?"

"Yes, of course. Not necessarily of this type, but a ser -- vice. O two. Be ready."”

"Ch, yes, ny naster! | will be ready! But now -- "

"Dress ne. Now | shall eat."

She hastened to oblige. They energed to the main cham-- ber, and she hurried to fetch
f ood.

Proves was there. She had evidently been wal ki ng around the ship, know ng her way by
menory, and the nmenbers of the crew tolerated her as a guest of the Captain. "Sonething happened?”
she inquired.

"So to speak." He knew what she thought he had done, and she was not far off. He cane

close to her, needing the illusion of privacy. "Proves, do you remenber what the pen -- alty is
for a null who does a disservice?
"Why, of course. The null is destroyed immediately. It is unfortunate, because no nul

ever does such a thing inten --
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tionally, but it seens that sone m stakes are not allowed. Wy do you ask?"

"I had a concern that one mi ght have made such a nistake." "No, not that | renmenber. The
nulls of this ship are very conpetent."

"I amglad to know that." He was indeed! Pussy had been offering her death, to try to
spare hi menbarrassnent. He had managed to avoid that as much by luck as intent. H's |uck had been
opposite with Col ene. He knew it would be useless to try to call her back

And all because he had all owed his passion to get out of control. He had i ndeed done
hi nsel f a di sservi ce.
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THE foll owi ng day he had to worry about the two ser -- vices fromPussy, as well as the
single ones from Tom and Cat. So he did the obvious: he asked Cat.

"You do not wish to make sexual use of Pussy?" Cat in -- quired

"I do and | don't. She is an attractive and innocent crea -- ture. But Col ene woul d not

under stand. "
"Col ene al ready does not understand."

"Al'l too true! Still, my feeling for Colene is such that | prefer not to be guilty of what
di sturbs her, even if it is too late for such restraint. | punish nyself by denying nyself that
which | foolishly desired.” It was, he knew, a pointless ges -- ture, but the hurt he had done

Col ene was gnawing at him and this was the only way he could think of to aneliorate it even
slightly.

"As you prefer. There is another alternative. On rare oc -- casions, at the naster's
di scretion, services may be post -- poned, pending greater service at a later tinme. You are about
to undertake a mission with some risk. You can require Pussy to join you on that mssion, as a
bodyguard. "

"A bodyguard! |Is she good at that?"

"No, violence is against her nature. Tomw |l be with you, of course; he is adapted for
violence. It would be a stressful thing for her, worthy of several services."

"I don't want to put her under stress!"

"She is already under stress."

As with Col ene, he was damed either way. "I'Il do it."

Darius did sonme nore thinking about the possible nature
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of the nonster. It seemed unlikely to himthat even the nost intelligent snail could do
the type of m schief described. That suggested that the nonster was human. That in turn suggested
that sonmet hing nore than incidental vandalismwas involved. Perhaps Ddwng knew it.

He discussed it with Jjle, without speaking of his suspi -- cion. "Wat is the standard
way to deal with a problemlike this?" He had | earned the answer from Cat, but he had a reason to
clear this with the exec.

"Locate the troublemaker with a fair degree of certainty and bonmb the region,"” Jjle
replied.

"But doesn't that kill many innocent folk along with the guilty one?"

"I't does. But since the normal trouble is terrorismor in -- cipient rebellion against the
Enpire, and the penalty is known, this is an effective mechanism Few |oyal creatures would seek
to shield a guilty one.™

"I will do it in another manner. | will not bonb the re -- gion; | will enter it nyself
and try to nullify the nonster. | intend to kill no innocent folk, either human or native."

"l do not reconmend this," the exec said, alarned.

“"Neither do nmy Felines," Darius said with a smle. "They are unani nobus against it. But |
believe it is my authority to handle this nission as | choose."

Jjle gazed at himwith a certain wary appreciation. "That is correct. Captain. But | rnust
insist that you be appropriately protected.”

"I will take Tom and Pussy as bodyguards, carrying weap -- ons."

"Afemale null? This is irregular.”

"But ny prerogative."

"True, sir." There was a slight enphasis on the "sir," a nuance of disapproval. "But two
nulls is not sufficient pro -- tection. You will require shielding."

" Ar nor ?"

"It could be called that. It will shield you fromboth phys -- ical and environnenta

t hreats.

"Agreed. The three of us will be so protected.”

He returned to his chanbers, knowi ng that a nessage would be sent to Ddwng, and that the
Enperor would confirm Darius' authority, because Ddwng wanted to | eam nore about
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him None of the menbers of this ship owed allegiance to Darius, only to the Enperor. All
t hought himfoolish and perhaps crazy, but they had to go along with himas |ong as Ddwng di d.
They feared he m ght only get hinself killed.

But Proves had remenbered himkilling the nonster, so the success of his mssion was not
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in doubt, nmerely the man -- ner of its acconplishment. O course Provos had been in error about

hi s having sex with Pussy, but only because she had nmade the reasonabl e assunption about his
session in the bedroom Provos did not know the literal future, only that part of it she was to

| earn. Darius had been caught in com-- prom se. Anyone woul d have drawn a sinilar conclusion. Es -
- pecially Colene. And he was in effect guilty. But however Col ene now felt about him he stil

| oved her, and the thought of her being sterilized and | obotonized was intolerable. He had to save
her .

So if Ddwng wanted to di scover Darius' nature, this would provide a clear indication. He
woul d acconplish this mssion in his own style. But he still had not deci ded whether to accede to
Ddwng' s dermand for the Chip. If he could find a way to save Col ene w thout giving up the Chip, he
woul d do so. Just as he hoped to find a way to nullify the nonster wi thout hurting anyone.

"Tell nme about shielding," he said to Cat.

"It is an el ectronic armanment which prevents any fast -- noving missiles fromtouching the
wearer," Cat replied. "It also intercepts any radiation or sonics which would be harm-- ful. Only
officers of the Enpire are allowed to utilize it."

"Or those designated by such officers." Darius was catch -- ing on to the rules of the
Enpi re.

"True.™

"Do you think it will intercept the m nd-stunning attack of the nonster?'

"It should, as there surely is some physical aspect of this. True nmental transmi ssion
between nminds is unknown; all clainms of such have been investigated and debunked. But it seemns
i ndi screet to expose yourself to it."

"It seens indiscreet to ne not to," Darius said. "Tomand Pussy and | will go after the
nmonster protected in this manner.'

Cat was silent. That was his indication of disagreenent so
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strong as to be a possible disservice if voiced. No null could afford to call its master a
f ool

THE Flay arrived at Planet Yils on schedule. There was no fanfare; it sinply took up what
Jjle described as an orbit, and Darius stepped into the transfer chanber with his two Feline
bodyguards. Tom was confident; Pussy was nervous. Tom carried what was called a laser rifle, and
Pussy the pain dial. She had to bear a weapon for this type of service to count, though she seened
afraid of it.

The shields they wore were invisible. They were generated by small boxes carried in
pockets. Darius knew the power of magic, but distrusted the power of super-science, so tested the
shiel ds by having his Felines make nock attacks agai nst each other and himself. They coul d nmake
contact with each other, but the noment any notion becane swift enough to harma person, the
shiel ds cushioned it and slowed it down to safe range. The faster the notion, the greater the

cushion -- ing effect, until it became quite uncushionlike. Wen Darius, enbol dened by sl ower
maneuvers, attenpted to strike Tomwith a stick, the stick seemed to smack into a wall, and it
broke in half. Thrown stones bounced off harmessly. A di -- rect charge at Pussy resulted in both

of them bounci ng back, cushioned by their shields so that neither was hurt.

This did seemto be about as good as nagic. But would it really be effective against the
nonster? Darius had a naggi ng

doubt .

They net the commandant of the colony, an old human man in an Enpire robe. "It struck
again six hours ago," he announced. Hi s | anguage was unfam liar, but Darius now carried a
translation ball which worked both ways. "W have set up a cordon, and believe we have it
i solated. Unfortu -- nately a nunber of colonists reside in that sector."

"W are not going to bonmb the sector,” Darius said.

"You have a way to point-spot the nmonster?" the com-- mandant asked, relieved.

"W are going to search for it ourselves."

"But it can stun human m nds!"

"We are shielded."”

The commandant | ooked doubtful. "I would not wish to seemcritical of Navy equi pnment, but
unl ess your shields are
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nore potent than ours, they will not be effective. This seens alnbst to be a case of --
sonet hi ng unknown. "

So maybe it was direct mind contact! The commandant didn't want to name it as such
fearing ridicule for believing what was supposedly supernatural, but he was hinting. "I have had
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sone experience of this type," Darius said, under -- stating the case. Receiving and anmplifying
and broadcasting mental power was his specialty of nagic. If by any chance the nonster's power
related, Darius mght be uniquely equipped to handle it. He had tested synpathetic magi c here and
found it to be inoperative, but perhaps nmental nmagic would work. Certainly the two were different,
because even in his own Mde, few fol k possessed the power of multiply -- ing feeling, while
anyone coul d do ordinary magic.

Coul d this be coincidence? Col ene had arrived at this Mdde before him perhaps because of
his delay when he returned Prima to his own Mdde. Ddwng had surely questioned her. She could have
told hi mwhat she knew of Darius' power of magic, which the Enperor well mght have interpreted as
supernatural nmental power. By the definitions of this culture, that was what it was. Darius had
not been aware of any men -- tal interactions with the folk of this Mde, but it was possible that
t hough nost were deaf to the transfer of joy, some few m ght be receptive.

Ddwng was evidently no ignorant functionary. He had given Darius a nission that night
exploit his particular talent, if it were operative here. Ddwng m ght be extrenely inter -- ested
in knowi ng the status of that talent.

Darius decided to assune that this was a good connection and that he could be effective in
dealing with the nmonster. He let his peculiar awareness extend, seeking a mnd that was in sone
fashion simlar to his owmm. A mnd that could transfer joy -- or other enption. O sinply the
deadl y absence of enp -- tion that was unconsci ousness.

In a moment he found it. To his perception it was a nucl eus of malignancy. Somrething was
hat i ng.

Darius had not had occasion to magnify or broadcast hate. There just was no nmarket for it.
But the principle was the sane as for joy. He could transfer it without affecting hinself. If
there were no suitable recipients, the enotion would be lost -- but that was a suitable way to
deal with hate.
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Al this happened in a nonent. Meanwhile, he was an -- swering: "It shall be known soon
enough." Then he set forth with his Felines into the cordoned region

Most of it was native. The Yils cane out to neet them They were indeed like snails with
the body nass of nen or greater, and slow noving. One had positioned itself to be in the main
aisle they were following. Did it want a dial ogue?

Darius stopped before it. "Wiat is your concern?" he in -- quired.

The snail wiggled feelers. "You are the Enpire Captain come to abolish the nenace?" the
translator ball inquired.

"1 am™

"This mischief is not of our doing."

"But is it of your toleration?" Darius inquired sharply.

"It is known that we have no power to inhibit human be -- ings from doi ng what they
choose. "

"Such as exporting your citizens as cuisine?"

"This is a concern.”

"I will ask the Enperor that this be stopped. But the power is his, not mne."

"We thank you, Captain."” The snail withdrew into its shell, clearing the aisle ahead.

Pussy lifted a hand. Darius nodded, giving her |eave to speak. "Wy should you do anything
for the natives?"

"Because they are feeling creatures, and deserve synpa -- thetic treatnment."

"This is an odd concept."

"You deserve it too."

"That is odder yet."

Darius smled, not arguing the case. He tuned in on the bolus of hate, wal king that way.
"I suspect your weapons will not be effective,"” he told them both. "But have them ready. Should
fall unconscious, kill whatever creature is before us. It nmay be a human being."

They nodded. They were responsive to his wll.

The snails did not use houses; their shells were sufficient. They had many slick paths
through their cultivated sections;

the pat hs branched and rebranched, becom ng srmaller, like the structure of trees. It was
evident that there was no cen -- tralized feeding system each snail had its own patch to graze.
It seemed to be a live-and-let-live society. Unfortunately the
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human conquerors did not have a similar philosophy. Now they wanted to break into other
Modes, so as to get new genes to revivify their stock, so they could maintain and expand their
Enpire. H s synpathy was with whatever power had decided to confine this Enpire to this one Mde

But if he told Ddwng no, what then? Destruction for Col -- ene, if torture of her did not
make himyield. Then probably torture of him And in the end, if he died w thout yielding, Ddwng
woul d still be able to set out on the Virtual Mde and perhaps find Darius' Mde and the Chip. He

was an anchor person; he should be able to sense the right direction the sane way Darius and
Proves did, and as Col ene surely had. He nmerely wanted to avoid the serious risks of traveling
al one into unknown territory. But he could take themif he chose. Wiat woul d defiance acconpli sh,
in the end?

They were coming close to the source of the hate. But there seened only to be a snai
snoozing at the end of its pathlet, having grazed its fill. It was withdrawn into its shell

But hi di ng behind that shell was a human child. "I see you," Darius said.

The child stood, and the nucleus of hate shifted with his body. This was the nonster: a
boy of perhaps seven years. No wonder he had escaped detection! He was just an ordinary gamn, a
negl ected urchin, probably stealing food to survive. But his mnd was an absol ute horror

“I'n the nane of the Enpire, | amcone to bring you to justice," Darius said, observing the
ritual. "Yield, and you will not be killed."

Both Felines | ooked at Darius, evidently suspecting that he had gotten severely confused.
Alittle human boy? Hardly a nonster

For answer, the boy unleashed his fury. It struck Darius -- and was rebroadcast outward.
He was unaffected. But he had | earned sonething: the boy could direct his power. He did not strike
at every mind within his range. Harnessed, this could probably be useful to the Enpire.

"Yield, and perhaps you will be granted a good life in return for the use of your power on
behal f of the Enpire," Darius said.

He sensed the lad' s understanding. But there was no trust there. The boy hated his own
ki nd. He nust have been re --
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jected, cast out, orphaned. There was sonething strange and vul nerabl e about his mind, as
if it had been weakened, not strengthened, and in its distress had channeled nost of its force to
this incubus of hate. So great was that destructive force that it could overwhel meven a "deaf"
m nd, such as those of this Mde. But the hamer that could shatter a stone could not do the sane

with a sponge or a rubber ball. The boy could not prevail against Darius.

The | ad seened shaken by the failure of his attack on Da -- rius. But his little face was
set in a grimace of hate which echoed that of his mind. He had no intention of yielding to the
Enpire. But Darius tried again. "I have the neans to destroy you. | ask you to yield and save
yoursel f."

Apparently it was a | ost cause. The m nd-nonster would not or could not be reasonable. He
woul d have to be stunned and taken in; perhaps the Enpire super-scientists could do sonething with
him or at |east confine himso that he could not do physical damage, such as torching granaries.

"Dial him Pussy," Darius said.

The Feline lifted the dial and turned it on. Level Three disconfort struck Darius. He had
never reset the device! It was tuned to himas well as to others. The Felines expected to be
af fected, and were prepared to endure it in order to acconplish the nission. It would surely be
far nore potent against the boy than agai nst them

I ndeed, the boy felt it. He staggered as if physically struck. Then he sent a jolt of hate
directly at Pussy.

Pussy coll apsed with a little neow of pain. She could not ward off the power.

The boy staggered forward and snatched the dial fromher hand. He touched the detune
switch, then turned the dial up to naxi mum

He had not understood the dial well enough. Al he had done was to restore Darius'
exenption -- and hit hinself with the maxi mum degree of pain. He coll apsed.

Darius stepped forward and took the dial fromthe boy's flaccid hand. He turned the dia
down to zero.

But it was too |ate. Pussy, already unconscious, was unaf -- fected. Tom caught by the
dial, was now sprawl ed on the ground. And the boy was dead.
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Darius had after all killed the nmonster. And, in his own judgnent, bungled the nission

BACK on the Flay with his staggering mnions, Darius was the object of covert stares of
awe. "The nonster took out your bodyguards, sir -- and you killed it alone?" Jjle in -- quired.
"Wthout a weapon?"

"Not exactly. It was the pain dial that killed him His mnd was nore vulnerable to it
than others. But my success was chance as much as design."

"As you say, sir." But the awe remained.

VWhen he reached his chanbers, the wall-screen was on. There was Col ene, in her
preternatural beauty. "Ch, Da -- rius -- you're all right!" she cried.

He was taken aback. "You are speaking to ne?"

"Of course |'mspeaking to you! | |ove you!"

She couldn't have forgiven him "And | |ove you. But --

"l know your culture's different. You can't be expected to -- | understand that -- and
anyway, you're a man. Oh, Da -- rius, please give Ddwng the Chip! It's the only way we can be
toget her!"

"Colene, | want to be with you nore than anything. But if I -- "

“I't"ll be all right! Honest it will! He'll let us go, if -- please, Darius!"

Wiy had she turned about so conpletely? She should be furious with him yet she was urging
himto betray their Mdes so that she could be with him He would have to think about this.

"I will consider,"” he told her.

"Pl ease," she repeated, and faded out.

Darius sat in the chair and consi dered. He thought of the nonster/boy, so recently dead.
He t hought of Proves, who had said he would kill the nonster, and who had al so said he would agree
to conmmit to Ddwng. He thought of Col ene.

He had of fered the boy the chance for a kind of amesty:

fair treatment and a chance to serve the Enpire, if he turned his talent to the welfare of
the Enmpire. He knew Ddwng woul d have honored that, because it nmade sense. |Instead the boy had
attacked him-- and destroyed hinmself in the process. Uter folly.
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There was no doubt that Ddwng had power over Darius and Col ene. He coul d nake them happy
together, or keep themapart, or torture themor kill themor let themgo. He was no fool. If
Darius tried to cross him Darius would be destroyed. But if he cooperated, he would be rewarded.
He was to the Enperor as the nonster/boy was to Darius him-- self. What was his choice?

Proves said he woul d accede. Col ene had begged himto. He didn't like it, but it did seem
to be his only practical choice.

"CGet nme the Enperor,” he told Cat. The two other Felines were recuperating fromtheir

or deal
In a nmonent Ddwng was on the screen. He nmust have been waiting for this.
"I have destroyed the nonster,"” Darius said to the Enperor. "I prom sed the natives
woul d seek to end the exploitation of their kind as food. | amrequesting -- "
"The word of a minion of the Enpire is good. That ex -- ploitation shall cease forthwith."

That was certainly swift! Darius had pronised only to ask, and here he had succeeded in
changi ng Enpire policy. But that was the mnor issue. He braced hinself for the major one.
"Today | amin your Mde, sir, in your power," Darius said. "In nmy Mbdde the power wll be

ours. | will guide you there, but the Chip is not mine to give. I will introduce you to the Cyng
of Pwer, who may elect instead to kill you. You nust |et Col ene and her horse and Proves and ne
into the Virtual Mdde" and we shall do you no harmthere. This is the deal | proffer."

"Agreed. "

Darius stared at the man. "No bargaining? You will risk yourself this way?"

"You are a nman of honor. You will advise ne of the ap -- propriate nanner to approach your
official. It is enough.”

"A man of honor? How can you know t hat ?"

"It is not only your words and actions we have wat ched. W know the physical and brain-
wave patterns of deceit. You have at times withheld information, but you have not given false
information. You are to be trusted, and after | possess
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the Chip you will be given a ranking position in the Enpire, if you wish it."

"You can not trust a person whose cooperation has been obtai ned under duress."
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"That depends on the man. Now rel ax. Captain Darius;

your m ssion has been acconplished, and you will return to Earth." Ddwng faded out.

So it was done. Darius did not feel uplifted. He had done it to save Col ene.

Col ene. What were her feelings toward hi m now? She had seen himw th Pussy, then called
hi m back to plead his ac -- quiescence to the demand of the Enperor. She did not know the threat
agai nst herself. Wat could account for the change?

Was there a threat against himtoo, which she knew about? But if she was angry with him
she could sinply let it happen. Instead she had said she | oved himand wanted to be with him

Maybe she really did understand. But maybe she was doi ng what was expedi ent now, and there
woul d be a reckoning later. After they were free of the DoOon. If they got free.

CHAPTER 11

CONSORT

AOLENE | ooked at her wist. The scars had faded. ~' She had not cut herself since neeting
Darius. But now she was getting that feeling again.

VWhen she had come here and realized that she and Seqiro were prisoners, she had hoped they
woul d be able to escape soon after Darius arrived. But he had been whi sked away al nost i mredi ately
to a distant stellar system That prevented her fromeven trying to flee. She knew she woul d have
to wait until he returned to Earth.

Ch, Ddwng was treating her well enough. He dined with her often, and was al ways
exceedingly polite. One might have supposed that an enperor of a gal axy woul d have better things
to do, but apparently his staff was nore than conpetent, and he sel dom had crisis decisions to
meke. She had feared that his interest in her was that of a man for some wild primtive strange
wonan, but he seened genui nely curious about her ways and feelings. Wiat she would do if another
type of interest nanifested she didn't know She didn't want to nake himmad -- not while Darius
was far away -- but she didn't want any nore to do with himthan absolutely necessary.

She had three nulls of the Equine persuasion to tend to her every need and want. |ndeed,
they were conpelled to do one or nore services for her each day. Had she been a man, she would
have had no trouble finding sonmething for Mare each
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day; she was as |luscious a piece of woman-flesh as could be inmagined, fromthe neck down.
But Col ene was a girl, and though Stallion would have been glad to do for her what a nan did,
hired sex was not her interest. So she was kept busy keeping them busy.

She was al |l owed information on Darius' progress, and she followed it conpul sively.
Unfortunately that neant being aware of the time he spent with his nulls, particularly Pussy. \Wat
an apt nane for that juicy Feline!

He call ed her, to her surprise; she had assuned that direct dial ogue between them woul d be
forbidden. So she tested it further by urging himnot to agree to give Ddwng the Chip. Then she
wai t ed sonewhat apprehensively for the Enperor's reaction

There was none. She did not trust that one bit.

She was al |l owed access to Seqgiro too. Actually she was in constant nental contact with
him but she wanted nore than that. So they played the gane of riding, because both agreed that
his mental powers should be hidden. The people of this reality had no awareness of tel epathy,
treating it as a super -- natural notion. Seqiro reported that their m nds seened opaque to it,
not because of being guarded but because they just did not seemto be organi zed that way. The
ani mal s could be touched, but Seqgiro did not even send the npbsquitoes away. |est an attendant
noti ce. He was being the conplete dunb ani mal

She returned to the palace interior to learn from Horse that Darius had tried to call her

again. "Well, call himback!" she said, her heart |leaping. "Imediately!"
It placed the call. Tomreceived it. "Darius is busy at the nmonent," the cat-head said
"Ch, he'll talk to we!" she said confidently.

"As you wish." The picture changed.
There was Darius, naked, in the process of having sex with Pussy. She was so surprised and

di smayed that she couldn't think of any appropriate reaction. "I guess you' re busy right now," she
said |lanely, and faded out. That de -- scription was appropriate: she thought she was going to
faint.

"You seem surprised at his activity," Horse said. "I should clarify that it is nornal to --
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"Ch, shut up!" she snapped. She charged to her bedroom and flung herself down anobng the
pl ush pillows, sobbing.

Your mind is in turnmoil, Seqiro renmarked.

She let himhave her feeling in an inchoate blast. Then, aware of his distress, she
apol ogi zed. I'msorry, Seqgiro! It's just that -- oh, what will | do?

The horse pondered, using her intelligence and his objec -- tivity. You are being polite

to Ddwng, because you/ear what he m ght otherw se do. Those watchi ng you are under the inpression
that you like him Perhaps Darius finds it simlarly expedient to give others the inpression that
he likes his situ -- ation

By screw ng the pussy? she demanded, her inmage savage.

Yes. It would suggest that he was not acclimatizing, were

he to spurn her

Col ene struggled with that. She did know the nature of nmen; they were always interested in
sex, and took it when they got the chance. That night with the boys -- she had rep -- resented
Qpportunity. She had had no illusions after that. Darius was a man, and he had treated her
decently, and he said he loved her. But how was he with other wonmen? He had not tried to hide that
fromher: he expected to marry some ot her worman, and have sex with her if she wanted it, and in
his castle he had mstresses. In fact, as Seqgiro had read in Darius' mnd in that brief tinme he
was in the palace, he had found the perfect wonman to narry, named Prima, who could greatly extend
his ability to radiate joy to others. Prina was no | ove-match; she was twi ce Darius' age. The only
t hi ng di stinguishing Colene fromthose other wonmen was the fact that he | oved her

Yes.

Wth a woman, sex and | ove were aspects of the same thing. That was why the abuse of sex
was so horrible; it soiled love. But with a man they were in different ballparks. A man could | ove
one worman and have sex with another. It was part of the basic m sunderstandi ng between t he sexes.
She had | earned the hard way. So Darius could | ove Col ene and have sex with Pussy. She understood
that with her mnd

Yes.

Wy, then, couldn't she understand it with her enption?

You do understand it with your enotion, Seqiro thought.

VI RTUAL MODE 267

It nerely requires tinme for the pain of that understanding to subside.

She did understand it. Her problemwas in accepting it. Wen she wal ked carel essly and
stubbed her toe and it hurt, she understood what had happened, but the pain remmined. After a
whil e the pain faded, and she made sure not to stub her toe there again

Darius mght not even want to dally with the cat-woman. But as Seqiro suggested, if he did
not give the inpression of going along with the system he would not be trusted, and woul d never
be given any real freedom

In fact, she realized something else: if the very walls of Darius' bedroom could become
vi deo screens when he didn't want it, they nust have that capacity anytine. Was it possible that
they were always tuning in on him wherever he was? The four of them-- Darius, the old woman
Proves, Seqiro, and herself -- were strangers here, and there was sonet hing Ddwng wanted from
them Wy wouldn't he watch themclosely? If he had thrown themin dark prison cells he wouldn't
have had to watch. But not only did he keep themin excellent style, he had given Darius a
significant nission to perform

Because Darius can show himwhere the Chip is.

Yes. In order to get that Chip, Ddwng would have to trust hinmself to the Virtual Mde,
where Darius could dunmp himin a deep hole in some barren reality and let himdie. If Ddwng had to
trust Darius, he wanted to know himwell. So it figured that Darius would be watched cl osely, and
all his actions judged. If Darius had caught on to that, he would play the role, because the
alternative night be much worse than being a ship captain.

You are forgiving him

She was forgiving him O at least finding reason not to blame him which wasn't exactly
the sane thing. There was a hard core of rancor that remai ned, but she was good at burying such
things. She was capabl e of accepting what had to be accepted, and novi ng on

Meanwhi | e she had a date with Ddwng for another neal. It was tine for Mare to get her
ready for it.
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Ddwng was the root of her problem He was the one who kept her apart from Darius, and put
himin the position of
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having to hold wonen other than Colene in his arns. |If her core of anger needed a focus,
that was where it should orient.

Seqiro, link with ne when I"'mw th the Enperor. | want to know what's truly on his mind

The horse was doubtful. / have not been able to penetrate any mnd in this reality.

But Seqiro couldn't get into any untanme mind in his owm reality without that person's
permi ssion. This might nerely be a nore extrene case of that. / will try to open his nind.

Then she sumoned Mare. "Let's see what you can do when you go all out," she told the
Equi ne. "Make me into a princess. That is your service today."

Mare smled. This was a chall enge she was ready to tackle. She swng into a programt hat
denonstrated nore conpe -- tence than Col ene had realized existed.

Soon she was clean and garbed in a scintillating pale green dress which nade her | ook
twi ce as good as she could ever be. She had never thought of herself as vol uptuous, but in this
outfit she was | ong-Iegged, sleek-hipped, narrow waisted, and with a decol |l etage that could have
cone froma classic painting. Her face and hair were angelic; special reflective pins even gave
the i nmpression of a halo.

Col ene stared at herself in the mrror. She would not have believed that she could be this
adorable! It was said that clothes nmade the nman, but nmen were pretty dull physically, regardl ess.
It was the wonman that clothes nade. She was the living proof of it.

Too bad she had to waste this on Ddwng. She would rmuch rat her have wowed Darius. But it
was in her nmind that the Enperor did have sone reason for this frequent interaction with her, and
it probably wasn't sexual, so it was suspicious. If she could manage to dazzle himjust a little,
to get himclosely focused while Seqgiro was tuning in, maybe, just maybe, there would be an avenue
to get Seqiro into his mnd. It was certainly worth a good try.

Stallion guided her to the shuttle. Here in the palace the windows to other cities or
ships or worlds weren't used; it was nore physical. Maybe because such wi ndows repre -- sented
accesses to the palace, and it was supposed to be se -- cure fromintrusion. The shuttle was nice
enough; it was |like an encl osed anmusenent park ride, gently wafting to its des --
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tination. Stallion nmaneuvered it to Ddwng's dining hall, let her out, and took it back
private personal nulls were not welcone in the hall itself. Only the palace nulls.

Ddwng was there, resplendent in a purple robe which com-- plenmented her dress perfectly.
Alittle alarmsounded sone -- where in her head: coincidence? No, probably he had known what she
was wearing -- because probably those walls had eyes here, just as on the FTL Flay, and he had

access to those eyes. This could be confirmation of her prior suspicion that they were all being
wat ched.

But no one here could see what was in their ninds. Seqiro had ascertained that. So if she
never voiced her true feelings, they could be known only through her actions -- and she was pretty
good at masking feelings.

She took the Enperor's el bow and wal ked with himto the table. The Ovine nulls were there.
Ram pl aced Ddwng's chair, Ewe placed Col ene's, and Sheep stood by for their order

Col ene hardly noticed the excellent exotic food. She was genuinely interested in Ddwng
this time, but not in as flat -- tering a way as he m ght suppose. She wanted to tune his mnd to
t hi ngs which Seqgiro might read. She hoped that if the subject were narrow enough, and the interest
strong enough, and she were close enough, serving as a focusing point, it just nmight work. It had
to work, because it just wasn't safe to be ignorant.

She started obliquely. "You know, in ny reality, things like antigravity and faster-than-
light travel are inpossible. They just can't be done. Are you sure that -- ?"

"The fundanental |aws of physics differ fromreality to reality," Ddwng said. "W have
known that, and understand that there are realities in which our science is inoperative, but where
magi c i s operative, or psionic powers. Darius comes froma reality with magic, and his conpanion
Proves appears to renmenber the future. That, to us, is paradoxical."

"She knows the future?" Despite herself, Colene got dis -- tracted. "I was with her only
briefly, before she was matter -- mtted to the ship to rejoin Darius, but it was my inpression
that even if we had spoken a common | anguage, we woul dn't have gotten far. She seened to know what
we were about to do, but not what had just happened.”
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"We are studying her. We find it interesting that her ability
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does appear to operate in this reality. That suggests that the fundanental |aws nmay not be
what they seem™

Was there a chance that Darius could do magi c here? That he could conjure them both away?
That seenmed too wonder -- ful to be believed!

If she knows the future here, she knows what is to becone of us, Seqiro thought.

But Col ene was deternmined not to just let the future hap -- pen. She wanted to do whatever
was in her power to make it the right future.

She sniled nost innocently at Ddwng. "Maybe you shoul d ask her about your own future. |
mean, about getting the Chip."

"You do not want nme to have it?"

"I didn't say that!"

/| amgetting a bit, Seqiro thought. He knows you are trying to deceive him

"You do wish ne to have it?" Ddwng asked, anused.

"I didn't say that either," she said ruefully.

/ amfinding an avenue. It is very narrow, but | amattun -- ing. He is fascinated by you
but not as a woman. He is intrigued by the chall enge of fathom ng your notives.

"Perhaps it would be best if you were open with nme," Ddwng sai d.

“"I"'mafraid you're going to rape ne," she said, her death -- w sh causing her to tread the
bri nk.

He guffawed. For that the sound was direct rather than through the translation ball. "I
have no interest in taking any woman involuntarily. | have any | want, either null or human. Set
asi de your fear."

"Rape can be nore than physical. Wat do you want with ny m nd?"

He studied her for a |l ong nonent before responding.

There is something horrible, Seqiro thought. Maintain the dialogue, if you can

"There are three things | want of you," Ddwng said. "I want the information you possess
about the neighboring re -- alities, so that at such time as | enter them | amaware of their
assets and their pitfalls.”

Tr ue.

"That's okay by” ne," she said.
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"I want you to persuade Darius to guide ne to the Chip."

Tr ue.

"I guess that's up to him" she said guardedly. "I don't see why | should try to influence
him"

"Perhaps you will change your m nd when you know nore of ny rationale."

There is something devious here.

"What's the third thing you want of nme?" Trying to be nonchal ant, she took a sip of her
alien fizz-drink. It wasn't alcoholic; she would have gotten sick if it was. Ever since the rape
scene, she had detested al cohol

"I want you to be ny consort."

Col ene choked, dribbling liquid on her gown. Imedi -- ately, Ewe was there, wth sponges,
efficiently cleaning her up. But at |east the delay gave her a chance to comune with Seqgiro
bef ore replying.

This is not an evil thing. It is innocent. Sonething else is evil.

I nnocent ? That's narri age!

No, this is formonly. You can agree w t hout conpromi se.

You had better be right, Seqiro! Darius is the only man | -- But that remained a conpl ex
enoti onal mess too.

Her sei zure had concluded. "I thought you had no such interest."

"l see you misunderstand. | have nany consorts. Al are attractive wonmen. Mst are
nm stresses. Their proxinmity to me gives themunique authority, for it is known that | do not Iike
to enbarrass them | sonetines use themas emssaries. | would like to have you with nme as | make

a business trip this conmng period, and the proper format for this is as consort."
True. But there is sonmething else. You have his attention
guestion him
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Col ene | eaned forward, evincing the appropriate anmpunt of suspicion as well as presenting
a bit nmore of the flesh of her bosomfor inspection. "You nmean | should go traveling with you, and
everyone will think I'mhaving sex with you, but it won't be true?"

"Correct, if that is the way you wish it."

Tr ue.

"And maybe 1'Il have to do sone public task for you, the way Darius is with that far-flung
m ssi on?"
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"Correct. You should find it interesting.”

True.

"And this is the way things are done in the Enpire, so it's okay and won't sully ny
reputation?"

"Correct.”

Tr ue.

"And sonewhere along the way | should talk Darius into giving you the Chip?"

“"Correct. | believe your word will influence him"

Tr ue.

"Though he thinks I'm having sex with you?" she asked sweetly.

He is receiving information. | think you are under constant surveillance, and he knows
your heart rate and nuscle ten -- sion. He knows you are hiding sonething, and wants to know what

it is, but he can not read ninds so nust persuade you to cooperate. He is enjoying the chall enge

"I see that this would be disruptive," Ddwng said. "But there is no problem Darius will
be inforned of the nature of the relationship, if you wsh."

Now Col ene took a long nmonent, gazing at him She was not considering her answer; she was
focusing on Seqiro's thoughts.

Al that he has told you is true. But there is sonething he knows woul d distress you
greatly, that he hides. It ties in with Darius. That is what you nust ascertain.

"“Ddwng, | don't know what's going on in your mind," she said in what she judged was a
three-quarter truth. "And you don't know what's going on in nmine." Another three -- quarter truth.
"You're playing these little ganes with ne, wasting your tine, when all you have to do is drug ne
and make ne do anything. It doesn't make sense."

"You are perceptive. But it does nmke sense.”

He is playing with you as a cat does with a nobuse.

“I'"l'l rmake you this deal, Ddwng: 1'Il do all those things you are asking ne to do, if you
will tell me exactly what your real game is."

Ddwng smiled. "Then the ganme will be over."

Now he is thinking of it. | have it! Agree to everything. I will cover this with you

| ater.

Col ene trusted Seqgiro. But she didn't like to capitul ate
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readily, as a matter of obscure principle. "Then maybe I'll just do none of those things.
What do you say to that?"

"I would not recommend such a course.”

There is sonmething else. He is grim

"So what would you do about it?" she demanded, treading the brink again.

"l would have your horse vivisected." True.

She stared at him "You aren't kidding, are you!" "I do not joke. But | would hope that
such i nducenment woul d not be necessary."

She sighed. "Ckay, you win. | agree to do the three things you say you want of ne."

"Excellent."

He is surprised. To himyour noods and deci sions are strange. He can not be sure when you
are telling the truth.

They finished the meal. Then Stallion came to escort her back to her suite.

Col ene had Horse tune the wall-screen to an entertainment program She did not relate well
to the sort of television the Enpire had, but it gave her a cover for her contact with Se -- giro.
That busi ness about vivisecting himhad her seething. But she knew that was only part of what was
wong. Now tell ne what gives. Wat's Ddwng's big secret?

He told Darius that if he does not cooperate, you will be | obotom zed and the reproductive
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cells of your body taken surgically for use by the people of this reality, to replenish their
stock. They are too conform st, genetically; they must introduce variety, or suffer slow
degenerati on.

Col ene was stunned. Now she knew why Darius was play -- ing the ganme! She was the cause of
it.

She tried to keep her face straight and her body rel axed, so that the hidden sensors coul d

not read her reactions well. Woever was watching her would know t hat somet hi ng was bot heri ng her,
but m ght assume it was the stupid wall -- program O the threat to her horse, which wasn't far
wr ong.

The nore she dwelled on this news, the firner her reaction becane. It was utter fury. The
Enperor was keeping her close to himand treating her like a great |ady, while threat -- ening her
horse and herself with dire consequences. Rape? He was expert at it!
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So what was she going to do about it? Ddwng seenmed to hold nost of the cards. He was
hol di ng them host age agai nst each other, and was unscrupul ous enough to rmake good on all his
threats. But if they all went along, and the Enperor got that Chip, he could ravage the other
realities too. Was their welfare worth it?

If they didn't cooperate, it might not stop Ddwng. He would kill them and head into the
Virtual Mbde on his own, and maybe he would find the Chip anyway. Hi s chances of getting it would
be greatly reduced, and his chances of get -- ting lost or killed increased, but he was obviously
one tough nut and he well m ght get through. In which case they would have sacrificed thensel ves
for nothing.

No, the only sure way was to be rid of Ddwng. To agree to do his will, get himinto the
Virtual Mode, away from his mnions, and destroy him Feed himto a tel epathic bear or sonething

But right away she saw several problens with that. First, Ddwng wouldn't fall for it; he
woul d know not to trust them Second, Darius wouldn't give his word unless he neant it, so Ddwng
could trust him and for Ddwng's purpose Darius was the only one who mattered. The rest of them
were just to make sure Darius didn't change his mnd; they had to keep encouraging himto give
Ddwng t hat Chi p. How coul d Col ene do anything el se, when Seqiro would be hurt? There was probably
sone sort of threat against Proves too, so she kept her mouth shut. She nmight know what was going
to happen, but not be able to prevent it.

That gave her a passing notion. Seqiro -- did you tune in on Proves when she was here ?
D d she know our future ?

Her m nd is perneable but strange. She was just beginning to knowit. She takes tine to
renenber, in a newreality. She seened to see us being here for ten days, then going back into the
Virtual Mode with Ddwng. She coul d not see beyond that.

Well, that's enough. So we are going to do it.

Yes, as she sees it.

Colene felt a surge of despair. It was already deci ded! They were | ocked into the
Enperor's fell plot. Whatever they did, Ddwng would wi n, because he was what he was and they were
what they were. If only Darius weren't so honest! If he
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agreed, even under duress, he would carry through. Col ene herself would have no such
conpunction; a pledge nmade un -- der duress was not binding. Knowi ng what she now knew of Ddwng,
she woul d have no conpunction about lying to him She would not let the DoCon exploit the other
realities as they had this one! But she had no power. Darius didn't want to see her hurt, so he
woul d agree, and that would be that. Should she condemm hi m because he really did | ove her?

Dam, damm, damm! Ddwng could tell when others were |ying, because his instrunents read
their body signals. Col -- ene was different; he couldn't quite keep track of her, because she was
wildly mxed up inside. The DoCon were pretty much all of a kind, their genetics inbred; that was
why t hey needed new bl ood, and her ovaries represented that. So Ddwng was trying to understand
her, not because he cared about her but because he didn't want to introduce truly crazy blood into
the DoOon strain. He was surveying her as he mght a new breed of animal, making sure of the
quality. Once he was sure that her mnd did not represent a genetic danger to the stock --

Coul d she pretend she was truly crazy, and scare himoff? No, because it was Darius he
really needed. He could throw her away if he deci ded she was worthl ess. She would do bet -- ter to
satisfy himthat she was actually a pretty genetically solid creature, and then do something wld
in the Virtual Mdde, |like pushing himoff a mle-high cliff into a mle-w de bed of carnivorous
oysters who hadn't been fed for two years. But he would surely be well arned, and have el ectronic
ar -- nmor and an antigravity suit and ot her super-science that woul d make hi minvul nerable to any
betrayal she might attenpt. In fact, he would probably have one of those little pain dials Horse
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had shown her, tuned to all of them so that it would go off if anything happened to himand
they'd all fry. She would have no way to do himharm for sure.

But she absolutely refused to et himget away with it. She had faced down Biff in that
bl eedi ng contest; there nust be sonme way she could beat Ddwng. Sone nasty little plot she could
hide in her nutty little mnd, that he couldn't fathom Some little poison needl e he woul dn't even
feel until it was too |late. She had read once about a worman who put slow -- acting poison in her
vagi na, and killed her false | over because
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after sex with her he just went to sleep, while she got up and quickly washed herself out
before she got too bad a dose. If Col ene had sonething |ike that, and Ddwng did rape her, what
revenge! Yet even if she had sonething like that, and managed to kill him-- what would his death
do to the Virtual Mde? He was an anchor person. A dead anchor -- that just nmight blow up the
whole thing, like a rock in a fan, and kill themall. Could she afford to ganble on that, even if
she had the poison, which she didn't? She was ready to die, but she didn't want to do it to Darius
or Seqiro.

The anchor -- there was the problem It wasn't safe to touch an anchor person. Ddwng
surely realized that, so he wouldn't kill any of themas |ong as he had any chance to travel their
Virtual Mdde, and he wouldn't do anything to themwhile they were on it. So he was nuscling them
into shape in other ways, taming them bending themto his will. If only he weren't the anchor for
this reality!

Then the answer flashed through her consciousness like a lovely neteor. Seqgiro! W can do
it!

Seqiro considered, using her intelligence and his objectiv -- ity. Yes, it is possible, if
he does not suspect.

["11 lTull himright to sleep! I'mgood at fooling people. Trust ne.

| da.

Col ene had to |laugh. Seqgiro was the only one who had ever truly understood her. He trusted
her because he knew her for exactly what she was: a conniving little wench. Horse -- face, 1 |ave
youl!

Tr ue.

AFTER Darius killed the nmonster in properly heroic fashion, according to the news rel ease,
she called him "Ch, Darius," she pleaded in distraught maidenly fashion, "please give Ddwng the
Chip! It's the only way we can be together!"”

He seened taken aback, as well he might be. But she was serious. She did want himto

agree. "It'll be all right! Honest it will! Please, Darius!" She even nmanaged to put a quaver of
eanestness into her voice, which would have been excel -- lent acting except that it was real. She
was absolutely sincere in this, and she wanted this entire reality to knowit. Darius had to nmake
t he pl edge!
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He prom sed to consider. Evidently he did, because soon he did call Ddwng and agree to
guide himto the Chip, with certain manly honorabl e reservations. It was done.

Col ene was the dishonorable one. She dreaded to think of the reckoning she woul d have with
Dari us when she did what she hoped to do. But it was better than the choice between | obotony and
| oosing the DoCon on the realities. Sonetines deceit was the only way.

DDWNG t ook her to a far planet el sewhere in the gal -- axy. She had given up trying to
wrestle with the concept of faster-than-light travel; it was contrary to the physics of her
reality, but evidently just fine here. The same went for instant comunication across the gal axy,
antigravity, and all the rest. Super-science, another name for fantasy, in her hone town.

They woul d attend an el egant ball in their honor at the chief city of Planet Kyvrn. Mre
got Col ene garbed for it in a rehearsal, and Horse drilled her on spot protocol. She was the
Enmperor's newest and youngest consort, and as such the object of rmuch interest. She would be
rather quiet in the Enperor's presence, and rather haughty when alone, for her status on this
pl anet was second only to his. She would dance with himonce, and thereafter with any man she
chose. Stal -- lion went through the steps with her, nmaking sure she would not m sstep

"But what's my mission here?" she asked.

"This is a rebellious planet," Horse explained. "You will need to restore it to harnony
with the Empire."

Col ene was aghast. "A rebel world? And Ddwng is setting foot on it? And |I' m supposed to
tame it? Wiy doesn't he just stick his head in a running neat-grinder while he's at it, and ||
just pick up a section of the gal axy and shake sone stars | oose!"

Al'l three Equi nes | aughed. They had | earned early that she made jokes, and accommobdat ed
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thenselves to it. She liked themvery well. They were nom nally subhuman, but actually they were
intelligent enough, with Horse perhaps being smarter than she, and they were perfectly confortable
to be around. She wi shed there were sone way to have such com-- panions with her always, w thout

t he degradation of such per -- nanent servitude. She had al ways |iked horses, but would
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have thought that horse-headed hunan bei ngs would be dis -- gusting. That was not the case
at all; they seemed quite nat -- ural now.

"This is not that kind of rebellion,” Horse said. "This is a retirenment col ony. Most of
the residents are former Enpire officials. Here they are out of power, with no requirenents, and
di scover that they are restive. They would never actually rebel, but their disconfort would be an
enbarrassnent were it known, as this is supposedly an ideal world. It will be your task, in the
course of the next three days, to nake themcom-- fortable with their situation."

"It's still preposterous!" she exclained. "Does Ddwng expect nme to performmagic? | don't
know anyt hi ng about this, and if | did, what could I do? And if | could do anything -- three days?
I nean, Rone wasn't built in a day, and -- "

"Ronme?"

"Fanous ancient city in ny reality. Forget it. The point is, this is like -- like --

i mpossi bl e!™"

"Evidently the Enperor has nmuch confidence in you," Horse said dryly, twitching his furry
ears.

Col ene only wished that Seqiro were here. He m ght have been able to read the mnds of the
peopl e, and get a notion how to satisfy them But he was thousands of |ight-years away, reverted
to his dunb ani mal stage, awaiting her return. She was on her own, and she didn't like it one bit.

O was she? If telepathy existed, and faster-than-1light travel existed, and Proves could
remenber the future here, showing that it was her talent, not restricted to her reality -- why
couldn't telepathy and FTL nmerge, and enable her to com-- nune with her friend regardl ess? \Were
was it witten that the powers of one reality were nullified in another? Maybe sone were and sone
weren't. Maybe Darius couldn't do nmagic here, but Seqiro could project h;s thoughts instantly
across interstellar reaches. She had a receptive mnd for him for sure! If anybody could receive
hi m here, she was the one!

She lay down, theoretically resting the hour before the ball, and cl osed her eyes. But she
didn't relax, and she didn't care what the nonitors thought; they could assune that she was al
twisted up by the enormity of her nission. She opened her mind to her true friend.
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Seqiro! Seqiro! Do you read ne?

At first there was nothing. Then there was the faintest re -- sponse. She focused on that,
willing it to becone stronger. It had to be him Seqgiro! Read ne! | need you!

Faintly, faintly, she felt his nind

/ have to find a way to nmake these folk feel better about being retired and usel ess. You
must read their mnds for nme, if you can, to get a glinpse of what will do it. That's nmy only
chance not to blow this mssion out of space!

The faint reassurance cane. He woul d do what he coul d.

IT was a pretty planet. The terraform ng had evidently nmade it into one big garden, wth
neatly laid-out cities set up Iike parkland, so that the houses hardly showed through the trees.
Smal | | akes were everywhere, set between hills, with paths between them There seened to be no
nmotori zed ve -- hicles; if there was nmass traffic, it was out of sight. This was

the sort of place she would like to retire to with Darius, if that ever cane.

O course that was just the inage in the screen. She was sure there were sluns and garbage
and all the rest of the seany side of civilization. She knew how it was; she remem-- bered
Panama. But the illusion was nice, even so.

Then it was time to get ready. Al three Equines pitched in, without regard for nodesty;
Stallion was drawi ng sone -- thing |like support stockings up her legs while Horse was fit -- ting
her invisible bra for proper uplift and Mare was doing her hair. It was all right; there were no
secrets froma person's nulls. In a surprisingly short tine they transforned her fromordinary
nmessed-up teenager to a vision of unbelievable |ove -- liness. Each time they garbed her, they
seened to exceed prior records for success. Then Stallion took her to the mat -- terport and via
it to landfall.

She went in a daze through the halls of the receiving com-- plex, feeling the slightly
di m ni shed gravity and breathing the slightly strange air. This was a foreign planet, all right;
her body knew it. Ddwng was waiting for her at the entrance, resplendent in his own uniformrobe
of the day. He was ac -- tually rather handsonme in his brute fashion. She pictured his Sw ne doi ng
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hi mas the Equi nes had done her: support stock --
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i ngs, transparent bra, and hair. She had to bite her tongue |l est she let slip an
i ndiscreet titter.

The ball was every bit as opulent as Col ene had feared. In her wldest dreanms of the
di stant past -- circa one nonth ago -- she had pictured occasions at which she would be the cyno --
sure of all, inpressing the ladies with her courtly presence and the men with her sex appeal. Now
it had come true, and it wasn't nearly as delightful as her fancy.

The problemwas that she had to watch her manners. She couldn't pick her nose or scratch
her bottomor say an un -- couth word. Maybe full-grown | adi es never even thought of doing such
t hi ngs, but she was fourteen, which was sort of on the verge. There were a nunber of pleasures of
chi | dhood that she wasn't sure she wanted to give up just yet, like com-- puter ganes, and nulti-
decker ice creamcones with nuts and fudge on top, and putting whoopee cushi ons under the pad --
ding of seats in houses of worship. Every time she remem-- bered that joke about the man breaking
wind in church and having to sit in his own pew, she broke up. In short, she just wasn't quite
ready for | adyhood.

But here she was, ready or not, on the arm of the Enperor of the MIky Way Gal axy (only
they called it the DoCon Gal axy here), resplendent as only Mare could nake her. Ch, she was
breathtakingly lovely, all right; every mirror pillar reflected this phenonenal creature virtually
floating along in her glow She wore a brown gown that exactly matched the hue of her hair, and
both had been sonehow enhanced to make them seemnore livingly lustrous than any ordi nary wonman
deserved. Opal escent sequins glittered as she noved. She could have done without the mrror-
pol i shed floor, how -- ever; she was afraid her dainty hard-soled slippers would slip, putting her
into an inglorious spin. She al so wondered just what the nen were | ooking at when they bowed their
heads to her and gazed into that reflective surface. Mdst of all she was afraid that the
butterflies in her stomach would erupt in a grotesque burp, naking her die of shame three times
bef ore her blush reached full definition. In sum fun was not the operative termat the nonent.

Be calm You are making a good inpression.

Her nerves lost their ragged edges. Wat would she do without Seqiro! She rem nded herself
that every lady faced
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the sane problenms, and nost of them survived satisfactorily. Anyway, this wasn't forever.
After the first dance things would start getting normal.

Ddwng brought her to the center of that stage. He nmade the little nod to the assenbl age,
and as one those hundreds re -- turned it. Col ene renained frozen, as she had been told to do; her
turn was not quite yet.

"I amglad to revisit Planet Kyvrn," the Enperor said. The niniature translation bal
Col ene wore at her throat, just above the nascent cleavage of her seeningly-too-low but actually-
prom si ng- nor e-t han- coul d-be-delivered decolle -- tage, murrmured his words to her. She was
surprised to see that many of the attending men and wonmen wore simlar balls. Apparently they
coul d not understand Ddwng's | anguage any nore than she coul d. That gave her another shot of confi
-- dence. A dozen nore like it, and she m ght even begin to think about being at ease. But it
woul d help if someone el se nade a slip first.

"I am sure any questions will soon be resolved," Ddwng continued. "To that end | bring you
my consort of the no -- nent, Colene, who will be anong you three days." He nade an eighth turn
toward her, and Col ene nmade the requisite head-nod to him then did a slow pirouette and bowed
nore deeply to the audience, so that her upper gown |ine prom sed even nore of her bosomthan

before. The material was ad -- hesive, so there was no danger of even a tenth of an inch nore
exposure than Mare had decreed, which was a relief. She could stand on her head and not hi ng woul d
pop out. But she might have a problemw th her skirt. For a delicious in -- stant she was tenpted

to do a cartwheel and really wow the audi ence. But that was her deat hwi sh mani festing, and she had
enough to occupy her attention already.

Then Ddwng took her in his arns and danced with her. He was snooth, evidently coached by
his own null of the Porcine persuasion. Col ene wondered whet her he had sex with Sow. But the inmage
wasn't as insulting as intended, because that fermale swi ne was both beautiful and sweet-natured.
No M ss Piggy there!

She followed his steps, and it was exactly as Stallion had shown her. It was a set format,
hardly nore chall enging than the box step, and she could probably do it in her sleep. The
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weird thing was that noving in unison with Ddwng this way, being lovely in his arnms, she
could al nost fool herself into thinking that he was a decent character. There was just sone --
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t hi ng about dressing up, and about dancing, that nade every -- thing seembetter than it was. But
deep down she woul d never be fooled. WIIl you dance with ne after my | obotony, dear? She had to
stifle a wy smle; it was her kind of hunor. She had been afraid of physical rape, not realizing
how much worse things could be. Her reproductive organs cut out of her and put into a cold sere

| aboratory. .

Suddenly the dance was done. Ddwng nade the little bow to her, then spun about and wal ked
away. She was on her own.

The tabl eau was frozen. They were waiting for her. She | ooked at the circle of nmen, and
spied the oldest and by his clothing the nost inportant. O d nen were hardly safe, but tended to
be | ess dangerous than young ones. She wal ked slowy to him

"I will dance first with the handsonest," she said. She heard his ball translating as she
spoke.

He stepped forward. "Governor Rrllo," her ball said. "I thank you for this significant
privilege."

They danced in exactly the sane fashion as before; the set routine was handy this way. H s
hands did not stray. Around them other coupl es now danced al so. The ball was under way.

Engage himin dial ogue.

Yes, so that Seqiro could tune in on Rrllo's focused thoughts. Colene had a nission to

perform and her one-in -- a-nillion chance of succeedi ng woul d becone even less if she didn't
t ake advantage of every opportunity to try to un -- derstand these folk.
"I didn't really choose you for your handsoneness,"” Col -- ene said to Rrllo. "I wanted to

talk with you."

"I am shocked to hear that," he replied with a chuckle. Their two translation balls were
cl ose together and seenmed to be talking to each other. "You thought | would know what's goi ng on
behi nd the scenes?" The transl ati ons had beconme so facile that his idi omwas rendered w thout
hesitation into her idiom

"Yes. | -- " She brought a faintly woebegone I ook to her face, with little effort
required. "I have al nbst no chance to
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figure out the problem let alone solve it, but if there's any -- thing | can do, |I'Il at
|l east try. | thought perhaps you would help nme get started.”

You aren't fooling him but he is intrigued. You have hon -- ored himby selecting himto

dance, and he would like to help you. But he is wary.
"You have a better chance than nost,"” he said. "You have the ear of the Enperor, for the

monent . "

"But what is it that the people here want?"

He shook his head. "That is no nystery. But the solution -- that is the nystery."

"It is all a nmystery to ne! This seens |ike a nice planet."

"It is very nice," he agreed.

He knows. But he doesn 't want to tell

"Please, Rrllo! After the ball -- may | see you? | nean, visit your house, get to know
your famly, talk with you off the record?"

He seemed taken aback. "Nothing is forbidden to a con -- sort. But our private lives are

of little interest."

He remains wary. You may be trying to trick himinto sayi ng something treasonous.

So it was like that. Colene felt that old famliar deathw sh -- ganble urge coming on. It
wasn't that she truly needed to solve this riddle; she expected to fail regardless Tt was that
when she got into something, anything, the underlying nature of her started taking over, and the
decorous rules started suf -- fering.

"Do you know what Ddwng does to those who displease hinP" she inquired.

The man stiffened. "I know. "

"Then you know that | face |obotony if |I ness up." She wasn't sure how true this was; it
probably depended nore on whether Darius nessed up. But it was certainly a threat against her. And
per haps agai nst any of the residents of the planet who contributed to that failure.

"That, no," he said. "Surely not nerely for failing an inpossible mssion."

"Woul d you ganbl e on that?"

He considered, now realizing that his own hide could be on the line too. "I will neet you
after the ball. Tonorrow norni ng?"
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She snmiled bittersweetly. "Thank you, Rrllo." She was |earning howto handle the reins of

power .
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After that, she cane close to enjoying the dance, though she kept thinking of the Sword of
Danocl es. That was the case of the courtier who was given a fine neal to eat, with a heavy sword
hangi ng by a thread over his head; distracted by that threat, he hardly enjoyed the nmeal. Thus the
King showed himthe liability of power. Col ene now had an excellent no -- tion how the poor man
had felt.

NEXT norning, nmore appropriately dressed for going places, she went with Rllo. "Now show
me Pananmm, " she said.

"l beg your pardon?"

The translator ball hadn't caught up with that one yet. She felt a small norsel of
satisfaction. "I would like to see how the other half lives. The fol k who don't get to go to fancy
balls. Who don't hobnob with the Enperor." For it was in her mnd that it would be fromthis class
that a revol ution would nost |ikely brew

"The servant class," he said. "W can't afford three nulls for each person, but there is a
cadre of nulls that passes from house to house to catch up on business."

Nul I's. Her expectation deflated. There would be no revo -- lution there. "I changed ny
mnd. Let's just go to your place and talk."
"As you w sh."

Hi s place turned out to be an elegant futuristic (to her perception) cottage on the edge
of a lakelet, with pleasantly exotic trees and shrubs surrounding it. Hs wife was exactly the

ki nd she expected, and the neighbors were too. Rebel -- lion? This just didn't seemto be the
pl ace for it.
He remains intrigued by you. There is a certain naive sin -- cerity you evince which is

normal Iy lacking in consorts. He mamy cooperate.

"Look," she said forthrightly. "You folk used to have a |l ot of power in the Enpire, and
now you' ve been put out to pasture. | guess that's a comedown. But why would Ddwng think there's a
rebel I'i on brew ng?"

"There is no rebellion brewing!" Rrllo protested. "W are satisfied retired citizens."
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"But he has spy-eyes to check every nuance of every re -- action of every person. He has
to know you're up to sone -- thing. Wiy he figures it's anything | can do anythi ng about is beyond
ne. "

"You are speaking with unusual candor."

He's getting interested.

"I"'mfromanother reality. I was on ny way to neet ny -- the nman | love, and this reality
was between, so | passed through here, and he canme fromthe other side, and now we're both in
Ddwng's power and if we don't do what he wants we're in trouble. So |I'm doing what he wants. He

wants ne to fix things here. So if there's anything | can do, I'mdam well going to do it, so
can get on out of this reality. Now, if you'll just tell me what you want, maybe just maybe | can
do you and me some good. | admit it's unlikely, but why not give it a try?"

Rrllo was amazed. "You are fromanother reality? There has not been a connection between
realities in a thousand years!"
"There is now. Ddwng wants to get our Chip so he can go into other realities. W'd rather

not give it to him but we don't have a lot of choice, so we'll do it. It's better than
| obot omy. "

Then she realized that she had nade a terrible nistake. She should never have nentioned
her know edge of the lo -- botony, because now Ddwng woul d know she knew, and he hadn't told her.

He coul d have the hint that she had a source of information he didn't know about, and that coul d
expose Seqgiro and ruin everything.

"You are inadvertently speaking treason," Rrllo said.

She nodded grimy. "Yes, | guess the news is already at Ddwng's HQ But what does he
expect when he abducts trav -- elers and threatens themto make them do his bi ddi ng?"

He thinks you are trying to trap himinto treasonous dia -- |ogue.

"There are no recorders here. It would be too expensive to nount and naintain themin an
uni nportant site |like Kyvm This conversation is private. But you are mistaken if you suppose we
have any aninosity toward the Enperor."

"No caneras?" she asked, hope flaring. "You nmean no one will know what | just said, if you
don't tell thenf"
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"I would not presune to report on the private words of a consort. Surely you have
excel l ent reason for your utter --
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ances.
She snmiled. "I guess you couldn't tell himanything he doesn't already know " Apparently
the man did not realize the significance of the |obotony reference. What a relief! "But I['"mreally
not trying to trick you. I'mjust telling you that | have a different perspective. I'mreally not
the Enmper -- or's mistress; it's just atitle he put on ne so he has a pretext to put ne here."
"But he introduced you as -- "
“"Yes. But it's not real. | guess he wanted you to think you rated higher than you do. But
Rrllo, 1'd sure like to make good even though it's hardly possible. If you' d just help ne alittle

bit, maybe we can both cone out ahead.™

He is inpressed by your directness. He is inclined to trust you.

"Let me tell you then wha | assuned you knew," Rrllo said. "This planet is a retirenent
community for officers of the Enpire. As such, it is elite, and we receive excellent care. There
is no poverty or crime. But sone of us feel that we were retired too soon, and that we could have
given further years of service to the Enpire, and maintained the associ ated perquisites. Instead

we have been di splaced by younger, rel -- atively inexperienced officers. Are you surprised that
we feel a certain dissatisfaction?"

Col ene shook her head, perplexed. "Wy retire you if you're still doing well?"

"This is our question. W feel the policy is msguided, particularly since genetic
deficiencies are appearing nore fre -- quently in follow ng generations. In all candor, we fee

that those who replace us lack, as a whole, the ability we have, even after allow ng for the
difference in experience."

"And | guess it wouldn't do rmuch good just to say that to Ddwng."

"I't has been said to himalready."

"And he responded by sending ne."

"This is the case.”

Tr ue.

Col ene pondered for about forty seconds. "Maybe it's his way of changing his mnd. If |
suggest sonething he' s ready
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to do anyway, then he can say he's doing it for ne, and no one will think he's w shy-

washy. "

"Ch, he does not w sh to wash anything hinself!"

Col ene paused, realizing that she had slipped another col -- |oquialismpast the
translator. "I nmean that he's given to changing his mnd readily.’

Rrllo smiled. "He is not given to that."

"See, |'m about as unusual a consort as he could have, when you get right down to it. |
m ght cone up with sone -- thing pretty wacky, because |I'mfromout of town. Rather than neke it
seem that he sent an unqualified consort, he mght just agree to what | suggest. So naybe what you
need to do is to tell me what to suggest, and nmaybe it'll happen.”

Rrllo stared at her. "You are a nbst unusual young woman."
"I guess | am But why don't we try it? Because suddenly this nakes sense of things. That
he knows what he's doing, and he thinks you have a case. So ny chances and yours aren't nearly as

renote as we figured -- if we play it right."
You have surprised him He has decided to go along with you
"As it happens, we do have a proposal, if the Enperor does not find it insulting."

"I have a feeling he knows what it is, and that he's ready to do it." She was coming to a
better appreciation of Ddwng's subtlety. The man was a cunni ng and unscrupul ous custoner, but what
he did nade sense. She only hoped that he had underestimated her nore than she had underesti mated
him It was an excruciatingly dangerous ganme she was pl ayi ng.

"It is this: we would like to bring our expertise back into play. W would like to be
designated advisers in our spe -- cialities -- which cover the ganut of those necessary to the
operation of the Enpire -- and consulted when there are prob -- lenms which the younger officers
m ght have difficulty with."

"To pull things out when they bungle."

“I would not have put it that way."

"You're not an alien teenage pseudo-consort."

He smled. "Indeed | amnot."
"Let's try it! Set ne up with the detail and the argunents I'll need, and make sure | have
it straight, and I'Il tell him
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as if it's my own idea. If we're right, he'll choose to believe that. W have today and
tomorrow. |Is that enough tinme?" "It should be, as our desire is straightforward." They got to it,
with a growi ng conviction that this was indeed what she had been sent here to do. Colene net a
nunber of the other officers in person and by wall video, and rehearsed the argunents as carefully
as she had done the pro -- tocol of the ball. When the tine canme, she would be ready.

I T happened as expected. It had obviously been cho -- reographed as precisely as the
ritual of the dance. Planet Kyvrn was officially designated as an Advisory Resource, and the
resi dents were presumably encouraged and woul d feel nore positive henceforth.

"You did so well!" Mare said enthusiastically as she gave Col ene a massage. Her hands were
so gentle and proficient that the lingering tension just faded away. Col ene could ap -- preciate
how Dari us, subjected to such treatnent, could -- but she shoved that hastily out of m nd. She

understood, but there was a tight knot of enotions that would have to be picked apart at another
tinme.

She returned to the recent exhilaration of the successful nission. So Ddwng had programed
it to succeed; so it still had been fun. He had used her in a harmess way to justify his change
of policy.

But somet hi ng nagged, and her norbid aspect kept trying to sniff it out. She had never
been one to accept things with -- out question, especially when they were nice. She was al ways |
alert for the wormin the apple, and she liked to fathomthe whole worm Wich rem nded her of two
things: the question about what it was better to find in an apple one was eating:

a whole wormor half a worn®? Where was the other half of the worn? She had once nade a
friend sick at lunch with that one. The other thing was a bit of verse her grandnother had told
her once, and Colene's beady little mental eye for the grotesque had fixed on it instantly. The
verse was about a coll ege professor who tended to transpose the first letters of words when he got
excited. Once he had the unpleasant task of inform ng a prom nent wonan that she had taken the
wrong pew in church: "Mardon nme, padam but you are spitting in the wong stew. Please let ne sew
you to another
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sheet." But the one about the worm was what Col ene was after now. The prof was baw i ng out
a bad student. "You have hissed three of ny nystery lectures. In fact you have tasted the whol e
worm " WVell, when the wormwas sone subtle flaw in a person's understanding, it was indeed better
to taste the whol e thing.

Why had Ddwng used her for this task? Surely he could have used any beautiful, stupid
consort for this purpose. The answer was reasonably plain: he was studying Col ene, be -- cause if
she was crazy underneath, and it was a genetic de -- fect, he didn't want those genes in the DoOon
gene pool. But if he was studying her, did it make sense to turn her | oose unsupervised? Surely he
woul d want to have his nmachines taking her stats all the tinme, especially when she thought she was
unobser ved.

So had Rrllo been lying to her when he said he wouldn't report on her indiscretion? No,
because Seqgiro had found the nman true. But why should Rrllo report? He was just another actor in
the play. There would be a nmonitor on Col ene, maybe

one Rrllo didn't know about, so Seqgiro couldn't get it from his m nd.

But there couldn't be a canera follow ng her around! So how could it be done?

"WIl there be anything else?" Mare inquired, having conpleted the rubdown. She spoke
through the translation ball, as always.

"No thanks," Colene replied automatically. "I'lIl just lie here and sag for a while."

Mare | et her be. Then an al nost tangible light bulb flashed. The translation ball! She had
worn a special one at the planet. That was the recorder.

So Ddwng knew what she had said, including the bit about |obotony. He would know that no
one had nentioned this to her. So he would have a direct question to ask her, and if she didn't
have a direct answer, she might face that |obotony sooner than she had figured. That would ruin
her plan for escape, not to nmention her life.

Onh sweet Jesus! she thought. How am | going to get out of this one?

You will have to deceive himwith a half-truth, Seqiro re -- plied.
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She realized it was true. She couldn't tell Ddwng about Seqgiro; that would ruin everything
and get the horse de -- stroyed. She couldn't claimit was a | ucky guess; he would never buy that.

She mulled it over, and finally canme to sonething she hoped woul d work.

SURE enough, on the way back to Earth Ddwng had dinner with her, and after the anenities
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he put it to her di -- rectly. "You surprised me, Colene. | may have underesti -- nmated you. How
did you know about the | obotony?"

"I"'mtelepathic,” she replied without hesitation. That was the half-lie, flat out.

He gazed at her. "W regard such clainms as without sub -- stance.”

"Yes. That's why you had so nuch trouble with the non -- ster of Yils. You just couldn't
believe it was possible to stun soneone by pure nental force."

"Darius is telepathic too?"

"Not exactly. He can receive and rebroadcast enotion, w thout being affected. He's nore

like a catalyst. So the non -- ster couldn't mnd-blast him As you expected."

"You are evidently well nmatched to Darius."

"I evidently am H's mind, ny mind -- | think it's going to be fun, when we finally get
toget her and explore the inter -- actions.”

"What am | thinking now?"

She shook her head. "It's not that sinple, Ddwng. It's not |ike watching a programon the
wall. Your mind is all guarded and conplicated. You have to be unguarded and have a very strong

t hought, and even then | don't necessarily get it. The | obotony was so strong, and related to ne
so directly, that | picked it up. It was when we were eating, and you told nme the three things you
wanted of me -- to be your consort, and such. | thought it was sex, but it was |obotony. After
that | decided to agree to your three things. You didn't wonder what changed ny m nd?"

"I did wonder."

He is concluding that it is true.

"Well, new you know. The only other thing | got was
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about genetics. But that wasn't clear. Wiat do genetics have to do with nme?"

Now he believes he knows what you have been hiding fromhim Your know edge of some of his
pl ans.

"Qur gene pool is too linmted. W have achi eved perfect health and uniformty, but al ong
with the liabilities of genetic diversity, we elimnated some of the strengths. You nay have genes
we can use."

"So you're going to breed ne like an animal -- " She broke off, fixing himwith a
carefully rehearsed stare. "Surgery! You intend to take ny ovaries!"

"So you did receive that thought."

"How could | miss it! You nonster! You told nme that you would let us go if we got you the
Chi p!"

Ddwng lifted his hands in a gesture of conciliation. "I will do that. If we achieve the
other realities, there will be many gene sources, and you will be superfluous. It is only if we
fail that we shall have to take whatever offers.”

"Don't take this personally, Ddwng, but sonetines you renind me of a sliny tapeworm You
don't care whose guts you destroy, so long as you get yours."

He smiled. "I see we understand each other."
And it seened that her ploy had worked. She had shown the correct anbunt of perception and
outrage, and he be -- lieved that she could read his mind -- in sonetinme glinpses. He would

probably stay clear of her now But she would have to watch her step nost carefully from here on
if she expected to survive and to save her friends. This was no part-tine hood she was facing off;
Ddwng was deadly danger ous.

THEY travel ed back to Earth, which was a great relief. This super-science stuff was al
right, but Colene felt nost confortable with Earth, even in its nultiple alternate reali -- ties.
The five anchors of the Virtual Mdde seened to be on Earth, so that all the anchor fol k were human
or familiar aninmal, though the underlying rules of the universe nmight shift. If Darius made it
back, and they set foot on the Virtual Mbde, and if her plan worked -- but she refused even to
think of that, |est she sonehow give it away. She could afford to make no nore mi st akes.

The first thing she did on Earth was hold comrunion with

292 Pl ERS ANTHONY

Seqiro. Now she knew better than to vocalize or subvocalize;

pure thought was the only way, and that with circunspection, so that there was no outward
hi nt about where her mind really was. In fact, she nade sure to have sonething account for her

enotional reactions, as a cover. In this case another vi -- olent entertainment program DoCon
tastes seened to be simlar to | owbrow Anerican, which didn't say nuch for their inproved
geneti cs.

Seqgiro! I'mso glad to be close to you again!

It is wonderful, he agreed. H s thought cane in far nore clearly, now that they were
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cl ose.

It was |ike a bad connection, there in the region of Kyvm | could barely receive you.

Recei ve ne? There was no contact there.

She was startled. But there was! You gave ne key readings on the reactions of others.
needed t hose.

W | ost contact when you left Earth. | reverted to unintel -- ligent animal level. | am
restored only now, with your con -- tact.

Sonet hi ng was wong. But | read you

There was no contact between us. The conviction was

absol ute.

Al that key support fromhim-- had it been only her inmaginati on? Then how had she picked
up the attitudes of Rrllo? You mean -- | really did read a mnd nysel f?

This seens to have been the case. You have been | earning fromne during our contact,
gai ning sone of my mental abil -- ity just as | gain sonme of yours.

So her half-truth had been a three-quarter truth! An awe -- some new horizon was opening
to her.

Col ene gazed at the stupid programon the wall, her mnd reeling. What a devel opnent this
was!

r- CHAPTER 12

DECI SI ON

TMARI US wat ched the constellation which included -- Earth's sun approach with m xed

feelings. He had acconplished his m ssion and agreed to give the Enperor the Chip. H s choice had
been between Col ene and the welfare of the other realities. He had chosen selfishly. He was not
proud. But it was done, and now he would carry through

It was the ninth day of their residence in this Mde. To -- norrow was Ddwng' s deadl i ne,
and their probable venture back into the Virtual Mde. Darius knew the way back to his own Mdde.
What woul d happen there? He woul d have to see Ddwng safely there, and ask the Cyng of Pwer to give
the man the Chip. Then what? Wuld Pwer do it?

Darius feared he woul d. Because Ddwng would bring a pain dial and use it on him I|f that
did not work in that Mdde, sonething el se would. Ddwng was a hard man

“You are pensive," Pussy said via the translation ball. "How may | nmake you feel better?"

"I fear there is no way."

This time she did not offer himsex or a massage. Only her unadorned synpathy. That turned
out to be about as effective as anyt hing.

Al too soon they were there. The FTL Flay took up orbit around Earth, and nade ready for
t he exchange of captains. "It has been a pleasure to serve you, sir," Jjle said formally.
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"You made it easy," Darius said. "I hope you have plea -- sure in the next mission." Then
he bid parting to his Felines, shaking hands with Tom and Cat and ki ssing Pussy. "There were
aspects of ny mission | did not appreciate. But you were a delight. | amsorry to | eave you."

They did not respond, for he had neither questioned themnor given thema directive. He
knew t hat they woul d serve the next captain as loyally as they had him if the nan did not have
his own set of nulls. Sentinentality was wasted here. Nevertheless, he felt it.

Then he saw a tear in Pussy's eye. That heartened him Her enption was surely transient,
but it was there.

He stepped into the transporter cubicle with Provos, and out again in the Enperor's pal ace
on Earth. An Ovine neuter was there to guide themto their chanber for the night.

But when he got there, he discovered that it was occupi ed. There were three Equi nes,
| ooki ng very nmuch like his Felines but with their heads shaped to suggest those of horses. They
evidently cane with the suite.

Then he renmenbered sonething. Col ene was served by Equines. Could it be?

"Whom do you serve?" he asked the neuter, who woul d be Horse.

"W serve Col ene, who has directed us to make you com-- fortable until she returns.”

This seened too good to be true. Ddwng was allowing themto be together? "Were is she
now?"

"Dining with the Enperor, as she normally does."

Was Ddwng taking nore of an interest in Colene than in business? Darius felt a tinge of
jeal ousy, but a larger tinge of satisfaction. Col ene knew her own m nd, once she nade it up, and
she wouldn't hesitate to use any influence she had. She woul d have nore influence on Ddwng t han
the Enmperor realized, if he wasn't careful, and she would use it to make hi m do what she wanted.
She wanted to return to the Virtual Mdde and travel with him Darius. He was sure of this.
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Maybe she had even used that influence to prevail on Ddwng to let the two of them be
together this night. She could have hinted that she would make sure that Darius did not change his
m nd about giving Ddwng the Chip. Ddwng | al so m ght suppose that there would be key dial ogue
bet ween |
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them which his sensors would pick up, which would reveal any potential treachery.

Well, there would be no treachery. Darius had given his word, and he would honor it. Mybe
Col ene expected himto do sonething foolish or deceitful, but he would not. He was betraying the
realities, but not his nature. He hoped Col ene woul d never know why.

What, then, was he to do this night? He did not want to be close to her before they could
di scuss things and cone to sone understandi ng, and he had no intention of discussing anything with
her in this Mde.

"Pl ease show us to our separate chanbers," Proves said to the nulls. "W shall eat after
we are established."

There was the answer. Provos renenbered what was to happen

Mare showed Provos to one chanber, and Stallion showed Darius to another. He saw that a
bed had been set up; they were ready for the guests. He used the toilet chanber, checked hinself
inthe mirror, and returned to the main chanber.

Horse had already set up the table with the neal of the day. Provos reappeared, and they
sat down opposite each other, as they had regularly while on the ship. Darius didn't notice what
he ate, being preoccupied by his thoughts.

They were, oddly, not of Colene at the nonent, but of Provos. He had travel ed for sone
time with this odd woman, and still hardly knew her. She had sel dom spoken to himrecently,
mai nt ai ni ng her disapproval of his decision. He hadn't faulted her for that; he did not like it
hi nsel f. But would she have | et Col ene be destroyed?

Well, her menmory of the future was surely short now, be -- cause she could not remenber
across realities, and tonorrow they woul d resune those crossings. He could only hope that sone
agency other than his own prevented Ddwng fromget -- ting what he wanted.

Stallion departed. "He is going to fetch Colene; it is tine," Horse explained. Like Cat,
the neuter was the intelligent one. Darius nodded.

Col ene returned. She was an absolute vision of beauty, in a pale blue gown and di adem
Darius caught his breath, un -- able to speak. He had never seen her l|ike this!
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Her gaze fixed inmmediately on him O course she was not surprised; she had known he was
com ng. "What, no Pussy?" she inquired with nock wonder. He noted with odd surprise that her words
cane fromher rather than fromthe translation ball. "Take Mare for the night."

"I would be with her as | was with you," he said with hurt dignity. "But w thout the

| ove. "

She | ooked at himfor a noment nore. Then her face crunpled. "Ch, Darius, I'msorry!" she
cried, and flung herself at him He barely had tine to rise fromhis chair before she collided,
bearing himback against the wall. "I love you, | love you, |I love you!" she wailed through her
tears, into his shoul der, destroying the careful makeup Mare nust have appli ed.

He westled her around until her head came up. Then he kissed her. "I love you," he said.

"l would do anything just to be with you!"

"Yes." That was what they had done, betraying the real -- ities.

"Please -- be with ne tonight.”

He tried to say no, and could not. Hi s separate chanber woul d not be used.

But when they were together, he renenbered how young she was. In his culture a woman was
ol d enough when her body indicated she was ready, and by that token Col ene was legitimate. But in
hers there was a set age of consent, and she was below it. They were not in her Mde now, but her
val ues were of it, and it would be wong to presunme on her innocence. \Wat could she knew of the
reality of sexual in -- dulgence, however pleasurable it m ght be?

Al so, he knew that everything they did was bei ng watched and recorded; the walls were
eyes. He had no shane in sexual expression, but with Colene, with love, the first tine, there
shoul d be privacy. He could not explain this to her, because she did not know the true ways of the
DoCOon.

Meanwhi | e she stripped naked for him He demurred. "Not yet," he said. He also refused to
take her as a gift from Ddwng. Wien this terrible business was done, and they were safely in his
Mode, then it would be all right.

"And what of Pussy?" she denanded with nercurial tem-- per
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"I will be with you as | was with her." He enmbraced her, and did nothing nore, though his
desire was mani f est.

"Damm you!" she whi spered.

"I will not say it would not have been otherw se, had you not appeared when you did," he

confessed. "After that, | thought only of you."

She lifted her head. "Really? You really didn't do it? Be -- cause of me?'' "VYes."

She paused a nmonment, as if listening to a distant voice. "Yes, it really was that way,
wasn't it! | amso sorry | doubted. Well, it's me now. "

"Yes. That is enough.”

"I't's enough," she agreed. "Well, alnost; you were na -- ked with her. So get naked with
me. "

Dari us sighed, not annoyed, and renoved his own cloth -- ing. H's body was aroused, and he

did not try to conceal this fromher. She wanted to know whet her he desired her, and this was
answer enough. But his desire was matched by his discipline.

Col ene gazed at himwi th evident satisfaction. Then she planted herself against him her
breasts and thi ghs pressing close.

He knew what she was doing. The little vixen was tenpt -- ing him as she had before, but
nmore directly. Well, she could excite him but she could not make himforget his resolve. He
closed his arnms around her and stroked her sleek back, and did no nore. He was perversely glad she
was doing this, because it was her way.

So it was that they slept, enbraced, remnaining chaste in their fashion, as they had when
in her Mode. The odd thing was that she seened pl eased rather than rejected. Wiy woul d she offer
her body to a man and be happy when he seened to | ack the gunption to use it?

NEXT day they gathered in the chanber of the pal ace where the anchor was. Col ene stood
besi de her huge stallion, whom she had naned Seqiro, her hand on his nose to guide him Darius was
becom ng increasingly curious about that animl, who seenmed to be nore than ordinary, but he would
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not inquire where Ddwng could listen, which nmeant any -- where in this Mde. Proves was as
usual inpassive.

Ddwng was somet hing el se. The nan was solidly garbed in an all-terrain suit with many ful
pockets and assorted de -- vices whose purposes were obscure. He used a personal shield, which
didn't show but nmade himinpossible to touch with any velocity, and carried a special pain dial
"So that we may best understand each other," he said, "I shall nmake a small denonstration." He
touched the dial, and the pain coursed through Darius, at about the second | evel. He saw Col ene
stiffen, and Proves, and even the horse twitched his skin as if flies were stinging it. It was
tuned to themall.

Ddwng touched the dial again, and the pain abated. "I believe this will operate throughout
the Virtual Mode, as will ny shield. | trust Darius, but | do not trust the rest of you, or the
horse who is responsive to Col ene. Shoul d anything happen to nme, the dial will automatically |ock
on maximum It will respond only to, ne."

"You made your point," Colene said. "You don't trust us, but you have pronmised to | et us
go once you have the Chip."

Ddwng nodded. "Once | have the Chip."

Dari us doubted that the pain dial would be effective across the boundaries, but that
didn't matter. It was his word which bound him not any threat to his body.

“You understand," Darius said, "that you and the anchor are linked. You will be able to
consunme only food you carry with you fromthe anchor Mde; other food will do you no good. You
will not be able to transport any object or sub -- stance that is part of a foreign Mdde across
t he boundaries of the Mdes, and anything fromyour Mde that you | eave behind will remain in the
Mode where you set it. So you nust have all the supplies you will require for a journey of severa
days. "

"I discovered these things when | laid out the paths," Ddwng said. "I used nmachines to
facilitate nmy work, but | had to be in contact with those nachines at all tines or they would not
cross the boundaries. | could not assign the work to any other person, or to a robot."

" Robot ?"

"Conputeri zed machi ne,” Colene put in. "Golem to you."
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"Yes, | thought you understood," Darius said to Ddwng. "But | have undertaken to gui de you
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safely to ny Mode, and | need to be sure you understand the nature of the inherent threats to you
You nust al so be cautious about stepping across the boundaries in sone sections; there nmay be
rough terrain, or predators, or traps set. W shall have to proceed extrenely cautiously when
approaching the pit, the region of several realities that has been mned. W can not cross it
safely, but we should be able to go around it. So if | tell you to do sonething, do not take
oflense; it may be an ener -- gency."

"I ama realist," Ddwng said. "You are the | eader for this excursion."

"One other thing you need to know, in case we becone separated: how to tune in on the nost

direct path. Since any -- one who gets isolated fromthe group will have no way but this to rejoin
the group, by converging on a common destiny, we all nust be able to do if." Darius glanced at
Col ene, realizing sonething. "The horse -- he is from another anchor? He can cross boundaries

wi t hout having to be in contact with you? You will neverthel ess have to guide him and not let him
get lost."

"Yes, | won't let Seqgiro get lost," Colene agreed. "And warn me |long before we step into
any pit! |1 don't want to have to haul himout!"

Even Ddwng smiled briefly. "I wondered whether you would raise this matter. It was evident
that none of you were traveling randomy. How do | tune in? | was aware of no path before; | laid

out ny paths only geonetrically, to intercept those who crossed the blank realities. This is not a
physi cal thing?"

"It is a mental thing," Darius said. "In your Mbdde you do not enploy magi cal or nenta
mechani snms. Magi c sinply does not operate; | experinented and verified this. | assumed that the
sanme applied to the nmental conponent, but discov -- ered that it did not. The nonster was sinply a

human child with a freak mental talent. It may be that your people have had this ability bred out
of them but that they can recover it with effort and training."
"We shall try to broaden our gene pool with this in nind," Ddwng said.
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Dari us knew how serious that was. Had it not been for that reproductive threat against
Col ene, his decision mght have been different. "So for your own security, you need to be able to
use your mind this way. You need to be able to feel the route. |I'mnot sure how you can do this,
except by trying to blank your mind to other things, until you devel op a subtle awareness of
direction."

Ddwng considered. "And if | can not?"

Darius shrugged. "You will be dependent on the rest of us to guide you. Should | suffer an
acci dent, Proves or Col ene can continue."

Ddwng gl anced at the other two. Proves seemed uninter -- ested; her future was bl ank at
the nmonent. Col ene was | ean -- ing against her horse, also seem ng unconcerned, which probably
meant the opposite. "I prefer to naster this now "

"That could take forever!" Col ene protested. "Wy don't you practice it on the way?"

That only set Ddwng nore firmy. "W shall wait here until | succeed."

Col ene nade a face. "Suit yourself, Enmperor."

Ddwng stood at the anchor and cl osed his eyes. "Noth -- ing," he reported after a nonent.

"You are used to maeki ng demands which others must re -- ceive," Darius said. "For this you

need to be receptive. | amnot sure howto guide you in this. Perhaps it would be better to wait --

"I may be getting it,'
thought. I -- "

He | ooked surprised. Then the universe turned.

Not quite literally. The land seened to tilt, yet it was |level. But the pal ace chanber
tilted, sinking down, and Ddwng with it, while the rest of themremained as they were. The Em --
peror | ooked surprised but helpless to stop it.

Proves lurched into Darius, bearing himback toward Col -- ene and the horse. Hold on

He grabbed onto the harness on the horse's body. The horse was a confortingly stable
object right now, while the rest of everything slowy went skew. Ddwng and his chanber sank al
the way out of sight, and another floor or ground |evel descended. This level was a tree-filled
| andscape. Its trees tilted with it, seem ngly unaffected.
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Darius stared, his eyes unfocused. The forest was passing through the plane the three of
them and the horse stood on, but there was no physical contact. Above it cane a setting of |esser

Ddwng said. "Sonething very faint, a distant thought -- a strong
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pl ants and shrubs, no trees. That entire setting swung through undi sturbed.

Anot her scene swung down. This was a barren desert sim-- ilar to the one they had crossed
comng to this anchor. Wat was happeni ng?

Ddwng freed his anchor

It was not a voice but a thought. It felt Iike Col ene. The desert swung down, gaining
vel ocity. Another desert replaced it, and another

He tried to speak, but sonmehow could not. There was no air, but he was not gasping. He
seenmed to be in suspended

ani mati on, though he could nove. Anchor? Ddwng woul dn't do that!

Seqiro took over his mnd and nmade hi mdecide to free the anchor

The horse? Darius stared at the nore rapidly noving scenes, which were now sliding through
at a blurring rate.

Seqiro is telepathic. He has linked us. | didn 't tell you before, because we had to foo
Ddwng. We caught him by surprise when he opened his mnd, and before he knewit he had freed the
anchor, and he's gone. Now we have to find another, so he can't connect up again.

A tel epathic horse? Darius had never suspected such a thing! A thought from outside had
made t he Enperor do what only he could do, and release his anchor, cutting his Mdde free of the
Virtual Mde? Darius had honestly intended to deliver on his commtnent to Ddwng, despite his
detestation of the necessity. But now, astonishingly --

Yes. It was the only way. | planned it, but 1 couldn'? tell you or anyone. Seqiro tuned in
on your mind, so | know how you | ove ne. He says you have a marvel ously straightforward and honest
mnd, no trouble at all to relate to. It was won -- derful sleeping in your love |ast night. But I

couldn't tell you, because --

Because he woul d not have broken his word to Ddwng. Col ene had intended all along to do
this. Yet she had pleaded with himto cooperate with Ddwng!

/ lied. To fool Ddwng.
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She had lied -- to themall.

/ had to do it! It was the only way!

She had practiced deliberate deception. She had broken her given word. In the process she
had rendered his pl edge voi d.

Ch- oh.

How coul d he | ove a di shonest wonan?

The chaos turning around themshifted its nature. There was sound now, as if the Modes
t hensel ves were hunming. It was nusic, but neither pleasant nor innocent.

The passing Mbdes were fornming a new pattern in their |arger perspective. |Instead of
resenbli ng sonme changing Earthly | andscape, with nountains lifting and sinking |ike ragged waves,
t hey becanme geonetrical. Three-dinmensional crystalline outlines forned, changing their
configurations in odd ways. Lines and balls passed through, strung in endl ess spirals. Light

flared in divergent colors, each color incon -- stant, becomng a nucleus for |esser flares, and
| esser yet, and on. Well-defined shapes became cl oudy, dissolving into other well-defined shapes;
the cloudiness was only in the in -- ability of the observer to fathomthe nuances.

Fractals! It was Col ene's amazed realization

There canme a shape like a hairy bug, growing rapidly larger, with fire playing about its
fringe. Wthin that fire | ooned expanding curlicues, and within them spiderweblike structures
linked to each other by smaller webs, and within those patterns form ng seem ng tunnels to
infinity.

The change was slowing, as if the final orientation was conming into alignment. The new
anchor was being set.

Then the whirling Mddes abruptly firmed. They cane to a sudden stop, with no physica
impact. It was as if the Mode on which the four of them stood had been still, and the rest of all
the uni verse had stopped their notion

They stood at the verge of a strange stone cliff overlooking a heaving sea. Into the face
of the cliff were set two enornous red roses. Before themwas a young worman in a red dress. A
stiff sea breeze was bl owing her thick black hair to the side. Beyond her was a green valley, and
beyond that a hill on which perched a stone castle.

The weird music was stronger now, not |oud but penetrat --
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ing to the gray matter of their bones and the marrow of their mnds.

The girl seened as startled to see themas they were to see her. Darius knew that they had
just connected with a new anchor Mde, and that she was the anchor person. But the young wonan had
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no prior experience with Virtual Mdes Jo her, the three of them and the horse had just appeared
from nowhere.

She is Nona, Col ene's thought canme. Hello. Nona. W are friends.

Dari us hoped that was the case.
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