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Chapter 1. Chanddlle

"Remember, the redtor warned us the keycard can only be used once," Chandelle reminded him. "Don't
let that door close beforewereinsde.” They had been married forty years, but she still felt compelled to
remind him of details.

"Okay," Penn agreed. He opened the door and they stepped into the house.

It was beautiful. They stood in the living room, gazing at the carpeted floor, the picture window &t the
Side, acouch, chairs, and alargetelevision st.

"It redlyis furnished," she exclamed, surprised.
Penn nodded. "The ad did say it was. But | assumed it would be token, or junky. Thisisal new."

"l hope we can afford it." She paused, then added: "Assuming we want it." But the truth was that she
liked it dready. It wasin the right location and the neighborhood was good. Unless there was something
dragticaly wrong with the house, it would do for their summer.

"The ad said one month'srent free," he reminded her. "If the second month turns out to be exorbitant,
we can move out. | wonder why the other prospects turned it down? It couldn't have been the price, if
they didn't even know it."

"Evenif the price wastoo high, that free month should have made them stay that long," she agreed.

"And why wouldn't Ms. Dunbar comewith us?' he asked rhetorically. "Redltors dways show the
houses. They want to clinchthe sde.”

"She said the proprietor |eft strict orders,” Chandelle said. " Prospects have to look at it lone. Maybe
the owner doesn't want any sales pressure.”

"Y ou know what? Were gdling. We're afraid something's wrong with it, o we're standing heretelling
each other what we aready know, instead of checking out the house.”

She nodded. "Y es, we are. We had better go ahead and discover the reason this remains open, so at
least well know."

They moved through the living room to the adjacent small dining room, and the kitchen beyond.
Chandelle stood in the center and turned dowly around, while Penn opened the door to the garage and
went in. "Hey, there are tools here—and bicycles" he exclaimed. "Mountain bikes. The prior renter
didn't clean out dl hisstuft.”

"Therewas no prior renter, dear,” she said, reminding him again. "Nobody wanted to rent.”

"Then the owner is storing stuff here,” he muttered.



Was he’? Chandelle checked under the gleaming kitchen sink. Sure enough, it was equipped with a
qudity garbage disposal unit. She pulled open adrawer. Therewas silverwarein it, neatly sorted, of
good quality. She opened a cupboard. There were assorted canned goods. She went to the freezer. It
was well stocked with frozen foods. She recognized the brand names: al top quality, the kind she
favored. All unused, with current "sell-by" dates. This could not be an accident. " The rent must be
agronomica," she bregthed. "If dl thisis part of the furnishings”

Penn came back into the kitchen, shaking his head. "Those tools have not been used. It's asif the owner
st it up to please himsdlf, then changed his mind. And those bikes—brand new, lightweight, in perfect
working order. Not cheap equipment. He couldn't have forgotten those.”

"Thekitchen is completely stocked," she said. "Food included. Even afurnished house does not include
that."

"With food?' He opened the refrigerator door. There was ajug of milk, acan of fruit juice, a head of
lettuce, packages of cheese, and assorted other items. ""We could make sandwiches right here. This has
al themakingsl like"

"Yes, and there'saloaf of bread in the breadbox,” she agreed. "Fresh today, the kind we prefer. So we
know it isn't accidental. The owner must redlly want to rent this house.”

"Maybe when the others turned it down, he decided to make it more appealing. But it's a nice enough
house regardless. Why would anybody turn it down, without even taking the free month?"

They kept coming back to that. She was as mystified as he. She went to the stairway to check the
bedrooms, while he went out the back door.

She paused at the base of the stairway. Therewas a smadl picture, or plague, on thewall. On it was
inscribed asmplecircle. Did it have a purpose? She would haveto call it to Penn's attention. She went
on up the gairs.

She was hardly surprised to find the master bedroom set up, its bed negtly made, the top sheet turned in
the manner of ahotel room setup. She checked the closets: sure enough, there were suitsin one, dresses
in the other. Therewas linen in the linen closet, and socks and underwear in drawers.

On anidlefancy, shetook down ahanging dress and tried it on over her own. It fit her aimost perfectly.
Shetied the sash and buttoned the blouse, then tugged the hem Straight. She walked to the master
bathroom and looked in itswall-sized mirror. Y es, wereit not for the lumpiness caused by the clothing
benesath, thiswould be a perfectly useful and attractive dress. Certainly as good astherack items she
normally bought.

She returned to the closet and looked below. There were shoes: men's under the suits, ladies under the
dresses. Could they possibly fit? They looked asif they might. Y et shoe Szing was a persond thing;
every foot was different. A perfect fit was unlikely to be by chance.

Thiswas getting scary. Coincidence could hardly account for it. Someone wanted the two of them here.
She was beginning to appreciate why the other prospects had been scared away. Thiswas too much
like the spider inviting thefly into its parlor.

Then she became aware of anoise. It was ameasured begting or pounding, as in someone banging
agang awall.

Suddenly she was frightened. Penn! Where was he?



She ran down the stairs to the kitchen. The sound was coming from the back door. She hurried to open
it.

There stood Penn, looking abashed. "Honey, come out here amoment,” he said. "But prop open that
door."

"Whatever for? We don't want to let the bugsin. And why didn't you just come back in yourself? Did
the door lock?"

"Not exactly. Just come out."

She hauled akitchen chair across and propped the door open. Then she stepped outside. And stood
amazed.

She faced what |ooked like an endlessforest. Large old trees were everywhere, extending asfar as she
could see. "But thisisin the middle of the city,” she protested somewhat inandly. "The back yardcan't be
thishig."

"Now turn around,” he said tightly.

Obediently, sheturned. And gasped. The house was gone. There was only a boulder there—withthe
propped-open door in it. Beyond it she could see the forest, extending endlesdy, in dl directions.

"| walked dl theway around that rock," Penn said. "There's nothing but forest here.”
"But—but it'satwo-story house. It can't possibly fit ingde that stone. And the city—where'sthe city?'

"Now we know why the other prospects turned it down," he said. "I'm just glad | had the wit to pound
on that rock."

"I'm glad too," she said weakly. "Penn, there is something very strange here.”
Hemadeadroll face. "Y ou'retdling me?'

"Upgtairs, the bed'smade. Thereislinen, and clothing. In fact"—she paused, redlizing that she was till
wearing the dress she had been trying on—"thereisalot of clothing. | tried on adress.”

"Andit fits" he sad, recognizing the unfamiliarity of the outfit.
"Maybe we should go in and try on the shoes," she said.
"Maybewe should." He knew aswell as she did that shoes were highly individua.

They entered the boulder, which was the house. Inside, Penn paused to poke his head back out, while
holding one hand up ingde, verifying that the house waslarger ingde than out. "'l can see out,” he
reported, "but not in. Theré's no window on the outside.” He wiggled hisfingersinsgde. Then he
reversed, looking out the door window whilewiggling hisfingers outside. They showed clearly. He
shook his head, bemused.

Chandelle knew Penn would never rest until he fathomed that mystery, aswell asthat of the forest itsdlf.
But right now he was working on her mystery, and in amoment he moved clear, removed the chair, and
carefully closed the door.

They went upstairs to the bedroom. Then she took a pair of ladies shoes, and hetook apair of men's
shoes, and they sat beside each other on the bed and tried them on.



They fit. Chandelle didn't know whether to fed satisfied or darmed. "How can thisbe?"

"Itispossible” Penn said. "Maybe we were targeted. Maybe they wanted healthy uncommitted retirees
intheir Sxties. We made an gppointment to come today. These days nothing istruly private. They could
have known our sizes. Isthat darming?'

"Isit?" Shewanted the reassurance of hislogic.

Henodded. "Yes, | think itis. | would rather be anonymous, until | know what's going on. It isevident
that I'm not. Have we plumbed the depth of the strangeness of this Site, or isthere more we need to
know?'

"If itsagpider luring afly, would it show the fly the Strangeness?’

Penn put the shoes carefully back in their places. " This seems entirely too elaborate for anything
unfriendly. Why didn't the spider amply grab the other prospects before they could leave?

"Because the redltor would know, and stop showing the house." Still, she was dlowing herself to be
reassured.

"| think it's selective, but not harmful,” he said. "The proprietor islooking for folkswho find ahouse like
thisgppeding." He glanced a her. "Do wefind it gppeding?’

She consdered. "Thelayout isnice. Thefacilitiesare nice. Thelocationisided. Yes, it isappeding. But
it scaresme.”

"Maybeit's supposed to."
"Supposedto?’
Penn spread his handsin the way he had, to indicate the shaping of a concept. " Suppose, for the sake of

argument, that the proprietor wants a certain type of occupant. One canny enough to recognize the
oddity of the gte, and nervy enough to useit. So stupid or timid agpplicants need not apply.”

"Then he wants you and not me," Chandelle said with a shudder.

"I don't think so. There'sthe houseand the yard. That forest scares me, because | know it'simpossible,
but it fascinates me for the same reason. Just as you caught on to the targeting of the food and clothing,
which frightens yet intrigues you. He wants you too."

"But the house is ordinary. Scary only because of al thethingsit providesthat Scrooge never offers. It's
that forest that'simpossible.”

Penn reconsidered. "Wdll, maybe it wants folks who feel chalenged by theimpossible. But | won't stay
without you. So the house has to make things nice for you, too."

Now Chandelle reconsidered. " Suppose the houseis just as strange as the yard? Only we haven't seen
the imposs ble aspect yet?'

"Then wed better find out. We don't want to make amistake either way."

They went downstairs and poked around more thoroughly. There was a den with acomputer, so Penn
turned it on. Chandelle watched over his shoulder. She had never quite gotten the hang of computers. In
amoment the screen lighted, with a printed message. PLEASE SELECT DESIRED OPTION. Below
wasalist of programs, some of which she recognized.



"Thisis pretty fancy,” Penn said. "It seemsto have a choice of about Six operating systems, and it'svery
fast." He chose one, and it took over the screen.

Shedidn't inquire how he knew its speed. "Can it do | etters?!
"Oh, yes. And it can surf the Internet. And more. Thisistoo big for us; we need ateenager.”

"Well, wewill have oneto entertain. Would thishold LIynn?" LIynn wastheir granddaughter. They had
cometo thiscity in order to be near enough to take her off her family's hands for awhile, because she
was ahandful at fifteen.

"It might, for awhile. But | think shesmore of avideo fresk."

"Next gop," she said, smiling. He shut down the computer. They went to the living room, where she
turned onthe TV <. It cameonto aloca station. She found the remote control and flicked through the
channels. They were endless, and al were quite clear. Thismust be on a superior cable or satellite
service. Some were even foreign language channels. "' Couch potatoes and wild teenswill lovethis” she
sad, turning it off.

Now she noticed that there were bookshelves lining the walls. Shelooked at the books, and saw that a
number of her favorite titles were there. She saw asound system, with asmal library of compact disc
abums. Some of her favorite music wasthere. There were pictures around the room. All of them
appeded to her tagte. "This proprietor isgood," she murmured. "He has done his homework." But this,
too, sent aquiet chill through her. Why should anyone study them so carefully, and offer such a
phenomend house, free?

Penn examined the window. It showed a scene of aweird, alien landscape. "Thisisodd,” he murmured.

Asif they hadn't encountered oddity enough dready. Shejoined him. "It must be a painting behind glass.
A true window would look out on the dull wall of the adjacent building. And no window on Earth would
look out on ascene likethat.”

"But this one does. Try moving back and forth, and you'll see the perspective shift.”
"They have three-dimensond pictures now, holographs, that show perspective.”

"I don't think thisisaholograph.” He went into and rummeaged around in the garage. Hereturned in a
moment with along flashlight. He shined its light through the window. The light passed through the glass
and splashed acrossthe sill, touching the dark earth beyond. A spaghetti-shaped plant turned severd
strandsto catch the light better.

"Point made," shesaid. "That thing isdive and aware.”
"And it doesn't grow on thisworld, | think."

Shefdt achill. "I agree. | think the window is sedled because the air out there isn't breathable. Not by
LBll

"Not by us," he agreed. "It must be a specid animation, but a sophisticated one.” Hegazed at it a
moment more, then glanced down. "What's this?' He indicated a pand beside the window.

"Air conditioning control ?* But it didn't ook likeit. It had numbers 1 through 0, and abar. A tiny screen
showed the number 14.



He touched the key labeled #1. Nothing happened. Then he touched the ACTIVATE bar below. The
number changed to 1. The window scene changed. Now it was adark sky filled with gars. In the
foreground was a great moon. It wasn't Earth’'s moon.

They stood and gazed out, awed by the depth and power of the scene. "1 don't recognize those
congdlations,” Penn said.

"That moon is moving againg the stellar background,” Chandelle pointed out. "Thisiseither a
remarkable animation, or another actua scene.”

"Maybeit'smore cable TV. But then, how to explain that plant we just saw react?"
"Try another setting.”

Hetouched #2, and the bar. A seascape appeared, with the waves surging across the rocksin the
foreground. One large wave came, and its spume spattered againgt the window and did down.

"Thisissomething | shal want to explore farther,” Penn said. He touched #1 and #4, and the bar,
returning the sceneto the origina setting.

"Should we try the other panels?' she asked.
"Other panels?"
"The one beside the back door. And the front door."

"I hadn't noticed." He waked to the back, and she followed. There was the panel she had seen. It was
Set at #6.

Penn touched #7 and the bar. The forest changed. It had been large oak trees; now it waslarge pines.
"I'vejust got to check that," he said.
"I'll guard the door, but don't go out of sight.”

He opened the door and stepped out. She watched him go to the nearest pine tree. He reached out and
touched it. But she dready knew it was redl from the faint, pleasant scent of pine sap and rotting needles
wafting in. Thiswasthe confirmation that the scene redlly had changed. It wasn't just anillusion.

She saw Penntry to rip off apiece of bark, but it ressted his effort. So he bent to pick up somefalen
needles, and came up with nothing. Why was that? He found alow twig and tried to pull somelive
needlesfrom it, but couldn't. He turned and walked back to the house, athoughtful expression on his
face.

"I can't budge anything," he said ashe entered. "I can seeit, fed it, smell it, but not affect it. | dmost
thought that pine bough was swaying dightly in thewind, but | couldnt moveit at al. Not haf aniota”

"l saw. It'sasif you weren't redly there.”
Helaughed. "It'sthere, for sure! But I'm not. I'm aghost.” He turned to the panel, and moved it to #8.

Thistime the forest seemed to be formed of giant ferns, each the size of atree. He shook his head and
touched #9. The landscape became barren rock, with an ugly mountain in the background. #10 brought
ascenethat looked like molten lava



"Turn it back!" Chanddle said, darmed.
He hadtily touched #4 and hit the bar. That was amodern city scene.

"Y ou got the wrong number," Chandelle said nervoudy. But now she wasn't quite sure which wasthe
right one. Hetried #5. That was an ugly plain of brush and tree sumps. He touched #6, and the oak
trees returned.

They stared at each other. "Thisisredly strange,” Penn said.

Chanddlle didn't care to advertise how foolishly armed she had been when they amost lost the origina
Setting. "We had better try the front doorknob,” she said tightly.

Hetilted his head. "Areyou sure youre up to it, dear?"

"l don't dare avoid it. If the front changes too—" She shook her head, not finishing. Thisnice house hed
become frighteningly complicated.

They went to the front. That number was#73. Penn reached dowly for the pand, visibly set himsdf, and
reset it to #74. They peered out the pane.

The city had changed. It remained ametropolis, but the street and buildings across it were different.
"More?" Penn asked.
"Turnit back."

He touched #73, and the familiar street returned. He withdrew from the pandl asif it had become hot.
They retreated to the living room couch and sat down. Penn put his arm around her back, and Chandelle
put her head into his shoulder and cried. It was her way of handling extraordinary tension.

After abit she disengaged, having recovered some of her equilibrium. She dug into her pursefor ahanky
and patted her face. "What do you think it is?'

"Something well beyond anything we know." He looked shaken. " So maybe those are dl images outside,
with enough play to redlly seemred. But | don't think so. | think they're redl. Which meansthishouseis
something redlly specid. Whoever built it has technology weve never seen.”

"But why?' she asked plaintively. "Why do dl this, and just set it out for rent?”
"I'd sure like to know. Oh, would | like to know."

She nerved hersdlf, and spoke. "There's only one way to find out.”

He nodded. "Rent it."

"Do you want to?"

"Honey, | don't want to upset you—"

"Y ou want to rent it. Because we had adedl: one month in the city, with its culture, theway | likeit, and
then amonth in the wilderness, roughing it, the way you've ways dreamed. That'sall available right
here, depending on the door we use. And we have undertaken to take LIynn off her family's handsfor a
while. | think this house will interest her, and that's two-thirds of the battle. Maybe shelll forget to be so
wild."



"Yes | havethefeding that everything we have known in life so far palesinto insgnificance besidethis,
We are being offered a chance to explore—to investigate, perhaps, the universe." He looked at her, the
doubt manifest. "But do you redly want to?"

Shetook adeep breeth. "Definitely. Remember, my name means'Candle.’ It is better to light it, than to
curse the darkness.”

Hekissed her. "l can't say you won't regret this."

"I know. But I'm curioustoo. And the first month'srate isright." She got up and walked to the phone.
As she brought the receiver to her ear, she heard the beeping of automatic diding. A programmed
phone?

"Dunbar Realty, Karen spegking.” It wastheir Redtor.

"Chandelle Green here. We're at the house. We want to rent.”

"Excdlent. | was afraid you wouldn't. But do you mind telling me—"

Chandelle avoided that by interrupting her. "This house has everything! The owner forgot to remove—"

"No. It isstocked for your convenience. Everything thereisfor you to use. Come to the office and well
give you the permanent key."

"Thank you," Chandelle said faintly. "Well beright there." She hung up the phone. "It's done. We just
have to pick up the regular key. And we can use everything.”

"l wonder what we'rein for?' Penn asked rhetoricaly.

"What, indeed!" Her heart was begting rapidly.

Chapter 2: Penn

Penn felt a private thrill of excitement and anxiety asthey used one of their two permanent keycards.
They had made their commitment, for one month, but had they done the right thing? This house wasthe
strangest thing he had ever encountered, and he had been around the world during his days of active
military service. It looked so ordinary on the outside, but it was an dien Structure. That picture, that forest
—what else was there to discover?

Tonight would betheir first here. He wasn't sure he would deep well, and worried about Chandelle. But
they had to do it. They had to establish their temporary residence here, braving the unknown for the
sake of the challengeit offered.

"Yougoonin,” hetold her asthe door opened. "I'll take the car around to the garage, and you can buzz
mein."

She nodded, her lipstight. "Don't belong, dear.”

"No dalying on theway," he agreed, forcing asmile. He did not want her donein that house any more
than she wanted to be alonein it. Not yet.

Hewalked back to the car, got in, and started it. The seat-belt dlarm sounded. That was an indication of
his nervousness, because he aways buckled up before inserting the key. Thistime he had forgotten. He



fastened it, then drove down and around into the short driveway leading to the garage door.

As he approached, the garage door rolled up. Chandelle had wasted no time; he had expected await of
afew seconds while she made her way through the house and into the garage.

He pulled in and parked as the overhead door rolled down behind. He got out, and saw Chandelle at
theinner door.

"Oh, youredready in," shesaid.

Penn paused. "Y ou didn't let mein?'

"No, | just got here. How did you open the door?"

"I didnt. It rolled up as| came near. And down behind me."
"Your key!" sheexclamed. "It sensed it, and it'sautomatic.”
"That must beit," he agreed, relieved.

He unloaded the car while she got busy in the kitchen. They didn't have alot; they had learned to make
do on the move. With this house aswell stocked asit was, they would need even less.

That reminded him of that aspect. Why should the proprietor be so eager to have them stay that he not
only provided amonth's free rent, but also food, clothing, and equipment? Was there some phenomena

liability lurking?

He carried abag up the haf stairs. He noticed alittle plaque on the wall where they merged with the
flight upstairs. It was Smply avertica line, or the number 1. To indicate that thiswasthefirst floor? Ina
two-story house, with basement and no attic? It hardly seemed necessary.

He thought about going outside again, to explore one of the back yard scenes, and decided againgt it.
They had had enough mystery for one day.

Soon enough they had dinner in the dinette alcove. Chandelle had done agood job, as usud. Rich black
bean soup with rice and sdlad. And asmall glass of wine. That was another signa of her nervousness.
They werelight drinkers, but it did tend to steady her nerves.

Heraised hisglass. "To agreat experience,” he said. She matched him. "To an enjoyable summer." After
dinner he set things up the way they liked them, with their popular magazines to read while they watched
TV:New Scientist for him,Reader's Digest for her. Shetook care of the dishes quickly, using the
dtate-of-the-art kitchen equipment, and joined him in the living room. Soon they were watching agood
movie, not deep but funny, exactly what they needed to relax. This resembled pay-per-view, with no
commercids, but they seemed to haveit prepaid.

They retired to the bedroom after ten. This, too, wasasigna: Penn had been an early bird dl hislife, so
naturally he had married anight owl. Normally he was adeep hours before Chanddlle retired, and was
up hours before her. They had worked it out over the years and were comfortable. For one thing, it gave
them time done, and that was important in along-term marriage. It dso extended their hours of

dertness. A burglar who wanted to bresk in unheard and unseen would have to do it in the wee hours
only. But he suspected that no burglar could get into this house. Like awell-trained police dog, the
house surely had its deadly aspect. And that was most likely what concerned Chandelle. So she did not
want to be aone, here, yet. When that phase passed, in afew days, they would truly be settled in. He
read hismateria, and she read hers, and soon he dept. He woke briefly in the night, needing to use the



bathroom, and Chanddl le's light was out, so he knew she had managed to deep too. They had become
accustomed to deeping in new places, because of the military habit of moving personnel frequently. It
wasjust this house that was odd. But heliked it, and had the gut fedling that its oddity represented much
less of athreat than a challenge.

Hewoke at six, as usua, and got up and washed and dressed in the near darkness, |etting Chandelle
deep. Normdly hetook an early morning jog for aerobic exercise, and worked out a bit with hand
weights, keeping himsalf in shape. But he did not fed easy about leaving the house by either door, until
hiswife was up and about. So he went downstairs, jogged in place, and used the weights. He dso
brought out his compound bow and stretched the string severd times. Later in the day he would set up
histarget in back; it would be anovel setting, that primeval foredt.

Hefixed hisown breakfagt, took hisvitamins, and tuned in *Morning Edition™ on his portable radio. All
he was missing was the morning newspaper.

Or was he? He got up and went to the front door. There on the front step were two different
newspapers. He fetched them in. Sure enough: one was the kind he liked, with sports and nationa and
internationa news, while the other was the kind Chandelle liked, with local features and advice
columnists and crossword puzzles. She would be pleased.

In an hour she came down to join him. "1 got to deep too early,” she muttered, and put on her coffee.
"| thought I'd jog outside, but—"
"Not yet," shesaid quickly. "Let'sget LIynnfirg."

So there would be one more person in the house. That way Chandelle could go out shopping, and he
could go out jogging, and someone would still be minding the shop. It was asensible precaution in anew
neighborhood.

In due course, Chandelle phoned the Wiley residence: their married daughter. "We can pick up LIynnin
an hour," she said into the phone. Therewas apause. "Yes, but | think shewill like this house we're
renting.”

"WEell tell her she can go home tomorrow, if she doesn't like it today,” Penn said.

"Yes, it'savery nice house," Chanddle said into the phone. "I do believe LIynnwill want to stay.” There
was another pause. "An hour, then. Well see you. Bye." She hung up.

Penn smiled. "1 notice you didn't give much detail on the house."
"Who would believeit?' But it was more than that, and they both knew it.

They went to the garage, got in the car, and started the motor. Sure enough, the door rolled up on its
own. Chanddlle was at the whedl; she nodded, and backed carefully out. The door rolled down after
them. "It isavery obliging house," sheremarked. "But | think it will be the back yard that Llynn first
notices.”

"I think s0," he agreed. "I'll offer to take her on ahike.”
"And she will expect to be bored out of her gourd.”
They chuckled and lgpsed into sllence. Thiswas one time the old fogies expected to have the last laugh.



LIynn was standing out front with her bags asthey pulled up. She was a pretty young woman of fifteen,
with glossy black hair that reached dmost to her waist and adender but filling figure. Shewore alight
blouse that was somewhat too tight, and adark skirt that was somewhat too short.

"She'sgrowing up,” Penn remarked.
"That'sthe problem,” Chandelle reminded him.
They stopped at the curb, and Penn got out to help the girl with her baggage.

"I can handleit mysdlf, Grandpa,”" LIynn said, opening the trunk and dumping her bagsin. Then she got
into the back seet.

"We should check with your parents,” Chandelle said.
"They know whereI'm going,” the girl retorted. "And | won't be therelong.”

Chandelle sarted the car without replying. She wasleaving the dialogue up to Penn, preferring to be
officidly uninvolved. She knew what was coming.

"This sounds abit like hodtility," Penn said, glancing back asthey moved into the flow of traffic.

LIynn turned an exaggerated wide-eyed stare of mock innocence on him. "What, hostility, Grandpa?
Whatever gave you that idea?"

He smiled, facing forward again so that they were not looking at each other. "Oh, it wasjust asilly
guess.

"Just because I'm wearing lipstick and dating the leader of the band, my folks want to pack me off
toSiberia. Why should | be hostile?"

"And how old isthis band |eader?’
"Twenty-five," she said grudgingly. "But it doesn't matter. Hesagreat guy.”
"Surely 0," Penn said. "Old enough to know the definition of statutory rape.”

"Y ou folks don't have any idea about anything!" Her vehemence suggested that the term had scored.
"W, | made aded with Mom: | stay one week with you, then I'm home again. | don't haveto pretend
| likeit."

"I'll make you another dedl," Penn said evenly. "Y ou stay one night with us, with an open mind, and if
you don't likeit, you can go home thistime tomorrow."

"Mom wouldn't let me."
"Shewill ifher momtdlsher.”

Therewas a pause. LIynn was evidently waiting for Chandelle to object, but she didn't. "Where€sthe
catch?'

"No catch. Wejust think you'll likeit with us."

Thegirl sghed. "Grandpa, it'snot you. Y ou and Grandma are okay. It'sthat | don't like being



manipulated. I've got my ownlifetolive”

"We understand that. We think we can show you a better life. We want you to recognize that, so there's
no quarel between us."

"In one day?'
"In one hour. Ded?"'
"Ded.

They drove onin silence. Penn glanced at Chandelle without turning his head. Therewasatrace of a
smile on her face. She knew, ashe did, that LIynn had aways been an adventurous girl, redlly atomboy,
until the past year. If that backyard forest didn't ingpire her, nothing would. LIynn was smart, and liked to
unravel mygteries. She was about to discover abig one.

They arrived at the house, and approached the garage. It let them in. " Chandelle will show you your
room," Penn said. "Then come out back for your hour with me."

"The hour that will show me abetter life" LIynn said. She wastrying to be sarcadtic, but her curiosity
was getting to her. She knew he didn't bluff, but she evidently couldn't figure out what he might havein
the back yard.

Penn stood gazing out the window section of the back door while woman and girl went upstairs. Then
LIynn returned. She had not changed her clothing. "I'm fromMissouri ," she said. "Show me.”

He glanced back, and saw Chandelle coming down the stairs. He caught her eye, and she nodded. She
would be dert for their re-entry. That meant he could close the door.

He opened the door and ushered LIynn out. She went before she looked. He followed, and closed the
door behind them. She paused, staring ahead at the massive trees, and the forest extending to the
horizon. "I thought thiswasin the city."

"It was."
Sheturned to face him—and her eyeswidened. "Where's the house?’
He gestured at the boulder that was where the house should have been.

"l have to admit thisis sometrick, Grandpa! It's screened out?' She stepped close to the boul der,
tapping the rock. "Fedlsred."

"Let'swak around it," he suggested.

"Y ou can't walk around a screen. | mean, if you do, theilluson vanishes."
"| agree." He set out walking around it.

Sheran to catch up. "Thisforest—it's everywhere! Infront, too."

"Soit seems.”

"And the boul der—ther€e's no screen.” She found a place and scrambled up the side, heedless of her
flaring skirt. She went to thetop. "Itisred."



"It'sred," he agreed.

She turned around, scanning the forest. "No city at al.”

"No city," he agreed.

She jumped down the far side. He walked on around to rgjoin her. They completed the circuit.
"A three-D video projection,” she said. "But | sure can't figure out where the house went."
"Maybethetreesarejust animage,”" he suggested.

"l wonder." She dodged to the side and ran out to the nearest tree. She touched it. She walked around
it. Then she went to another. " Something funny about these trees.”

"Yes. | was unableto break off even the smallest twig."

She located atree with low branches. But the lowest was il just out of reach. "Boost me up, Grandpa.
| want to get ataler view."

"Inthet skirt?'

She paused. It was clear that she would have to hike her skirt up over her hipsto climb the tree, and that
he would have to put ahand on her bottom to boost her up to thefirst branch. "Maybe | better change.”

Penn shrugged. He had made his point.
"Wait here, Grandpa." She dashed toward the boulder. Then she stopped, "Oops.”
"Just go where we were, and knock," he called.

She did so. In amoment the door opened out, resembling a section of stone. Sheranin, and it swung
closed.

In another minute the door opened once more, and LIynn charged out. Now shewasin bluejeansand a
long-deeved plaid shirt, and her hair was bound back into along ponytail. She had done alot inahurry.

Sheran back to join him. "Now," she said, flushed with excitement.

Shelifted her right foot, and he linked his hands to make a stirrup for it. She stepped up, and he lifted
her foot to waist height as she grabbed onto the trunk of the tree. Then she dug her feet into the trunk,
and he set both hands on her bottom and pushed her up another eighteen inches so that she could reach
the branch and get agood hold. He waited bel ow as she scrambled to get her feet up on it and work her
way to the upper Sde. He was ready to catch her if sheféll, just as he had been when she was six. But
she remained athletic, and soon straddled the branch.

"Watch your handholds,” Penn said.

"Got it." She proceeded to climb on up, from branch to branch, asthe limbs were closer together there.
Soon she was scarily high. Shewas still atomboy, now that she was dressed for it.

When she got so high that he couldn't see her because of the intervening branches, he began to be
uncomfortable. How could he know whereto catch her, if shefdl? And from that height,could he catch
her? She was no giant, but she weighed perhaps 110 pounds, and that was more than he could handle if
it came at him with any force. Y et hewould haveto try.



But she wouldn't fall unless abranch snapped unexpectedly, and these branches would not give way at
all. So she was probably safe.

Then she was coming down. He heard her before he saw her. When she was about twenty feet from the
ground, she stood on a branch and spread her hands as if about to do a swan dive. "Catch me,
Grandpa"

"Dont jump, you idiot!" hecried.
Shelaughed as she resumed her descent. "Gotchathat time, didn't 17?7
She had, indeed.

She reached the lowest branch, then swung below it, hung by her hands, and waited for him to clasp her
legs and ease her to the ground. He had to dide her down across his body, face to face, and her shirt
tore out before her feet were dl the way down. He averted his face before her descending bra collided
withit.

She laughed as she put hersalf back together. She knew she had been naughty. "It's payback, Grandpa.”
"Payback?"

"For winning the bet."

"Bt

"I'm not going home tomorrow."

Oh. "Then you can help usfigureit all out. Thereésalot more to that house than this.”
"I'm game. Tell meabout it."

"Thisign't theonly setting.”

"Setting?"

"Therésapand by the door. It changes scenes.”

"And thisisjust one scene? This| must see.”

They returned to the boulder. Chandelle opened the door, and the three of them walked to the panel on
thewall.

"Thisisthe pand. Try punching numbers.

She looked, and saw the #6 on the pandl. She touched 5. The ugly plain with tree Ssumps appeared.
"They cut it dl down!" she cried, horrified. " That beautiful forest!"

Penn hadn't thought of that. #5 was the future of #6? " Could be."

She touched 4. The modern city scene appeared. " That's not here! NotPhiladelphia! | would recognize
the horizon."

"Soit'snot just countryside,”" he agreed. He had not recognized the city either. "And it doesn't dlign with
the front door."



"l guess not,” she agreed, not understanding hisimport.

Shetouched 3. A futuristic city appeared, with buildings formed into graceful escarpments, and
suspended walkway's between them.

"Thisistimetrave!" she exclamed. She was one quick study, once a subject had her full attention. She
touched 2.

Thiswas a scene of desolate destruction. Only the ruins of buildings showed, and nothing lived. " After
World War Three" Shetouched 1.

Now there was an dien village there, with contours that made no sense for human habitation. "And after
we obliterate ourselves, the diensmove in and start anew,” she concluded. She glanced atPenn. "And
the higher numbers go into the distant past?'

"Yes Back totheorigind lavaflows."
"Wow." Shetouched 6, restoring theoak forest . "Theres more? | mean, elsewherein the house?"
"YS"

She walked to the next room and picked up the phone. She dided anumber. "Mom? Pack the rest of
my things. I'm going to be here forever." There was apause. "No, it'sno joke. Thishouse—" She
glanced at Penn, who shook hishead. "Isfascinating, with arealy niceyard. I'll pick my stuff up
tomorrow." She hung up, surely leaving her mother amazed.

"It seems best not to advertise what we have here," Penn said, abit lamely. "Until we understand it
better."

"Got it. Let'sgo out and explore that forest. | want to know how far it goes."
"There are mountain bicyclesin the garage. We could |oop around severd miles before dark.”
"Great! Only keegp Grandmainside to open the door.”

He nodded. "That's one reason we wanted you. To have aparty of two to explore, without leaving the
house empty."

"Got it. Let'sgo."

That quickly, it was decided. They got the bicycles, |loaded knapsacks with spot supplies, and headed
out. "Be home before dark, you kids!" Chandelle warned them.

"Yes ma" Llynnreplied.

"Yes, ma," Penn echoed. They laughed, sharing the generationa joke. It was good to have rapport,
rather than opposition. LIynn had been set for hogtility, but the house and its settings had demolished that.

They rode dong acontour, generaly west. When they lost sight of the house they paused and Penn
brought out some bright elastic tape and put aband around atree. They intended to follow the sun, but
to provide areturn trail too, so asto be very certain not to get lost. They did not want to get caught out
hereat night.

They continued, banding trees spaced so that the last band was aways in sight from the current one.
That meant that from any given tree, they should be able to see the bands both forward and back. They



would verify that on thereturn trip.

The bikes were good. They had the wide tires that handled sand and turf, and the level handlebars that
facilitated power without forcing an uncomfortable hunch. With fifteen speed settings, they had no
trouble finding what was comfortable.

"Y ou know, thisisfun,” LIynn said asthey paused for another banding.
"Exploring the unknown?"

"That, too. | mean, just being out here with you, Grandpa, doing something. The way we used to, when |
was akid. | thought it'd be dull as dishwater, but it's not."

"It'sthe philosophy of dating,” he said.
"Of what?"

"When you meet aboy, you don't want to just Sit there and wait for him to make amove on you. You
need to be doing something el se, so you have a pretext to be together without rushing things. So you go
to amovie or something, ashared experience, and that dleviates the awkwardness."

She glanced at him. "Times have changed, Grandpa. We don't exactly do movies anymore. But maybe
you're right. Shared experience.”

They cameto astream. "That looks very good, along about now," LIynn said, dismounting. She was
breathing hard, and there was alight sheen of sweat on her forehead. Penn knew that the same wastrue
for him. They had been moving well, propelled by the excitement of the chase to they-knew-not-where.

She flopped on the ground and put her mouth to the flowing water. And stopped. "Hey!"

What?"

"It'sfrozen!"

Penn knedled and touched it with afinger. It was hard, but not chill. "Not exactly. It's not cold enough.”
Shetouchedit. "You'reright. It'slike plagtic.” Shelooked up a him. "A fakeriver?'

"Why would anyone bother?' Then he made a connection. " The trees—we can touch them, climb them,
amell them, but not affect them. Thisriver'slikethat."

She sat up. "Yeah." Then shelooked at the sky. "Know something else? That sun hasn't moved since we
dtarted, and it's been at least an hour now."

Penn looked at hiswatch, surprised. "Y es. This puts adifferent complexion oniit.”

She got up and stepped on theriver. Then she stood onit. "We can't change things here. But they sure
seem redl. Can we explain that?"

"Thisforest," he sad dowly. "If the door isawindow to other times, this must be along time ago. Before
there were men to chop down trees. Thereés no sign of human presence here. Since man could have
come to this continent anywhere up to twenty-thousand years ago, that suggeststhisforest isolder. Say
thirty-thousand years."

"Il buy thet. But why can't we affect it?"



"Becauseif it'sred, it would be aparadox. We are in effect vistors from the future. If we change
something, we could start a process that resultsin our not exigting.”

"Oh, yeeh. Likekilling your own grandfather.” She glanced at him again. "No offense.
"Y ou rub out your grandfather, you're gone," he said with asmile. "'l don't think you want to do that."

"For sure. So we can't change anything here. And it's frozen. But why is the sun frozen too? We can't
exactly reach up and touch that."

Penn pondered. "Maybe it isn't that there's some tempord law that prevents us from committing
paradox. Maybe it'sthat asvigtorswe are in adifferent time frame. So that we are very fleeting, like
ghogts”

"Ghosts can walk through walls," she pointed out. "We can't.”

Penn continued to work it out. " Suppose our time were athousand times asfast asthe forest time. Then
an hour for uswould be like afew seconds here. And aminute of itstime would be—" he paused, trying
towork it out in his head.

"Sixteen hours,” she said. " So the sun would hardly move at all. And trees would seem solid, because
they're ill there no matter how fast we move. And water would flow like frozen molasses. And ar—"
She paused, startled. " Could we breathe?’

"If wewere athousand times asfast? It would be like a thousand-mile-an-hour hurricane. Infact, | don't
think we could move through air that thick.”

"But weare moving, and it'snot thick at dl."
"There goesagood theory," he said ruefully.

Llynn frowned. "It'stoo good atheory to give up just yet. It accounts for everything except that. We
can't make a paradox because were too fleeting. So maybe there's an exception for the air.”

"It s;emsfarfetched.”
She amiled. "Try it anyway. Weve got agood theory to rescue.”

"Wdl, if we areto explorethisregion at dl, or any of the other ones the door accesses, we do haveto
be able to breathe. Otherwise we die very soon after we step out that door. We haveto be ableto
move, too, without fighting a thousand-mile-an-hour or worse gale. So maybe thereisabubble of air
around us—"

"A forcefidd."

"That transfuses oxygen in for usto breathe, and transfuses waste gases out. So we can move and
breathe, but it doesn't cover native solids or liquids.”

She nodded. "It works for me. Theory saved."

"But it leads to a nervous conjecture. That can't be mere coincidence. Who set this up, to enable usto
explore? Who iswatching us?"

"Doesn't bother me. The house is a set-up, by something that goes way beyond anything we know.
We're guineapigs. I'm so fascinated that I'm willing to let them watch, for the sake of theweird



experience they're giving me. Thisis better than a super smoke.”

"What?' he asked, larmed.

"I'm joking, Grandpa. I'm not into that stuff. Better than aworld-class amusement park.”
Penn tried to mask hisenormousrdlief. "Do you redly fed easy about it?"

"Grandpa, | lovethethrill of adventure. That'swhy I'm dating abad boy. Thisisabigger adventure.
Easy? No. Scary? Yes. That'swhy | likeit."

He shook his head. "Y our grandmother isn't as comfortable abouit it asyou are.”
She quickly got serious. " She's not going to quit on the house?"

"l don't think so. But maybe we shouldn't play up the scary aspects.”

"For sure. Let's get back before sheworries."

They got on the bicycles. Experimentaly, LIynn rode hers across the surface of theriver. Then they
headed eadt, tracking their tree bands.

"Theground's hard,” she remarked. "Liketheriver. The leaves don't crackle under thetires, the sand
doesn't giveway. That'swhy it'seasy toride."

"Yes. | ds0 notethat there are no animas.”
"That'sright! They should be standing sill. How come we haven't seen any?'

"Maybe there aren't many on the ground, so we just haven't traversed enough territory. But there should
bebirds.

"How about this. we see birds when they move. If they're frozen in place, we don't notice them. But if
welook harder, maybe we will."

"Maybe," he agreed.

Thereafter they scanned the trees and branches as they rode—and soon Llynn did spy abird. It wasjust
alittle wren pecking under apiece of bark, looking like amuseum modd, but definitely redl. Later they
spied another bird, flying, hanging in the air between trees.

"Theory confirmed,” Llynn said.

They reached the house faster than they had |eft it, because they were no longer pausing to band trees.
They rode up to the boulder in the glade, and the door opened before they stopped.

"Whet ardief!" Chanddlesaid.

"Something amiss?' Penn asked asthey parked the bikes and came to the door.

"Not exactly. | just don't fed easy being alonein the house. Little things bother me. Like the plague.”
"The one by the gairsthat says one?'

"It said zerowhen | first saw it yesterday. Thismorning it said one. Now it saystwo."



"Somekind of dow clock?" Llynn asked. "Messuring haf days?"

"Measuring something,” Penn said, leading her to it. Sure enough, the number had changed. "' Could be
anything. Like how much eectricity has been used.”

"I'll kegp aneyeonit,” LIlynn said. Then, after apause. "1 guess1'd fed nervous, alonein ahouselike
this. Maybe we need another person.” She was evidently concerned that Chandelle would decide to
leave before dl the mysteries were solved.

"Even apet dog would help," Chanddlle said. "It would be aware of thingswe aren't. They say the very
best burglar defenseisadog.”

"A dog," Penn mused. "But we may be here only amonth. We can't buy adog just for thet. Isthere one
we could borrow? House-trained, friendly, aert?!

"Obsidian,” Chandelle said.

"That'scousn Lloyd'sdog,” LIynnsaid. "In Okinawa."

"Yes, Lloyd'sdad is stationed there now," Penn agreed. "And that's halfway around the world.”
"Besideswhich, Cousin Lloyd isthe world'sworst brat. Obsidian doesn't go anywhere without him.”

Lloyd wasthirteen, and mouthy. But if there was one juvenile smarter than LIynn, it was LIoyd. And the
idea of the dog had taken hold. "Maybe it would be worth it, to have them both here," Penn said. "Lloyd
could figure out the computer, and the dog would guarantee no hostile intrusion.”

LIynn glanced at Chandelle. Penn could amost see the girl's thought process: lousy boy, greet dog,
reassure Grandma. One debit, two credits. "Okay. | guess| can bear that crossfor awhile. Send them a
planeticket."

"They couldn't get here soon,” Chandelle protested. " The dog would have to have specia handling; she's
way too big to carry on board by hand.”

" She weighed eighty-seven pounds, last | heard,” Penn agreed ruefully. "1 guessit was abad idea.”

"No, there must beaway,” LIynn said quickly. "Cdl them, Grandpa. Maybe it would be possibleina
couple of days, if there were afamily emergency or something.”

"Areyou suggesting that | pretend—"

"Oh, come on. We're sitting on the weirdest property in the world, right now, and we need to get our
dominoes lined up. How do we know what could happen? We need that dog now." Her eyesflicked
toward Chanddle. She was facing away from her grandmother, so only Penn saw it, as she intended.

Helooked a hiswife. "Isthere acase?"
"l would fed eadier, dear.”

There was acase. Chandelle tended to understate things; she was really concerned about the
implications of the house. Obsidian would definitely reassure her, and surely be useful in other ways,
because she was an extremely curious dog with keen senses. LIynn was eeger to stay and fathom the
mysteries of the house, which was exactly what they wanted. And Lloyd, obnoxious as he could be a
times, was eerily sharp on thingsthe elder generation hardly understood, like computers and the Internet.
It seemed like agood team.



LIynnwasright: thishouse and its apertures were strange indeed, and possibly dangerous. They needed
their strongest team, and they needed it now.

"I will cdl," he agreed.
"Gred!"
"Thank you dear."

And Penn himself was pleased, because this mystery had gavanized his outlook. He wanted to explore
every part of it, asrapidly and competently as possible. It was already clear that there was science here
that was unknown to human intdllect, and chalenges available nowhere dse. They had amonth to
fathomit dl, if they could. It promised to be the best month of their lives.

Chapter 3: LIynn

LIynn wasted no time moving into her room. She had thought she would be going home tomorrow, but
for once Grandpa had been right: this house had her total attention. And that back yard—that back
world. What astuation the old folks had found.

At any rate, her folks had ddivered her remaining thingswith aacrity, not inquiring, and she hadn't
volunteered. They were afraid sheld change her mind if they said boo, and she was afraid they'd change
thersif they got any whiff of the truth. So it was a conspiracy of slence that suited both parties.
Meanwhile, she was glad that the grandparents had discovered this marvelous house, and the truth was,
they weren't bad folks at al. She could get long with them. Snotty little Lloyd would be more of a
challenge, yet even he would surely see the specid nature of this house. He could be trusted to keep his
big mouth shut when it wasto his advantage, and this definitely was.

She used the toilet, then prettied up at the Sink. As she dried her hands, she saw abutton in thewall by
the bathroom door. One of the especially nice things about this house was that it had a bathroom for
every bedroom; no need to share. That meant in turn that she could lock LIoyd out of her room, and that
hecouldn't lock her out of the only bathroom. But there were mysteries gaore to fathom yet. What did
this button do?

One sure way to find out. She pushed it. There was a swish of sound at the sink. She looked, but the
sound stopped before she could identify its source. It had been like water running; she must have left the
tap untight.

Shelooked in the sink. It was bone dry. That was weird. But maybe it was one of the newfangled
ceramicsthat shed water like flowing mercury.

Shelooked at the button again. So what did it do? The sink had distracted her before she found the
answer. So she pushed the button again.

She heard the toilet flushing. She whirled around and got therein one legp. And stared, astonished. It
was flushing backward.

It redlly was, the water was swirling around and surging up into itsjets. And the—the stuff she had just
flushed away—was coming back into the bowl. Was the drainpipe clogged, forcing it to back up? But it
had happened only when she pushed the button. Just as the sink had perhaps reversed.

She pushed the button athird time. Nothing happened. But aready an answer was coming to her. This



button—could it be an Undo festure, like the Oops function on acomputer? In which case the reason
the third push on it didn't do anything was because there wasn't anything left to undo. She had used the
toilet and sink; that wasal.

She flushed the toilet again, and there was no problem. Then she washed her hands at the sink again,
without trouble. She eyed the button, but decided to leave it donethistime,

She went downgtairs. Grandmawas in the kitchen; Grandpa was reading a magazine in the living room.
With the TV right there before him, he read a magazine; that was an indication of his generation. But this
news might freak the woman out, so she went to the man.

"Grandpa, | discovered something else about this housg, | think."
Helooked up. "Not dangerous, | trust?'

"It'san undo button. Theré's onein my bathroom.” She looked around. " And there's one here, too." She
walked acrossto indicate the button. "I think it reversesthe last thing you did."

"What, make me unread the article| just read?" But he wasn't making fun of it; helooked wary.

"| think it's just what the house does, or what you do with it. Maybe | cantetit. I'll turnonthe TV; if it
turnsit off—" She went to the TV set and turned it on.

"But what would be the point?'

"Same as with a computer. Sometimes you make amistake. Thisundoesit." She waked to the button.
"Ready, Grandpa?' She wasn't sure whether she wanted it to work or to fail.

"Doit," hesad.

She pushed the button. The TV turned off.

Therewas apause. "Maybe we need amorerigoroustest,” he said.
"What would be certain?'

"I don't know. What could not happen by chance?"

She pondered. "The back door setting?’

"We tried many settings yesterday, more or lest randomly. Would it reverse them dl in turn? That would
be persuasive.”

They went to the back door. "Thisison six. | tried five through one, so it wasn't redly random.”
"But perhaps close enough.”

There was abutton in the wal near the door. She pushediit.

The dien village gppeared outside.

They exchanged a glance. Then she pushed the button again. The scene of desolate destruction
reappeared. Then, with repeated pushes, the future city, the ugly plain, and the modern city scene
showed up.

"That'sasfar as| went," she said.



"But | experimented before you did,” Grandpasaid. "I think | remember some of the settings. Here—Il
write them out, and you hold the paper, but don't check until after you push the button.”

“Why?

S0 your expectation can't affect the outcome. It's called asingle blind experiment.” He got paper and
pencil and wrote on it, screwing up hisforehead to remember. "There; | may not haveit al perfect, but it
should be close enough to tell." He folded the paper and gaveit to her.

Llynnfdtasmal chill. Thered proof was coming. Wasthat good or bad? She nerved herself and
pushed the button.

Theforest scenereturned. Yes, of course; that was where it had been before she changed the settings.
She pushed the button again.

Theugly plain returned. LIynn refrained from looking at the paper, and pushed the button again. The
modern city scene showed. She pushed again. Now the scene out back was anew one to her: molten
lava

"I'm going to look now," she said. She opened the paper. He had written PLAIN, CITY, and LAVA.
Which was correct, except for the forest, an understandable omission.

"It does seem to be proving out,” he said.

"Next is'Ugly Mountain, " she said, and pushed the button. A barren rock appeared, with an ugly
mountain in the background. "And 'Giant Ferns,' " she read, and pushed it again. The ferns appeared.

"That'sasfar as| can remember, in order,” Penn said. "But there were other scenes. Of different forests."

She pushed the button. Large pine trees appeared. She pushed it once more, and the oak forest was
there. "I think that's enough,” she said, relieved to see the familiar scene. "1 think we have made the case.”

"| agree. We do have an Oops button. It may be handy.”

They left the back door. Asthey passed the stairs, she looked at the plagque there. Its number was three.
"It changed,” she exclamed.

"Why soit has," he agreed. "Right after we discovered something new about the house. | wonder
whether—"

"It could be an ongoing count of our discoveries,” she finished.
And saw the number changeto 4.

They both stared. "Llynn, | think we just saw it in action,” Penn said. "That plague marks our progressin
learning about this house—and catching on to that was another notch, or milestone, or whatever."

"Which meansthis houseiswatching us" she said, feding achill again.
He nodded. "So we had better keep adert.”
"But what's the point? | mean, why would a house care what we learned about it?"

"That isthe sxty-four-dollar question.”



"Grandpa, that saying went out of style decades ago. But do you have an answer?”

"No. But now that | ponder it, I'm not surprised. Thishouse wasdl set up for us, virtudly begging usto
rent it. So why shouldn't it keep track of our progress? Maybe it is keeping score.”

"And what's the prize when we crack the key number?’

"l wonder. Do you think were white ratsin amaze?'

"Maybe you are. I'm awhite mouse.”

"Do you think we should get out of this house before we find out?!

She was startled by hisdirectness. "Y ou think it's ahoney trap? Get a bunch of usin here, then pickle us
asexhibitsfor pogterity?'

"It'sapossbility.”

LIynn considered. "Why didn't it just do something easy, like having a pile of money on the table? That
back door—that's an awful fancy ded just to catch some rodents.”

"My thought exactly. This strikes me as more like atraining course. Why go to so much trouble, just for
afew bodies? So | think we have nothing to lose and perhaps agreet deal to gain by pursuing thisriddle
toitsend.”

"Right. So what'sto pursue next?"

"We have explored the potentials of the back door, but not the front door. It changes too—and maybeit
is safe to experiment, considering that we have the Oops button.”

"Got it." They headed for the front door.
She peered at the number on its panel. " Seventy-three. What does that mean?”

"It meansthat's our present setting. Philadel phia, Pennsylvania. When | tried the next number up, it wasa
different city."

"Soit'slike the back door, with different times?"

"I wonder. Chandelle made me stop experimenting; it made her nervous.”

"Why?

"Because thisis the door we need to useto return to our own world. If we interfere with it—"

"Ooo! That makes me nervous too. But you know, Grandpa, we've got the setting. And the Oops
button. So we can return to it, same aswe did at the back door."

"Yes. Stll, it may not be of the sametype.”
"But that's the challenge, isn't it, Grandpa? To figureit out? So maybe we'd better do that.”
He nodded, but his mouth wastight. She knew hefelt no easier about thisthan she did.

She checked for the Oops button, just in case, then moved the number up one click to 74.



The scene beyond the window panel changed. "That lookslike adifferent city,” she said.
"Yes. But which one?'

"I don't know. Did Philly ever ook likethis?"

"No. Thelayout isdifferent.”

"Soif it'snot herein some other time—"

"Could be anywhere."

She saw acar drive by on the street. "American, anyway. Shal wetry another?"

"If youwish."

Shemoved it up to 75. The city changed again. "Y ou recognize this?" she asked.

"No. But its American."

"Let'stry something different,” she said. She set the number at 100. The scene changed.
They stared. "That's Moscow," Penn exclaimed. "Or some smilar Russian city.”

Shefaced him, areveation growing in her breast. "Thisignttime , it's space. Geography. The front door
travels acrosstheworld.”

Heturned and walked away.

"Wait, Grandpal What's the matter?'

"Nothing. I'm just checking the plaque.”

Sheran after him. "To seeif wegot it right!"

They looked at the plaque together. Now its number was 5. "We got it right,” she breathed, exhilarated.
"Timein back, spacein front," he agreed. "Thisis one versdtile house."

"That givesme afantastic idea. Can we tune in Okinawa?'

Penn gtared a her. "Areyou thinking what | think you're thinking?”

"Y eah. Shortcut to pick up the Brat."

They experimented with numbers. The scenes traveled across Asiato Japan. Then they found it: #153.
The scene was dark, but the street was lighted. "That's Okinawa," Penn said. "I have been there."

LIynn's chill remained, but there was gladnessin it. " So can we just go and fetch him in?"
"That would suggest that we have ingtant travel. Teleportation. That's hard to believe.”
"So'sthiswhole house, Grandpa.”

"L et me check with Chanddle”

Thismade Llynn nervousin another way. "What if she vetoesit?"



"Then maybe she'sright.”

"Y egh, maybe."

But Chandelle didn't object. "Do what you haveto do," she said. "But be careful .
"WElIl go," Penn decided. "But not right now. Better do it by daylight.”

"What timeisit over there, now?' LIynn asked, peering out.

"W, it's about noon here, and they run about ten hours earlier.”

"Earlier? But they're west, where they lag behind us.”

Penn smiled in the knowledgeable manner of his generation. "Precisdy. Then sun riseslater there, if we
ignore the effect of the International Date Line. So the hour seems earlier. So over there, the time should
be about two am."

"Oh." Lynn got thelogic of it straight in her mind. "'l guessthey wouldn't like us paying acal right now."

"l guessnot,” he agreed. " So why don't wewait until Sx p.m., our time, which will be eight am. their
time? They should be up and about then."

"And maybe wed better take a nap, or something, to avoid jet lag, or whatever."

"Or whatever," he agreed equably.

They had lunch, and Llynn went to her room to deep. She seldom dept during daytime, but could do it
when she had to. Therewasasmal TV in her room, with an amazing array of channels; sheput it on
something dopey, and managed to drift in and out for a couple of hours.

Toward six by her watch sheroused hersdlf, put on clean jeans—her Sze wasin the closet, interestingly,
s0 sheredly hadn't needed her own clothing—and went down to find Penn. It was now light outside the
house. She reminded hersdlf that it was morning herein the far Pacific, not late afternoon.

"Do be careful,” Grandma Chandelle said, in her grandmotherly way.

Thetwo of them got in the car. The garage door rolled itsalf up, and they backed out. Penn drove
carefully aong the unfamiliar streets. "It has been awhile since I've been here," he said. "But | know the
address" He glanced a her. "Ther€'s just one question. Assuming that we find them—"

"How do we explain how we got here so fast?' shefinished. "Maybe | better handle that, Grandpa. I'm
better at lying."

"Thisisnot atrait we encouragein you."
"Thisis necessary, isn't it? We need something persuasive, because we can't et the truth out.”

He nodded. She knew he didn't likeit, but was up againgt awall. "Y ou may have apoint. Very well, you
hendleit. | will wait in the car. Assuming—"

"Assuming it'sredl, and not just another till picture.” But they had seen other moving cars. "I've got my
weirdness censor turned off right now. But maybe I'll scream in the night, when the rest of it hitsme.”



"Don't scream. Just cometo us. | don't want to think you've been eaten by an dien mongter.”
"Itsaded.” They were hafway bantering, but they were both nervous.

"This seemsto be the address" he said, pulling up to ahouse.

"Oh?1 thought they'd be in abarracks or something."

"Not the married oneswith families, with timein the service. They live off base.”

"Okay." She opened the door and got out. "Here goes—whatever."

"If you have any misgpprehnenson—"

"I'll get back herein ahurry,” she agreed.

She was not as easy about this as she pretended. Could they really bein Okinawa, just by theturn of a
knob? No fedling of motion, no nothing? Could this be amovie set, and behind that door would be
something incredibly weird? She nerved hersdlf and marched down thewalk.

She reached the door, nerved hersdlf again, and knocked. She wasin luck: the boy answered.
"Cousin Snoot!" he exclaimed, using one of hisinsulting namesfor her. Y ou here aready?"

"We caught afast flight, cousin Brat," she responded. ™Y ou ready to go?"

"Why the hoohaw would | want to go anywhere with you, Cousin Bitchy?"

It was certainly him. She controlled her irritation, "Well, we don't need you. Just let us have Obsidian.”
"No way, Snootay!"

She didn't have much time to make an impression. In amoment an adult would appear. "Lloyd, I've got
aded for you. Come see our house. If you don't likeit, you're free to go home."

"From the Y 0o Ess Ay? Fatty chance.”
"Our househere. Y ou can be there and back here within an hour. Ded ?"
"I don't have to do that much, Cous. | likeit right here.”

"Lloyd, take my word for it for once: there is something you will want to see. In the back yard. I'll show
you. Then—"

"If you're going to show meyour titties, forget it. I'm yourcousin ."

Hewastrying to get her goat, and succeeding. But she refused to give him the satisfaction. "Not that,
you little peeper. Something you never dreamed of. But I'll make you thisded: if you aren't satisfied with
what you seethere, I'll pay apendty: Iwill show you my breasts.”

That scored. Lloyd, like al thirteen-year-old brats, had a deep fascination with the forbidden; that was
why he derided it. "Redly? And you won't tell?"

She nodded, and extended her hand. "Deal ?"

He touched her finger through the screen. "Dedl "



"Then check with your folks. GrandpaPennisout frontin the car.”
"No need. I'm home donefor the day.” Heturned. "Obsidian!"

The huge dog bounded up behind him, tail wagging. Lloyd put the leash on her, and stepped out the
door. Obsidian sniffed LIynn eagerly, remembering her.

" She looks even bigger than before,” LIynn said.

"Ninety-six-and-a-half pounds,” Lloyd said proudly. "And no fat. Come on." He and the dog forged
down thewalk.

Soon they werein the car. "LIoyd'sfolks are dready off a the post,” Llynn said. "I made him aded: he
can go right back homeif he doesn't like our back yard."

"Yeah," the boy agreed, sending her asharp glance. Of course they would not tell the old folks of the
other part of their dedl.

Penn drove carefully back the way they had come. Obsidian sniffed every smell that wafted in the
cracked-open window. Sheloved any ridein any car, anywhere, except maybe to the vet.

They arrived, and parked in the garage. "Thisway," LIynn said, leading boy and dog to the back door.
Penn stayed clear, knowing what was coming.

"Here, maybe I'd better take the dog,” LIynn said asthey came to the door.

Lloyd looked at her suspicioudy, but handed over the leash. With her free hand, LIynn opened the door
and let him out.

Then she had to hang on for deer life, asthe huge dog charged out after him, tail wagging. Obsidian
weighed amost as much as she did, and was not properly leash-trained; L1ynn was hauled along toward
the nearest tree.

"Soit'saforedt," Lloyd said derisvey. "So what?'
"Turn around,” shetold him on theway by.
Heturned. "Say! Wher€'sthe house?"

"Who knows?" she called mischievoudly.
"What'sit, amirror or something?"

"Must be," she agreed as the dog came to the tree.

Lloyd waked back to the boulder, trying to figureit out. She let him stew. She wanted to make him
cometo her for the answer. So she watched as he touched the boulder, verifying itsredity. Ashe
climbed on it. As helooked beyond it. As he shook his head.

"Okay, | giveup," hecdled. "What gives?'

"It'san endlessforest,” she said. "Grandpaand | explored it, but never found the end. It'sfrozen, too;
nothing moves. And thisisonly the beginning.”



Shetugged at the leash. "Come on, Obsidian; we've got business.” The dog, eager to get to new things,
camereadily dong.

She went to where she knew the door was, and knocked on the boulder. It opened immediately, and
Penn showed in the opening. He had of course been waiting for this.

"Wow!" Lloyd exclaimed. "I gotta check thisout.” He dashed in, and disappeared in the house,

LIynn and Obsidian followed. The boy ran through the house and out the front door. She knew what he
would find: ahouse surrounded by city.

In amoment LIoyd came back. He went out the back door. Then back insde. "Only the beginning?’

Llynn smiled. "Watch this." She punched #1 on the back door pand. The dlien village appeared. "Buit |
wouldn't go out there just yet. We don't know whether they eat people.”

He gtared. "How'd you find this place? Theré's nothing like thisin Okinawa."

"We brought it with usfrom America"

"Oh, yeah?' Hewas till looking for the catch.

"I'll show you." Sheled the way to the front door, and put #73 on the pandl. Philadel phia appeared.
"That'sAmerical" Lloyd said. "And it'sevening!”

"It's hdfway around theworld,” LIynn agreed. "The sun's on the other sde.”

Lloyd went out the front door again. He sniffed the air and scuffed his sole on the pavement. Then he
returned to the house. "Okay, you got me. I'll stay. But you gotta show me how you do it."

"To the extent we are able," Penn said. "We have learned allittle about this house, and know that the
back door opens on time, and the front on space. But how it is accomplished, and why it is offered here
for us, we have no inkling. We are hoping that you will hdp us solvetheriddle of it al."

"The TV'ssomething pecia too," LIynn said. "All channels, and the Internet.”
Lloyd eyed the TV. " All channds?'

Penn caught her eye. She got the hint. "Well, we're not sure," she said diplomatically. "We figured you'd
be better at figuring it out. Especidly the dien ations.”

The boy paused. "Like the front door, back door?"
"Wethink s0," she agreed.
"Okay, likel said, I'min. I'll get my things. But what do | tel my folks?*

Penn exited the room, tacitly giving LIynn leave to handleit her way. She did. ™Y ou know we can't tell
them the truth. We can't tell anyone, outside of us. It's not just because they wouldn't believeit.”

"They'd freak out,” he said serioudy. "They'd never let me go. So what's the cover story?

"Wetook afast flight to Okinawa, and have afast flight back. Y ou're with usfor amonth, and well
return you then. We've got ared nice place, and plenty of ice cream, and Obsdian lovesit."



He shook hisheed. "Girlsand old folks are no good at lying. My folksl| check the flight schedules, and
want to know why I'm suddenly getting dlong with you."

He had apoint. Hewas better at lying. "Y ou have away to handleit?"
"Hirg, I'll go online and fake up aflight schedule and bookings that'll fool them.”
"Y ou can do that?' she asked, letting her awe show.

"Sure. Provided Grandpa lets me fool with his bank account, so thetickets are paid for. Later I'll cancd,
s0 hel's not out the money, but for now it's better to keep that straight. My folkswon't check again later;
why should they? And if they did, they'd figure the cancellation isamisprint, snce obvioudy | did take
theflight with you guys”

She nodded. "I'll talk to Grandpa. Hell do it. What about the other?!

"I'm not sure. Were going to befighting. | know it, you know it, the world knowsit. | could visit with the
old folks, sure, but it'd take amiracle to make me do it the same time as you."

"And we don't want them to catch on to the nature of that miracle.”

Lloyd paced thefloor. "Y ou know, you won, so you don't have to show me your—you know. But you
know—"

"If your folks thought 1'd show you anything, they'd ground you before you could blink."

"Yeah. And I'm not trying to renege on that, though if | ever get the chance to peek, you know | will. But
what I'm thinking is, well, I'm thirteen, and kids my age are Sarting to date, and—"

"And for al your cleverness on the Net, you don't know beans about girls," she finished.
"Yeah. Andit'srough. Soif—"

"Areyou asking for acoursein dating?'

Lloyd fidgeted. "I guess| am."

"You got it. You'll be aperfect gentleman when you return.”

"Yeah." Hetried to look glum, but it was evident his heart wasn't in it. It was a perfect excuse, and he
probably redlly did want to learn the socia ropes, so as not to be clumsy when thetime came.

"Good enough,” shesad. "Let'sdoit.”
Then Lloyd paused. "Oops. | just thought of something.”

She had anotion what. "That again? Okay, just this once, and don't tell." She hooked her fingersinto her
shirt and drew it up, flashing him with her bra. Then, quickly, she tucked her shirt back into her
waistband.

Helooked asif he had just been given aview of heaven and hell. "Uh, thanks. But you didn't haveto do
that. What | meant was Obsidian. She can't ride with us on acommercid flight.”

Oops. W, it had been fun flashing him, regardless. "But she won't have to. She—" Then LIynn caught
his point. " Specia arrangementsfor adog. Animals can't travel the way people do. Thereare



quarantines, ddays—that'stough.” Then it cameto her. "Sincethisian't really happening, we don't care
how awkward it is. All we need isamanifest or something accounting for the dog. Y ou can do that
online. Ship her by hersdlf, and well take her to theright office. On our own. We say."

He brightened. "Got it. | can do it now. Where'sthe termina ?*
"Thisway." Sheled him to the den with the computer.

Heturned it on. The screen lighted, PLEASE SELECT DESIRED OPTION. Therewasalist of
programs. "Wow! Y ou weren't just kidding about what this has. Windows, DOS, CP/M, UNIX, OS2,
and stuff | haven't even heard of " He typed choices and codes, and the screen changed. "And look at
the system specs! | didn't know they made power or speed like this."

"They dont, | think," LIynnsaid. "It'sthishouse.”

"Ilike thishouse. And ook at the online services—it's got them all, first classand paid for. | don't even
have to hack in. And browsers gaore, versions from the future, maybe. | fed likel just stepped from a
propeller planeto an interplanetary rocket." He was dready online, moving with a sureness she could

only envy.
"Probably you did, in terms of computing.”

"Y eah. Thisislike changing numbers on the doors: there's afantastic universe here. | think some of it
redlyis aien, but set up to be smpleto use." He glanced up at her. "Y ou know, you—I mean, thanks for
what you showed me. Theflash. But thisismore interesting, no insult. | could get logt in this."

"Thetimewill come when you'l react to awoman the same way. When she's not your cousin.”
"Maybe. Okay, stop bugging me and let me &t this. | got milesto go before| deep.”

"Robert Frogt," she said, naming the poet he had inadvertently quoted. But he was dready lost in the
wonders of the system. She repressed her irritation and departed.

Penn waswaiting. "He's online, setting it up,” she said. "Phantom tickets on flights for us, and shipping
for Obsidian, to America. | told him you'd let him tap into your bank account to pay for the tickets; helll
cance the charges after hisfolks verify them.”

"Virtuad paper trail,” Penn agreed. "1 won't inquire about the details.”
"Right. Let usjuvenile ddinquents do thetaking." Shelooked around. "Where is Obsidian?'
"Chandelleéstaking her for awalk out back. | wish | knew exactly what she's sniffing.”

"Y ou know, Grandpa, | do fedl better for having the dog long. And LIoyd—our cover sory isthat Il
teach him socia etiquette, for when he starts dating. But | guess I'm glad to have him along too, bratty as
heis. Heredly does know the Internet.”

"I'm glad to hear it. I'll reset the house for Okinawa."
"Okay, but we're not ready to go out yet. Lloyd's till handling thingsonline.”

"And Chandelles il out exploring.” He paused contemplatively. "Thisisthefirst time she has been out
back on her own. Obsidian redly gives her confidence.”

"Givesusadl confidence," she agreed. " Say—if you changed the front door setting while someone was



out back, would it messthem up? | mean, likelost in time?"

Penn actudly sat down in achair, looking quite sober. "I hadn't thought of that. The settings seem to
have been congtant, one not affecting the other, but | think | would not careto risk having any of us
outside when we made a change of any kind. Perhaps we should establish apolicy to that effect. Just in
cae."

"Jugt in case," she echoed, feding achill.

"So | will not reset the front door yet. And we perhaps should have al of us assembled before we make
any future changes. Otherwise someone might change the back setting while another was out there.”

"And I've got afeding that therés nothing so logt, aslost intime," Llynn said, her chill much worse. "All
five of usin sght before anyone touches apand. In fact—" She paused, working it out. "In fact, maybe
you should be the only one to touch those panels, Grandpa. So there's never any question.”

"Perhaps 0. | can ask the others. Perhaps each member of the group should have a particular
respong bility, upon which the others will not infringe without specific permisson. An areaof expertise,
S0 to speak.”

"Y es. Because we don't know what wereinto, really. We need to cover our bases, just in case.”
Lloyd entered the living room. "Okay, it'sdone. Let's go get my stuff.” He headed for the front door.
"No!" Penn and LIynn said together.

Lloyd stopped moving. " Something | should know?"

LIynn explained about their policy, and that Chandelle was out back with the dog. LIoyd nodded. "Okay
by me. Can | have the computer?’

LIynn exchanged a glance with Penn. "Very wdl," Penn said. "The computer isyours. Just don't run my
account broke. What about you, Llynn?"

"I'll takethe TV. That's got some weird stuff."

"Very wel," Penn repeated. "'l suspect Chandele will want the kitchen and household appliances.”
"lsn't she about due back?' Llynn inquired, suppressing another attack of nervousness.

"Yes." Penn got up and walked to the back. LIynn and Lloyd followed.

The woman and dog were just coming into sight from the forest. Relieved, they opened the door for her.
"It'smarvelous, but so eerie," Chandelle said, out of bregth. "Nothing moves. But Obsidian lovesit."

"It surely is best that she be acquainted with the surrounding region,” Penn said. " So she will know
immediately if thereisany intruson.”

"Yes, shesso dert,” Chandelle agreed. It was clear that the presence of the dog was transforming her
concern about the premises.

They caught Chandelle up on their idea of respongbilities, and on LIoyd's online arrangements. She
agreed. "Now let'sget Lloyd settled, and Obsidian, of course." She glanced at Lloyd. "Will shemind
remaining with me when you go out?'



"Not if | tell her it'sokay,” the boy said. " She knows you, Grandma. But anybody new, well haveto be
caeful.”

"That suitsme exactly,” Chandelle said.

Penn, in the presence of the others, reset the front door. It had been darkening into dusk out front;
suddenly it was bright daylight. Then Penn and LIynn went with Lloyd in the car, while Obsidian
remained in the house with Chandelle. They were, asit were, on their way.

Chapter 4: Lloyd

It wasn't any breeze, but LIoyd managed to convince his parentsthat it was okay for him and Obsidian
to go immediately to Americawith the grandparents and his cousin. After dl, the old folks had the
arrangements al made, and had to return immediately or face complications. When his mother was
suspicious, knowing how he usudly fought with LIynn, he scuffed histoes and admitted that the girl had
promised to teach him how to be asocia gentleman. That impressed Mom; she'd been trying to make
him socia for years. Dad just |ooked away, maybe suspecting that Lloyd was entering the age when his
interest in girls changed from indifferent to attentive. The fact was, LlIynnwas becoming atractive, with
her long glossy black hair and dender but not exactly thin figure. But it wasn't his businessto notice thet;
hewas her cousin. Almogt, he regretted that.

So they went back to the house, with more of LIoyd's thingsthan he redlly needed, considering dl the
stuff the house had. In his size, too. But he hadn't been able to tell hisfolks about that, of course. So he
gtashed his stuff in hisroom, with Grandpas help, while Grandma saw abouit fixing them asnack.
Grandmawas good that way. Obsidian found the whole business fascinating, and was constantly racing
around the house to keep up with what everyone was doing.

"I think that dog's philosophy of life," Penn remarked, "isthat there is nothing in the world that can't be
improved by the addition of a cold wet nose.”

"Yesh"
Therewas a scream. Alarmed, they ran to the living room, arriving there just after Chandelle.

It was LIynn, and she was furious. She had changed into a short skirt, and Obsidian was standing near,
looking at her with perplexity.

"What happened?' Chandelle asked.
"That dog! She goosed me with her nose!™

Suddenly Lloyd caught on. Obsidian wasn't supposed to sniff crotches, but sometimes when excited she
gill did it. That short skirt had been too much of atemptation.

Lloyd tried to keep astraight face, but the menta image of the dog adding her cold wet nose to what
was under the skirt got to him, and he tarted laughing helplesdy. LIynn glared at him, but that just made
itworse.

"I'll put Obsidian in our bedroom for now," Chandelle said, evidently fearing an explosion. Shecaled to
the dog, and the two of them departed.

"Youjust gottatell her no," Lloyd managed to say asLIynn stalked off to her own room. He stifled



another eruption of laughter.
Penn changed the front door, and just like that they were back in America.

Thetimewas different. It was night here. The other three were on Eastern Standard Time, so had no
problem, but LIoyd was on Okinawatime. He wasn't nearly ready to turnin.

"No problem,” Penn said. "Y ou stay up and explore the computer while we deep. WEII get in phasein
time"

So Lloyd did. But though the Internet was fascinating—he had not had completely free accessto it
before—he became increasingly conscious that he was done, at least in terms of being awake. He
wasn't used to that. So he got up and went into the living room.

LIynn appeared in baby doll pgjamas and bathrobe. "What'swith you?" she asked.
"Not ready to deep, not ready to be done," he said honestly. "L ook, about what Obsidian did—"
"Not your fault. Forget it."

Which meant she preferred to bury theincident. "Okay. Look, | don't want to keep you up if you're
deepy, but thishouseisweird. |—do you wanna play acomputer game or something?”

She amiled. "Okay, | had anap in the afternoon, so | don't need afull night's deep. How about adating
lesson?!

"Okay." He had not been serious about that, but as company she was better than nothing, and it was
something to do.

"So hereyou are, a aschool dance,” she said. "Have you any idea how to proceed?’
"Depends on the step.”

"Let'smakeit an old-fashioned waltz, the kind the grandfolkslike."

"I hate that kind."

"Which iswhy you had better learn it, so you'll never be embarrassed. It would be just your luck to
encounter agirl who knew only that. Here's the step; come on, try it." She demondtrated with her feet.

"Yeah, I've seenit. | know the step. Only—"
"Doyou? Try it with me." She held out her arms, and he had to step into her embrace or balk.

So he stepped in. "Hold me here and here," she said, setting hisarmsin place. "Donot let your right hand
drop low, if you ever want to dance with that girl again. But you can hold her reasonably snug.”

They got into the step, at first not well coordinated, but then better. He wouldn't care to tell her, but she
was actudly a pretty nice armful. They were the same height, as he till had some growing to do, but her
body was dramatically different, by touch. If he closed his eyes and pretended she wasn't his cousin, he
could get to like her.

"No," shesaid. "You'refollowing me. Y ou're supposed to lead.”
"Lead?"



"Likethis"" She assumed a straighter stlance, and began moving him around. ™Y ou're the hard man; I'm
the soft woman."

"Hey, stop shoving!" he protested, shoving back.

"Not likethat," shesaid. "Likethis" She pushed him again.

"Like hdl!" Hewrapped hisarms around her and jammed her againgt thewall.
"What are you doing?" she demanded, glaring into hisface from close range.
"I don't like getting pushed around.” He jammed her harder.

"Why you stupid little snot!" she exclaimed. Then she put her asams around him, heaved him up off his
feet, and tried to throw him down. But he was holding onto her too tightly, and they both fdll twisting to
thefloor.

"So you want to fight, you bitch," he panted, and tried to wrestle her around under him.

"You garted it, you idiot," she panted back. She shoved him partway away from her, and held him
down with one bare knee over hislegs. She wastrying to get her hands free, and he redlized that her
sharp nails could do some redl damage. So he hung onto her wrists and tried to throw her off.

Lloyd discovered, in the course of the struggle, that she was as strong as he, and she was no shrinking
violet. For dl her talk about being a soft woman, she was alean femae panther, not giving way in any
respect. He wished he hadn't gotten into this.

"What's going on here?" It was Penn, with Chanddle right behind him.

Disagster! They fell gpart and scrambled to their feet. Lloyd's clothing was okay, but LIynn's bathrobe
and pgjamas were sadly askew. The robe was open, and her baby dolls were twisted and pulled up so
that she was showing more limb and torso than any grandparents would gpprove. She quickly put hersalf
back together, but this would be tough to explain to the elders.

"Did he attack you?' Penn demanded of LIynn, and his usualy amiable face was frighteningly serious.

Lloyd suddenly redlized that he could bein red trouble. If LIynn even hinted that he had tried to molest
her, he would be doomed; they'd never believe him.

LIynnlaughed. "No, of course not! | was—once | was out aone on the street, and there was this man,
and | was afraid he was going to come after me. He didn't, but it scared me. So | asked Lloyd to show
me what to do if aman got me down, and he said to use my knee. But | wasn't sure it would work. So
we agreed that if | could knee him in the—the stomach, that would make the point. Inred life. | wasn't
trying to do it hard. But you know, it's not easy to make it work without practice. | still don't haveit
right."

Penn considered. "Well, next time warn us before you practice. And don't do it in nightclothes.”

"Come, dear,” Chanddle said, taking LIynn by the arm. "L et's have some hot chocolate.” They went to
the kitchen.

"Guess I'd better turnin," Lloyd said, redizing that his cousin had covered for him. That amazed him, but
he was not about to throw away the dibi.

"Let'swait amoment,” Penn said, and there was nothing in his tone that brooked any resstance. "We



haveto talk."
"Uh, sure.” Lloyd did not like the smdll of this.
"Whet redly happened?'

So the grandparents hadn't bought it. Chandelle was probably questioning LIynn similarly in the kitchen.
If their stories didn't match—

So hetold thetruth. "1t was the other way around. She was teaching me to dance, and | messed up.” He
went on to give the details.

"WEell, | think you owe her one," Penn said at last.

"Yeah," Lloyd agreed fervently.

"And if there's ever another fight in this house, you had better be defending her.”
"Yegh"

"Now | think you had better turnin.”

"Yeah." It wasadismissa that reminded him that Grandpa, like Dad, was an old military man. Lloyd had
been put on notice, and there would be no recourse if he ever messed up smilarly again.

Lloyd went to the den and shut down the system. Then he went to hisroom. He took a shower, donned
his pgjamas, and lay down on the bed. He wasn't deepy, but there was nothing else to do.

He knew he had been wrong throughout. LIynn had been trying to show him how to lead, and he had
reacted asif she were attacking him. Asif she had been aboy pushing him around. In retrospect, he saw
his actions as crazy. Hehad started it, pointlesdy, making an utter fool of himsdlf. By letting his autometic
reflexes govern him, when they were not gppropriate. By being the damned brat his cousin thought he
was.

Y et LIynn had tried to cover for him. She could have gotten himin redl trouble, and instead had lied to
gpare him. That shook him up as much as his bad reactions did. Why had she doneiit?

For along time he pondered that, working it out. She wanted him to help figure out the house. They
wanted the dog, too. He understood that. But mainly, it was that she understood him well enough to
know that he hadn't been in control. That he had acted like the mouthy juvenile he was. And she wasn't
going to make it any worse for him than that. That was an aspect of decency in her he hadn't seen before.

He owed her. Meanwhile, he had better grow up, so that he never again embarrassed himself that way.
Then, at last, he dept.

Next day no one spoke of the episode. Instead they encouraged him to explore the limits of the
computer system. Did it offer any hint of the nature or purpose of the house? And he had to admit that if
it did, he was as yet unable to fathom it. There were indeed what seemed to be alien connections, but
they answered to codes he had not yet figured out. Their security was good; he could not get past their
firewdls

Chandelle went out shopping, and Penn took Obsidian and went for awalk in the forest. LIoyd took



advantage of the opportunity to talk to Llynn done. Shewasin theliving room watching the TV, trying
new channels. She looked up as he entered, not speaking.

"Look," he said awkwardly. "I'm not good at this. [—I messed up yesterday, and I'm sorry. [—"
"Areyou gpologizing?' she asked.

"Yeah. Trying to. | got—it'sjust that when somebody pushes me—I—I guess|—"

"Okay. Apology accepted.”

"Y eah. Thanks. But why did you try to cover for me?"

"I knew you didn't mean it, LIoyd. And | thought they wouldn't believe what actualy happened. No
point in getting you in trouble for nothing.”

He nodded. "I guess you are more mature than | am. But thanks. And if you—I redlly do want to learn
to dance—but after what | did—"

She amiled. "I'll teach you. | promised to have you civilized in amonth. So don't make aliar out of me.”

"I won't. But | think I oweyou." Helooked at the TV, wanting away to leave this subject behind.
"Found anything intereting?'

Shelooked around, making sure Penn wasn't back. "Maybe. Maybe | should get your input.”

"My input?"

"On this" Shetouched the remote control, and a new station appeared. 1t showed a handsome young
man, and awell-endowed young woman, embracing. Both were naked.

Lloyd stared. "That's porno!”

"| thought so. | haven't seen much of it. Have you?'

"Not alot," he said guardedly. He looked more closdly. "Not thisgood.”

"I'm curious. That position they're assuming—do real people actualy do that?"
"Maybeif they're ahletic. God, that's hot!"

"Thet turnsaman on?'

"Just the Sight of anaked woman turns aman on—and she's the shapeliest, sexiest one I've ever seen.
Ever evenimagined.”

"I'mlooking a the man. The—wheat they're doing doesn't exactly turn me on, but he's some hunk. Are
they redly—redly endowed like that?'

Helaughed. "Sure. Just like dl women have boobs like hers."
"Which means hardly any do."
"Y eah. But what a show to watch!"

"Isthisredly what al men would be doing, if they had the chance?’



"Oh, yeah. If they had the chance. With ababelike that.”

"That'sinteresting.” She was affecting disinterest, but she was watching as closely ashewas. Heredized
that girls weren't supposed to have any sexud interest, but maybe they did, some.

They lgpsed into sllence, watching.

After atime he heard LIynn's sharp intake of breath, and glanced at her—and saw Penn standing in the
doorway. He had returned, and they had been so wrapped up in the show that they hadn't noticed. How
were they going to get out of this?

Penn walked to another chair and sat down, watching the show. He didn't say aword.

Thetwo of them sat frozen, unable to figure out athing to say or do. LIoyd glanced sidelong at Llynn.
Shelooked asif she were about to faint.

Then Chanddlle entered the room. He hadn't heard the car return. She took another chair and sat down,
dlently. Worse yet!

Finally Lloyd nerved himsdlf for action. He stood, walked to the set, and turned it off. "I shouldn't have
put thison,” hesaid. "I'm sorry.”

Penn and Chandelle got up and left the room. LIynn recovered. There were red dabs of color on her
cheeks. "'l think you just paid me back," she said.

"Glad to." Asabratty boy, he could be expected to get into mischief like this. Asan innocent young
lady, she wasn't. So he had covered for her.

So it was they reached their accommodeation. They did after al have more in common than they did with
the elder generation. But what unified them all was thisfantastic house and its associated mygsteries.

Lloyd returned to the computer, exploring its by-paths. He could reach anywherein the world, talk with
anyone, learn anything, except what he most wanted: what was the secret of this house? Who had built
it, and why wasit being offered free for amonth to Penn and Chandelle? LIynn had shown him the
plague at the foot of the dairs; she said it clicked over to anew number every time they discovered
something significant about the house. He wanted to make such adiscovery, and have anumber click for
him. But there was no information about this house anywhere on the Internet. He knew, because he had
tried a search with three truly powerful search engines. Thishouse did not exig, asfar astheworld was
concerned. That wasn't surprising, but it was frustrating.

They had meds, and discussed things, and he took Obsidian out for awak in theforest. Shelovedit,
but he didn't darelet her run loose, because how would they find her if she got lost? They Hill didn't
know what might be out there. Maybe not a bear or saber-toothed tiger, but what about a deadly tar pit
or sinkhole that would swallow her up forever?

Penn and LIynn experimented with the front door settings, making alist, trying to catad ogue them by
location. There seemed to be an endless number of preset cities, ranging from tropical to arctic. Who
had zeroed them in and assigned the numbers? That must be one of the mysteriesthey had to fathom.
Lloyd wastired by evening, but couldn't yet deep. Jet lag, for al that he hadn't taken any jet; it just took
time to acclimatize. He watched amovie on the TV with the others, then tried to turn in, but it was no
go. Obsidian was restless too, but he didn't care to go out with her by night, for al that it wasn't
necessarily night out back. The others were adeep, and they had agreed not to leave the house done



without checking with Chanddlefirst. It wasagood rule; if he went out and then couldn't find the door,
what then? There was just too much they didn't yet know about this place.

Heturned on theroom TV he had. There was another movie on, with apretty girl who reminded him a
little of LlIynn. He thought about the fight he had had with Llynn, ashamed for what he had done. She
was agirl; boysweren't supposed to fight with girls. Whatever had possessed him? She had been so
feminine; there was no way to mistake her for aboy who might be pushing him around.

Then it came to him: he had reactedbecause she was feminine. He hadn't wanted to admit that he was
attracted to her. Shewas his cousin, a creature of contempt. So he had rejected her, turning his disgust
with himsdf into something €l se. Once he had done the first push, the rest had followed.

Somehow the redlization didn't make him fedl better. He had been ajerk, whatever the reason. But
maybe now hewould be less of ajerk. Certainly hewould try.

Obsidian whined and pawed at the bedroom door. "We can't go out now," hetold her. But she sill
nosed the doorknob, asking. "Okay, just in the house," he said. He didn't need the leash for that.

He thought she would want to go downgtairs, but she stopped in the hdl, sniffing the air, floor, and walls.
"What isit?" he asked, though of course she couldn't answer.

Her attention centered on a spot in the center of the hal about equidistant from the three bedrooms.
There was nothing on the floor; he checked. No rug, no trapdoor, no nothing, just floor. Y et obvioudy
she smdlled something, and he knew from long experience that there was aways reason for her interest,
however subtleit might be.

So he cast about. The floor seemed tight, but there could be aswitch that did a pand asdeto reved a
secret compartment or did something else. Maybe there was a stairway to an attic. The house had a
basement with afurnace, but no attic. If there was an attic that they hadn't found, this might be where to
find the accesstoit.

He ingpected the walls carefully, looking for any smudge that might betray apand. There was none. But

he did find aholein thewadll. It wasweird, because it wasn't visible, but hishand felt it. In fact, the tips of
hisfingers disgppeared into it. A recessed pand, covered by aholographic illusion of wall. Now hewas

getting somewhere,

He felt abutton on that pand, so he pressed it. And something fascinating happened.

Therewasafant swirl of color in the center of the hall, right where Obsidian had been so avidly sniffing.
It thickened, forming the outline of agtaircase. But it wasn't redl. He put his hand through it. A
holographic staircase!

That put him in mind of apoem he had heard. Something about yesterday upon the stairs, seeing aman
who wasn't there. Only in this case it was the Sairsthat weren't there. But what good were they, if they
couldn't be used?

The staircase clarified, until it was completely opague and looked quite redl. But it had no substance. He
could walk right through it. He did o, twice, keeping his eyes open. There was amoment of misty
darknesswhile hishead wasin it, then the other side.

Now he knew what Obsidian had been looking for. The dog saw it too; she put her noseinit and
sniffed, but evidently it had no smell. Holographs didn't, because they weren't redlly there. However,
there must be something there, because otherwise she wouldn't have been aware of it a all. Maybe an



invisble energy pattern.

Lloyd pondered. Thishouse wasn't given to pretense; it had things that the world had never seen
elsawhere. So there had to be substance to thisillusion. He just had to figure out how to find it.

Will, suppose it was what it looked like: a staircase to an attic? But suppose it needed to be out of the
way most of thetime? Just like regular attic Sairsthat pulled down from the ceiling, and you wouldn't
even know they werethereif you didn't see the outline of crevicesin the celling, and pull on the string to
bring the stairs down? So naturadly this house couldn't do it the old fashioned way; it had a holographic
staircase. But maybe that just marked the place, so you could walk through it carrying your junk, then
solidify it when you were ready to ascend? There must be another button to do that. Or maybe the same
button, again. Like adouble click on the computer, to do more than the single click.

He put hisfinger in the hidden pand, found the button, and pushed it again. There was amoderately
clear click, and aridge of light appeared dong the Saircase. Cautioudy Lloyd touched it—and it was
solid. He had doneit!

He put hisfoot on the lowest step. It remained solid. Would the house let him get hafway up, then make
it misty again so hewould fal?He didn't think so, but he wasn't sure he should chanceit. Probably he
should wait until morning and tell the others, and they could al work it out together.

Then Obsdian, ever-eager, lurched by him and scrambled up the stairsto disappear into the celling. So
much for waiting. Lloyd hurried up after her. When his head reached the celling, it passed through it; the
garswere solid while the celling wasn't, in this section. Beyond it was alighted attic, with doping ceiling

pands.

Lloyd stepped off the stairs, then paused. Suppose somebody came aong and pushed the button again,
turning it off, or making it back into a holograph, so that when he stepped on it he fell to the floor? There
had to be a button up here, just in case.

Helooked around, seeing nothing. So he felt around, and found another invisible, recessed pane inthe
celling nearest the stairs, and pushed it. The lights went out, and sure enough, the stairs were gone. He
pushed the button again, and lights and stairs returned. Now he had it.

Obsidian was Stting nearby, waiting for him to do something interesting. Y ou found it," hetold her.
"Y ou knew about the stairs. But what's up here?"

He looked around the attic. There was awakway aong the center line, and on either side were marked
sguares with objects gtting in them. None of the objects were familiar. Some were like boxes, and some
like cloth, but only approximately; they were clearly of alien manufacture. What were they, and what
were they doing here? If they were for the residents of the house to use, why were they hidden up here?
If they weren't, why werethey hereat al, with aspecid stairway for access? Then he had abright
notion: these things were one of the chalenges of the house. Something for the people to find. When they

were ready.

Well, he wouldn't touch the things now. Thiswas something for the whole family to explore. He did think
of the four of them asafamily now, united by their experience with this house. And maybe he had just
contributed his part to their joint effort.

"Come, on, Obdgdian," he said. The dog scrambled down the stairs head first, and Lloyd followed more
carefully. He found the panel and button below, and pushed, and the stairs faded into tranducency and
then to nothing.



He went downstairs and |ooked at the plagque. Sure enough: the number had changed to 6. He had made
hismark.

He returned to his bedroom, where the TV was ill on. He turned it off, took a shower, put on his
pajamas, and lay down on his bed. He thought he would be wide awake, thinking about his discovery,
but thistime he dropped off to deep.

Chapter 5: Obsdian

Chandelle got up before Penn and went down to the kitchen to start breakfast and the day, as she
usudly did. She had dwaysbeen a”late’ person, retiring after midnight and waking after eight AM, but
since coming to this house she had become an "early" person. Maybe she would revert once she got
usedtoit.

She went to the front door, and there was the newspaper. She wondered whether it would be a Chinese
newspaper if the door were set on a Chinese city overnight; they might haveto try that sometime. She
brought it in, and Obsidian bounded up, seeking attention. She welcomed the dog, rubbing her ears and
patting her solid shoulder; sheredly did fed more comfortable with an dert dog in the house.

But had Obsidian been outside yet? Better not to risk it. She put the leash on and they went out back to
explore the forest. Thetrees might be like statues, but they did ook nice, and it was atruly peaceful
scene.

The dog strained at the leash, pulling thisway and that, not trying to escape so much as eager to smell
every single possible thing in the area. Then she went to a brushy place and did her business. They
would have to take alonger walk sometime, or maybe explore one of the other settings, most of the
Settings seemed safe enough, and even the lava one wasn't actualy hot. But so far she hadn't convinced
hersdf that it was safe to wak on flowing volcanic rock.

But now there was breskfast to make, so they couldn't stay out. It was nice, initsfashion, to have the
fed of afamily again; she had forgotten the busy-ness of it. Chandelle tugged on the leash, and the dog
headed for the house just as eagerly.

Therewas of course no sign of the house, because it disappeared when the door closed. There was only
the boulder. But Chandelle had marked the spot where the door was, and Obsidian was able to sniff it
out unerringly anyway. Asthey approached the door, it opened: LIoyd wasthere.

"Grandma! | found something,” the boy said. "And the number clicked over."

That meant it was Sgnificant. "What isit, LIoyd?' she asked asthey entered and closed the door. They
gill didn't dare let the dog out on her own; it wasn't that she would flee human company, because she
loved it. It wasthat she might follow her nosetoo avidly and get into trouble.

"It'sthe attic. Thereis one. Obsidian sniffed the Sairs, only there wasn't anything there, until | found the
switchinthewall. I'll show you." He was as eager as the dog.

"Yes, of course, show me," Chandelle said, knowing that the boy would not be able to rest until he had.

They went upgtairsinto the hall. There Lloyd stroked his hand adong the wall, and suddenly there was
color forming and intensifying, until astaircase wasthere.

"Butit'snotred, a fire," Lloyd said. "Touch it, Grandma."



She humored him, putting her hand on the stair'srailing. And her hand passed right throughit. "Oh!"

"It'saholo. But | can makeit red. Watch." He touched thewall again, and the stairway became
illuminated. "Try it now."

She touched the staircase—and it was solid. "Thisis certainly interesting, Lloyd," she said. That wasthe
understatement of the morning. "And you say thereis an attic up there?'

"Y egh. Full of—I don't-know-whats. But | guesswell befiguring it al out.”
"Surely so. Thishouseisfull of surprises.” That was perhaps the understatement of the month.
LIynn appeared. "What's going on? Oh—you found astairway up."

Lloyd started explaining it al to her. Chandelle excused hersalf and went down to the kitchen. The attic
did indeed look interesting, but she had work to do.

After that the attic was everything. LIoyd, LIynn, and Penn seemed equally fascinated by it. They rushed
through breskfast and mounted the airs, and their exclamationsissued fairly steedily from the upper
reaches. This, despite the fact that none of them had any ideawhat any of the pieces of equipment were,
or what they might do. Periodicaly one of them would come down to make areport.

"Wevefound ingructions, we think," LIynn announced. "But they're in dien script, or something. It looks
likelittle squiggles. | copied some of them out S0 | can study them in better light." She showed Chandelle
the sheet by spreading it out on the kitchen table.

Chandelle looked at it. They were indeed squiggly linesand loops. "Could it be glyphic?' she asked.
"Glyphic?'

"Formed of glyphs. Symbols that represent the objectsthey rdate to. Tiny, smplified, stylized pictures.
Likeancient Egyptian writing."

Thegirl consdered. "Maybe so. They do ook likelittle pictures, in away, if | let my imagination work."
Sheran her finger across the paper, picking out particular figures. "Here's one maybe like a sailboat, and
another like adeeping dog, and—" She paused.

"Therésaproblem?’
"Uh, not exactly. It just—~but maybe not."

Chandelle looked. The squiggle wastiny, but was oddly suggestive of anaked man in astate of sexua
excitement. "Maybe not," she agreed.

LIynn got up from the table. "I'll go copy some more. Maybe some of them will make more sense.” She
left the kitchen.

Chandelle contemplated the sheet of paper on the table. The more shelooked at it, the more suggestive
the squiggle figures became. It was dmost asif they weretdling astory. Asif aman and adog were
sailing on asailboat, and the man saw awoman—twin circleswere highly suggestive of bare breasts—
and suffered a masculine reaction. So he brought his craft to shore, but by then the woman was gone.

Chandelle looked away, then returned to the paper. Now the squiggles were meaningless. Y et for a



moment there had seemed to be a story there. Wasit just her foolish imagination, or wasthisthe
message of the squiggles? How could shetdl?

She rotated the paper, viewing the squiggles sdeways. Of course she didn't know which way was up,
for them, or whether therewas a proper orientation. These were just copies LIynn had drawn, perhaps
not accurately. Y et there was something about the little figures.

Her vison clouded, and the figures blurred, then seemed to assume new configurations. Now there
seemed to be not a sailboat, but a—a spaceship, traveling toward twin circular planetsand aming a
gpace cannon at them. But by the timeit got within range, the planets had disappeared.

She blinked, and the paper contained only meaningless squiggles again. But she wondered. She was not
unduly given to flights of fantasy. Why did these tiny figures have such power to incite her notions? Was
she smply tired, or wasthere something to it?

She turned the paper again, so that now it was upside down, or at least inverted. Shefixed her gaze on
it, and let her vison blur. Now there seemed to be abuilding with odd architecture, or perhaps apavilion
that was mostly aroof supported by acentra pylon. Under that roof was a hanging effigy. The
neighboring picture expanded that figure, which seemed to be diving into chaos. Nearby was a plant with
two round flowers. Perhaps the flowers would bring that effigy to life, but they wilted before the
svimmer arrived.

Chandelle looked up. She glanced at her watch, and was startled to see that half an hour had passed.
She had been lost in her fancies about the squiggle sketches. Thiswas not like her. It wastimeto takea
break.

Penn came down. "I'm convinced that these are operative devices," he said. "But we can't figure out
what they are supposed to do."

"LIynn brought down a paper with representations of glyphs she said you found up there.”

"Y es, sheis copying more of them. Each device hasits own ingtructions, assuming that's what they are.
But we can't make head or tail of them.”

"But they are suggestive.”
"Arethey?' He glanced a the paper on thetable. "They look like random scribblingsto me.”
"Have you tried concentrating on them for awhile?"

"No, I've been concentrating on the devices themsealves, trying to get some hint. And failing. But I'm sure
they arefunctiond in some fashion. After al, everything in this house has proved to be functiond, oftenin
amazing ways, once we understand them.”

"Could there be a—awritten language that requiresimagindive interpretation?'
"l suppose s0," he agreed. "I must get back up there.”

Hewould have to take time with the squiggles to understand her point. And she couldn't be sure she was
right, so therewas no point in pushing it. "I think I'll take Obsidian out for awalk. Suppose we explorea
new setting?”

Penn shrugged and walked with her to the back door. "What one would you like?"



"Maybethefuture

"There are severa futures. | doubt that any of them are real, because that could lead to a paradox. We
couldn't bring anything back from the future, because that might enable usto change that future. They are
probably just models, to show uswhat may be coming, years, or decades, or centuries from now."

"Yes. Maybethe dien village. That intriguesme, aslong as| don't seean actud dien.”

Heset thepand at 1. "I won't changeit until you're safely back inside. Are you sure you want to go
adone?'

"Alone? Hardly! I'll have Obsidian.”

"Oh. Of course. But don't betoo long. I'm sureit's safe, but—"

"I know. There remain so many mysteriesto fathom. So it's best to tread cautioudly.”
"Exactly." He kissed her.

Then she caled the dog, and snapped the leash to her collar. "We have asurprise for you thistime,
Obsidian," shesaid.

The dog wagged her tail.

Chandelle opened the door, and they lurched out, for the dog knew only one way to take awalk:
sraining ever forward. She wasn't well trained, but her perpetua enthusiasm made up for it.

The dien village was empty, of course; otherwise Chandelle would never have ventured into it. They
assumed it was avillage; actudly it was a series of linked structures that were more suggestive of
supportsfor aflower arrangement than of housing. So maybe this was a garden. How could they know?

Obsidian hurried along what seemed to be a path that wound between the Structures, avidly sniffing.
Chanddlle noticed that the ground beside the path was not solid; it was perforated by many deep holes.
Shetried to see to the bottom of some, but they curved into darkness. Each was no more than four
inches across. Drainage? Y et there seemed to be no channelsfor water. In fact, the ground was uneven,
and the holeswere in the dopes rather than in the bottoms. Did this make any sense?

Then she saw something ese. There was a curving wall—and on that wall was a series of squiggles.

She stopped and stared. The glyphsin the attic—a so here? Did that mean there was a more significant
connection between this setting and the house than just a scene for them to look at? That the creatures
who lived here might be the ones who made the house? If so—

Her mind balked at the implications. So she concentrated on the glyphs. They were definitely the same
sort asthe ones L1ynn had copied. But every squiggle was different. Like snow-flakes, no two were
quite the same. Therewas actualy consderable variety in their shapes.

Obsdian pulled at the leash, but Chandelle was fascinated by the figures on thewall, and couldn't leave
them yet. Was thisamonument of some kind, commemorating some grest aien accomplishment? Or
wasit amessagefor vigtorslike hersdf?

Thefigureswere sharper than the ones LIynn had drawn; they had more character. They started to come
alive as she stared at them. None resembled men or women, or ships, or anything el se associated with
human beings. But her limited experience with Llynn's sheet had prepared her to see what they showed.



Thewall fuzzed, and she waslooking at athree-dimensiona representation of—the dien village. She
knew it was made of squiggles on the plane of thewall, but now it looked redl. Morethan red; it was as
if shestood inthe origina village, rather than the mere setting that this one was.

It became animated. She saw alevd stretch of ground, featurel ess. She wasn't sure whether it was earth
or stone. Then aspot appeared init, expanding into acircle. From the circle rose alump or the nose of a
cone. No, it wasthe snout of aliving creature. In fact it wasaworm. A weird metallic worm, but
nevertheessaworm; it lengthened and thinned in the manner of aworm. A large glossy worm.

The worm paused, casting about asif surveying the terrain to be sure there were no birds nearby. Then
its head contracted and extruded gray goo. Thisformed abubble over the hole as the worm's head
retreated into the ground.

After amoment the bubble heaved, and the tip of the snout of the worm rose up through its center. The
gray substance widened into aring fastened to the ground, congeding in place. Now it waslike atiny
volcano, with theworm inside.

Theworm paused again in reflection, then performed another contraction and extrusion. Another bubble
formed, and was in due course converted to aring as the worm poked through its center and shaped it
abovethefirg ring. It wasforming agray tower.

Another point gppeared in the ground, becoming another circle. A second worm wasrising. It went
through asimilar series of operations, except that its rising tower wasyelow.

Then there were many worms working in the area, shaping their structures. The action accel erated, not
because they were working faster but because the presentation was being foreshortened for economy of
assmilation. Their multi-colored towersrose up in graceful sems, curves, and spirds, and merged to
form arches and suspended knots. It became anetwork of intertwining columns, and finally a section of
an dienvillagelike the one she was visting now.

Thewormswere architects, livinginside the columns and connections. That was why the village had
seemed s0 hard to fathom; what she had taken for weird living space was actualy the interstices, not
used.

Chandelle came out of her vison and looked around. And gasped.

Obsidian was gone. The dog had somehow dipped her collar during Chandell€'s inattention, and headed
out on her own exploration while Chandelle was distracted by the glyphs on the wall. Who knew where
the animal was now?

"Obgdian!" she called, but there was no response. In adeveloping panic, she cast about, searching for
any sgn of the dog. There was none.

Chandelle redlized she needed help. She would be unlikely to find Obsidian on her own; there was too
much of the [abyrinthine village. The others could spread out and cover much more territory.

She hurried back to the house. LIynn was in the kitchen with more sheets of paper. "1 lost Obsidian!”
Chandelle cried. " She dipped her collar while | was distracted.”

"Uh-oh. I'll fetch the others." LIynn got up and ran out of the room.
In moments Penn and LIoyd were there. "What happened?' Penn asked.

Chanddlle blurted it out, barely organized. In the process sheforgot to tell what she had seeninthe



squigglewall. That hardly seemed relevant, aslong as the dog was missing.

"| think the three of us can handleit,” Penn said. "Y ou should remain in the house, Chanddlle, justin
cae." That wastheir slandard policy: to keep someonein the house at al times. Becauseit did
disappear from al the back yard settings, and could be hard to locate. Not al of them had bouldersto
mark its place.

They went out, and Chandelle remained in the house. She was appalled that she had been so carelessto
let the dog get away. Of course Obsidian had followed her nose; that's why the |eash was necessary.
Y et the squiggles had been so intriguing. The setting might be dead, but that dlien writing was dive.

Her eyefdl on the sheets of paper LIynn had left. She sat at the table and focused on them. Even though
the sketched copies were imperfect, they carried the magic of the form. In amoment she was "reading”
them.

The top page showed aman putting on what appeared to be a headband. Then he looked out acrossa
vast landscape where many odd things appeared.

Chandelle consdered. Thiswas acopy of aseries of glyphsthat appeared in one section of the attic.
Could it be theingtructions for one of the toolsthere? She looked at the next sheet. After amoment
those squiggles cameto life. Thistime awoman was putting on apair of boots. Then shetook a step—
and was suddenly across the page, leaving achain of dust balls behind. That could be seven-league
boots. Put them on, and travel fast and far without acar. She wasn't sure how aworm could use them
since these were obvioudy made for people. Maybe the worms were in business, making thingsfor
other species. Maybe they traded, getting suppliesin return, or perhaps services they needed.

Shetried the third sheet. This showed aman putting on aradio headset, or maybe just apair of
earmuffs. Then he cocked his head, evidently listening. A bubble appeared above hishead, and in it
there formed an object—no, another person, awoman. She was speaking, because there were sound
waves a her mouth. And across the page was that woman, in alarger representation, spesking with
identica waves. That must be the woman the man was hearing. Then the thought bubble above the man
changed to what looked like amachine, aso making sound. Across the page was asimilar machine with
smilar sound. So the man could hear that too, when he wanted to. A third squiggle showed him thinking
of arunning river, and there was ariver e sewhere, too.

Chandelle's pulse got stronger. If this meant what she thought it did, there was aset of earphonesin the
attic that would enable her to hear anything she wanted to hear, no matter how distant. Including alost

dog.

She got up and went to the tairs. There was the plague, and the number was 7. It had been 6 this
morning, after LIoyd found the attic. That suggested that her revelation was atrue discovery. She had
learned to read the dien script, and the house knew.

She went upstairs, and the attic stairs were gone. She suffered an instant of panic, then redized that Penn
could haveturned it off as he departed. Or maybeit turned itself off when no onewasin theattic and it
wasn't being used for more than afew minutes. This house was thoughtful in many little ways, and that
could be one of them.

She stroked her fingers dong thewall until she found the hidden indentation, and pushed its button. The
stairs appeared. She pushed it again, and they solidified. Thiswas marvelous technology, and she liked
it, asshe got used to it. She wouldn't mind living in this house permanently, despite aspects that made her
nervous. Aswith acar, it became less dangerous as a person learned better how to useit.



She climbed into the lighted attic. She had forgotten to take the sheets of squiggleswith her, but it didn't
matter; she would read the originals. She peered at the objects that lined the walls. And saw one that
resembled a set of earmuffs,

She went to it. Sure enough, the glyphs were those L1ynn had copied, only these were more artistically
drawn. Their affect was stronger. Now that she knew how, she could readily read them.

She picked up the headset, and paused. Were there any cautions? And dangers, or at least thingsto be
careful about? So shelooked again at the glyphs.

Y es, the man, after thinking of severd things, tried to think of two a once. Then hefell down, with a
throbbing head. So it was best to focus on just one thing at atime. And to keep on€e's eyes open; when
the man closed his, hewalked into atree. Understood.

She carried the set down to the kitchen. There she nerved hersalf and put it on carefully.

Nothing happened. After amoment she redized why: she wasn't thinking of anything she wanted to hear.
So she thought of Penn. Still nothing. Did that mean it wasn't working, or that he wasn't talking at the
moment?

She banished Penn and tried Lloyd.
"Hey, you dumb mutt! Where are you?'

She jumped, thinking he had come into the kitchen behind her. But no one wasthere. It was the heads,
tuning in on hiswords as he searched for Obsidian.

Very wdl, then. Shelet Lloyd go and tuned in on the dog. And heard afaint whimpering.

She got up and went to the door—and hesitated. She shouldn't leave the house empty; that wastheir
agreement. Y et the dog was suffering, or at least unhappy; should she make her wait for rescue?

She decided that this was a suitable exception to their rule. She would go out to find Obsidian, then
locate the others, and explain.

She left the house, keeping the dog in mind. The whimpering was so clear asto seem close, but she
knew it wasn't. She oriented on it and walked carefully aong a path through the dien village, eyeswide
open. She wasn't sure whether she could hear other things while orienting on the distant sounds, so it
was better to watch everything around her.

She picked the best route she could find through the aien architecture. She appreciated the colored
structures much better now that she understood how they were made and used. She would want to learn
more about the worms, in due course. But right now she had to rescue Obsidian.

Soon the sounds became not louder, but somehow clearer, asif she were getting better definition as she
got closer. Their position seemed to shift, and she redlized that this was because as she got closer, any
deviation from the direct way toward them made alarger difference.

She cameto alarge wormhole, one big enough for aman to crawl into. She had thought of the worms as
small, but of course that wasn't necessarily the case. Some of the vermicular Structures were huge.

She could hear Obsidian whining from the dark depths of thishole. "Obsidian!" she cadled, and was
rewarded by afrantic barking. She had found the dog—to a degree. But what was she to do about it
now? She did not want to climb down that hole and perhaps get trapped herself.



It wastimeto get help. "Were coming, Obsidian!" she called down the hole. Then she tuned the
earmuffsto Penn. He was il silent, as he tended to be. Shetried LIynn, and heard her, but she seemed
far away. The dien headset did somehow give anindication of distance, though she wasn't sure how.
Shejust knew. So shetried Lloyd again.

"Where are you, mutt?' The cal sounded more desperate; the boy wasredly getting worried. But the
important thing was that he was close.

"Lloyd!" shecdled asloudly as she could.

He heard her. "Grandma! What you doing out here?'

"Finding your dog. Come here."

In amoment he came running into view. "Hey, you got one of thethingsfrom the attic.”

"It'sahearing ad. It enabled meto orient on the dog from a distance. Obsidian's down that wormhole."
She pointed.

"Hey, girl, you there?' he cdled.
Therewas arenewed flurry of barking. She recognized hisvoice, dl right.
"| better go down," Lloyd said. "Only—"

"Only how will you get back up, if she can't?' Chandellefinished for him. "Well need to study thismore
caefully.”

"Y eah. Maybe Grandpa can figure out away."
"Yes. Do you know where heis? And Llynn?'

"No. We got separated. But maybe | can find them, if—" Helooked at the headset, quick to recognize
its advantage.

"Very wel." She removed the muffs and handed them to him. ™Y ou think of the person you want to hear.
But only one person at atime, or you may get a headache. And watch where you're going.”

"Got it, Grandma." He donned the set, paused, then took off running.

Meanwhile Chandelle studied the local layout. There were severa other large holes, and some danted
downward less abruptly. Maybe there was one a person could navigate safely. But probably they would
need asafety line. It might be easy to get lost down there, if the wormholesintersected each other; it
could belike ahuge maze.

Lloyd returned, with Penn puffing after him. "Y ou used an dien tool to find Obsidian?' he asked. "That's
amazing." Hewas holding the earmuffs.

"| deciphered their script,” shesaid. "Their glyphs. They told me how to use the hearing aid.”

"And s0 not only have we found Obsidian, we have gained a valuable new tool," he said, kissing her.
"But now we haveto get the dog out of the hole."

"I'll get arope from the house," Lloyd said, and dashed off again.



"Meanwhile, weld better locate LIynn," Chandelle said, pleased by hisrecognition of her success.

"Let's see how these work on me," he said, and put them on. "Llynn, where are you?' After a pause, he
glanced at Chanddlle. "I don't hear her."

"Keep ligtening," she said. "Maybe shelll speak." Then she cupped her hands to her mouth and called:
"Llynn!"

"She heard you," Penn said. " Shel's answering.”

Chanddle didn't hear anything, but was satisfied. "Over here!" she caled.
"She'scoming.”" And soon she did hear the girl's approach.

"What'sgoing on?' LIynn asked. "Did you find her?'

"Yes" Chanddle sad. "Down there." She pointed at the hole.

"Ooo! No wonder we couldn't find her."

Whilethey waited for LIoyd, they surveyed the paitern of wormholes, and Chandelle caught LlIynn up on
what she had discovered. " So it was your drawingsthat did it," she concluded, careful to givethe girl
credit.

"And | never caught on,” LIynn said ruefully. "I wastrying to find apattern, like letters of the aphabet. |
didn't redize that the key wasin how they looked. | thought that one man was just my dirty mind.”

"Y our mind was clean. Theimage was dirty." Chandelle considered amoment. "Of courseit isn't redly
dirty, just—"

"l know, Grandma. Just suggestive.”

Lloyd returned with a coil of rope. "So how do we do this?' he asked. "Maybetieit to my foot, so you
can drag me back?'

"That seems awkward and uncomfortable,” Chandelle said. Shewas not at dl easy with theideaof him
descending into that hole, but neither did she want to leave Obsidian down there.

"WEélII anchor you, mountain-climbing style," Penn said. "With aloop around your waist, dack. If you
fdl, it will support you. If you don't, it won't get in your way. Meanwhile, | will listen to you on the
hearing aid, so you won't need to yell. Just speak normally and | will hear you. | will haveto shout to
reach you, however."

"Let meusethe hearing aid,” Chandelle said. "That will give you greater freedom of action.”
Penn shrugged. "Very well." He removed the ear piece and gaveit to her.

"Okay." The boy stood while Penn made a carefully knotted loop of rope resembling abelt. Then he
climbed into the hole, feet first. Chandelle marveled that he didn't seem concerned. But he was young;
perhaps claustrophobia came with age and rlaive infirmity.

"I hear you," Penn said down the hole, not needing the hearing aid initidly. "Can you hear me? Good.
Now don't rushiit; fed your way carefully until you reach her.”

They remained in touch, while Chandelle and Llynn weatched. "And you ssy worms made dl this?' Llynn



asked.

"Yes. | saw it onthewall. | think it must be an instruction sheet for us to find, so we would know the
background of this setting.”

"But worms couldn't have built the house."
"| think they coordinate with other species. After dl, they don't live on Earth.”

"In earth, not on Earth," Llynn agreed. "But we gtill don't know what they want with us." She glanced a
the hole. "Ishe okay down there?"

Chandelle remembered to orient on the boy. She heard him immediately, so close and redl that it was
amost as though she were down there hersdlf. She closed her eyes, attuning further. "I'll see," she said.

Indeed, it was asif she were seeing, for there was darkness all around and the sounds became dl that
identified the participants. LIoyd was breathing hard, with little grunts as he squirmed on down, and he
was muttering to himself.

"No freak, no freak. Gotta get Obsidian. No freak."

Hewas frightened. He had concealed it from them, but now that he was alone he was having atough
time not freaking out. But he was carrying on with the mission. Bratty he might be, but here in the crunch
he was showing courage.

Chandelle thought to orient on the dog. Suddenly it was asif Obsidian wereright next to her, fidgeting,
breathing rapidly, making faint splashes. "Obsidianisin water,” she announced, opening her eyes.

Penn glanced at her. "1 think LIoyd's near there by now," he said. "It must be dippery below, so she
couldn't scramble out. Isshedl right?’

"Yes, | think so. She's uncomfortable, maybe cold, but not in actual physica pain.”
"It must be awful, caught inthe dark,” LIynn said, looking abit drawn.

Chandelle closed her eyes again. She was il with the dog, and her identification seemed to be
intensifying. Hearing was trandating to feding. Maybe she heard shivering, because shefdt cold. And—

And something else. A sound not of the dog. Wasit merely the lapping of the water?
"Get her out of therel” she cried, atinge of panic in her voice. "There's somethingwith her.”
"Lloyd!" Penn shouted down the hole. "Get your business done quickly.”

Now the boy was close; Obsidian was making eager squeaks of greeting. They touched, and there was
the sound of ahand being durped. "He'sthere," Chandelle said. " Touching the dog's head.”

"Take off the loop of rope," Penn called. "Brace your legs againgt the sides of the passage. Put theloop
over her body, behind the front legs. Tighten it just enough to hold. Then hang on to the rope yourself, in
front of her, and well haul you both up. Don't get behind the dog; don't go into the water.”

Acting on Penn'singructions, Lloyd tied the rope around the dog. Chandelle seemed to fed the rope
about her own midriff. "It'ssnug,” she sad.

Then Penn dowly hauled on the rope. Obsidian scrambled, heping hersdlf, with Lloyd urging her on.



With the support of the rope, they could handle the dippery dope.
But something wasfollowing. "Faster!" Chandelle cried.

"We don't want to hurt them,” Penn said.

"Then pull fagter! They aren't done.”

Llynn joined Penn, and the two of them pulled more vigoroudy on the rope. There was awhine of pain,
but the dog was as eager as anyone to get clear of the depths. Now any sounds of possible pursuit were
logt in the clamor of scrambling feet and hard breathing.

Then they climbed to the ground level, and finally made it out of the hole. LIynn dropped the rope and
hugged the boy, who for once didn't object.

"That was close," Lloyd gasped. "There was something down there.”
"Weknow," Penn said. "That's why we had to hurry.”

"What wasit?" Llynn asked.

"Modly afeding,” Lloyd admitted. "But it was getting awful strong.”

Chandelle hugged Obsidian, and rubbed her wet legs, while Penn untied the rope. There was no sign of
whatever had been behind them. Could it have been imagination? There had not been anything moving in
any of the backdoor settings, before. Y et how could they have taken the chance of waiting too long?

"I heard something with the hearing aid,” Chanddle said. "I don't know what it was. Maybe it was just
the water moving. Maybe I'm just a hysterica woman.”

"Maybe," Penn said. But hedid not look satisfied with that.

They were dl back together again. But after this, Chandelle would make very sure not to let the dog get
loose.

Chapter 6: M oscow

Penn considered the pages of squiggle glyphs Llynn had copied. Chandelle had figured out the key, and
the plaque had advanced another number, but there remained alot to learn. Even with the instructions,
some of those dien pieces of equipment were impenetrable. For example, there was what looked like a
variation of the hearing aid, acirclet of wire that hooked over one ear. They had al tried it, but it made
no difference to ordinary hearing, and did not tunein on distant sounds. So either it didn't work, or they
were not reading the ingtructions correctly. The squiggles seemed to suggest that it did facilitate the
hearing of the person who woreit, at least in that ear. But it did not. The other artifacts they had
consdered were smilarly confusing.

Now Penn was diverting himsdf by mapping the front door settings. There were hundreds, but all
seemed to be cities. If thiswere Straight geographical travel, what were the chancesthat it would always
land on acity? Very smdl, he was sure. So they had al been zeroed in, probably so that the house could
St on an existing addressin each city, and beinconspicuous. A lot of work must have goneinto that!
Were there hundreds of houses, or were the lots empty when the house was €l sawhere?

"Bet | know what yourethinking, Grandpa," LIynn said behind him. ™Y ou figure the citiesarered, but



how about the house?"

"Y es. It doesn't seem to move when we change settings. But if it doesn't, that suggeststhat thisisa—a
tesseract.”

"A whet?'

"A tesseract. A four-dimensiond cube. It'samathematical concept, impossibleto makein redity. Butin
thisinstance, it could mean that this same house is everywhere, and that when we change the setting, we
are merely focusing on another of itsexisting faces™

"So how do wetel?"

"l can think of away, but it might be risky."

"Like stepping outside when the house goes away?' she asked.

"Yes. Of courseit would return immediately. Still—"

"We could test it by putting something out there, leaving it, and returning. If it's till there—"
"Now theré'sanotion,” he agreed. "We could put out aclock, and seeif it kept the sametime.”
"Coming up," she said, removing her wristwatch.

"Oh, | didn't mean to risk your property.”

"I know, Grandpa. But | don't think it's much of arisk. Pick acity."

"Here's Moscow. It's night; there's not much action there at the moment. So it should be relatively safe
to experiment.” He set the pand at 100 and the city appeared.

She opened the door and stepped out quickly. She set the watch on the front step, then reconsidered
and took it farther out, to get beyond the ambiance of the house.

When she was safely back inside, he reset the door to Philadelphia. Then to Okinawa. Then back to
Moscow. She went out and got her watch. "It's still keeping time," she said, putting it on her wrist. She
paused outside the door. "But I'm not sure that's enough.”

He had a notion what she meant. It made him nervous. "Get back in here and welll discussit.”

"No, I'll stay out here thistime. Y ou take the house on the same tour, and then I'll report what | saw.”
"But Llynn, if werewrong—"

"ThenI'mintrouble. But | don't think we are. Do it, Grandpa; I'm not coming in.”

His hands were swesting. "Llynn, please—"

"Y ou dwaysknew | wasawillful girl. Thisis something weve got to find out. Go."

He stared at her, standing defiantly in her shirt and jeans. Should he go out there and try to haul her in?
She might run down the street, and he wouldn't be able to catch her. It was better to avoid that scene.
Yetif hedidit, and she wasn't there when he returned, what then?

"Go," she repeated, stepping away from the house.



He closed the door and reset the panel, quickly, before the enormity of the risk overcame him.
Philadel phia appeared. Then Okinawa. Then Moscow again.

She wasthere. Relief made him weak. He opened the door. "Get in here, LIynn!"
Thistimeshecamein."Y ou did the tour?'

"Yes. What did you see?’

"Nothing, Grandpa. The houseislocaly styled, and it didn't change.”

"l suppose that'sthe way it hasto be. If ahouse suddenly appeared and disappeared, it would quickly
attract attention. But this doesn't answer our question.”

"Y es. We need more. Why don't you go again, and I'll try to enter the house while you're gone?"

"I can't do that! The risk—suppose you were there when the house returned?”

She nodded. " Could be bad. So wed better bring in the others.” She left the room.

"Wait, LIynn," he protested, too late.

In amoment Chandelle and L1oyd werethere. "Y ou left her outside?" Chandelle demanded, appalled.
"Oh, comeon, Grandma," the girl said. "Thisis suff we haveto know."

"Not at therisk of your life," Chandelle said severdly.

"It'snot asif it was anything important,” Lloyd said, smirking.

"Shut up, or I'll make you dance again,” LlIynn said, nudging him.

"Stop pushing me around.” But it was evident that the edge had gone from their rivary; they were only
teasing.

"I know | shouldn't have doneit," Penn said.

"Look, Grandma, we don't want to get caught again by what we don't know about,” LIynn said
persuasively. "We rescued Obsidian, but next timeit could be worse. We need to figure things out early,
before theré's trouble, so we know what to expect.”

"Not by leaving you outsde whilethe house travels.”

"But how else can we find out? Something happensto this house, and we'd better understand it. It may
even be part of the testing we get graded on by the stairway plaque.”

That made Chandelle pause. LIoyd stepped in. "Next timeit'smy turn. LIynn can't have dl thefun.”
Chandelle looked warily at them. "Areyou united in this?'

"l suspect we are," Penn said. "It could be a greater risk to occupy this house without exploring the
ramifications of its potentias.”

"Thendont doit done” shesad. "Do it in pairs—and one stays clear while the other explores.”

That seemed reasonable. "Agreed,” Penn said. He glanced at the others. LIynn and L1oyd both nodded.



They st it up with Penn and Llynn taking the next turn, abrief walk-through. They stepped out the front
door, and stood on the walk while LIoyd moved the house. Penn felt a nervousthrill; thisredly was
exating.

"Want meto hold your hand, Grandpa?' Llynn inquired mischievoudy. "I'm more experienced in this"
"Yes" hesad, amiling.

Shetook hishand, and it redly did make him fed better. Two could face the unknown with more
courage than one.

Nothing changed. "Didn't they do it?"

"They'redoing it,” shesaid. "It just doesn't show. Which | guessisthe way it hasto be, so asnot to
attract attention.”

The light in the house went out. "Except for that?" he asked.

"Except for that,” she agreed. "Can't have alight on in ahousethat isn't there.”

"That'sdl thereistoit? No imploson of air, no—"

"Noncthing," shesad firmly.

After amoment the light came on again. Then the door opened. "Areyou dl right?' Chandelle called.
"Nothing toit,” Penn called back.

"My turn,” Lloyd cried, dashing out.

LIynn walked back to the house. At the door she turned. "How long do we give you?"

Penn glanced a hiswatch. "Five minutes should do it,” he said.

"Five minutes," she agreed, glancing at her own watch. Then she entered and closed the door behind her.

"Wait until the light goes out,” Penn cautioned the boy. "And we must be sure to stand back before the
timeisup.”

"Gotcha. We don't want them landing on our heads." LIoyd seemed to have no added concern for the
possiblerisk of the maneuver. Probably it was considerably less scary for him than crawling into adark
wormhole had been.

The light disgppeared. They stepped forward. Penn felt the thrill of nervous excitement again. Thiswas—
this was perhaps testing fate.

Lloyd yanked open the screen door. He tried to open the main door, but it wouldn't budge. "Hey—it's
locked."

Penn hadn't thought of that. He produced his keycard. But there was no place for it. The door had a
conventiona, old-fashioned keyhole and he had no mechanica key. "L ocked when the occupants are
away," hesaid. "That does make sense.”

"Let'stry the back door," Lloyd said, heading around the house.

Penn followed, as he did not want to let the boy get out of sight in the darkness.



It was the same story with the back door. So they tried awindow. It would not budge. They were
completely locked ot.

They returned to the front and waited until thelight returned. "Areyou dl right?' Chandelle asked,
clearly worried.

"We couldn't getin," LIoyd said. "Doors are locked."

They discussed it, and concluded that the house might just be aframe set in Moscow, or any other city,
and be completely closed off except when the house "occupied” it. So that there could be no intruders. If
someone broke in, that would probably trigger an alarm that would prevent the house from phasingiin,
until it wasfixed. They agreed that they did not want to try to bregk in.

"So | suppose we have an answer, of sorts," Penn said. " There are housesin many cities, but they are
mere shells reserving the space for thered one. They—"

"Something's happening out there,” Lloyd said, peering out.
Penn looked. Someone was running in the night. " Perhgps we should leave.”
"No, wait," Llynn said. "It'saman, and somebody's chasing him."

Indeed, three men werein pursuit of alonefigure. Even in the darkness, they looked like rough brutes,
while the fugitive seemed pitiful. He had afair lead, but was fatering, evidently worn out.

"Street gang,” Lloyd said. "Found amark."
"Weve got to hep him," LIynn exclaimed, pushing out the door.
"No!" Chanddle cried. But LIynn was aready on her way.

Penn went after her, knowing he couldn't stop her from doing what she had in mind. To get involvedina
street-crimein progress—this could be disaster.

"Herel" LIynn cried to the man.

He saw her, and swerved toward her. She ran back toward the house, beckoning. She was bringing the
maningde

She ran by Penn, and the man followed, staggering. Penn saw adark patch on his clothing that |ooked
like blood. He intercepted the man, put one arm around him, and urged him through the door. Lloyd
dammed the door behind them.

Penn eased the fugitive to the floor. "He's wounded,” he said as the man lay down, barely conscious.
"Knifed, | think."

"Oh!" Llynn gasped, seeing the blood.

"I'll get abandage," Chandelle said, hurrying off.
Penn looked up. "Lloyd, change the stting.”
"Gotcha" The boy reached for the pandl.

But the pursuit was too close. The lead man struck the door, crashing it open. He tumbled into the



house, and the other two followed.

Then for amoment the tableau froze. One intruder was sitting on the floor, the two others stlanding
behind him, staring a Llynn and the fugitive. Lloyd stood by the door, not daring to touch the pand now.
And Penn stared stupidly back at the men. How was he going to handle this disaster? The three were
young and brutish, and they had knives. How could they be gotten out?

What about the undo button on thewall? Could that reverse the intrusion? But he redlized immediately
that it couldn't, because it would affect only the actions of the house, not the people.

Then the man sitting on the floor spoke in Russian, but too fast for Penn to fathom. The other two did,
though. One turned and grabbed LIoyd, while the other drew hisknife and strode forward to menace
Penn with it. Penn just stood there, knowing that any motion could get him killed. He could not match
the speed and power of the young thug, and even had that been possible, what of Lloyd and LIynn?

The seated man sprang to hisfeet and advanced on LIynn. She screamed and backed away. Satisfied
for the moment, the man turned to Penn and rapped out some kind of query.

"I'm sorry, | don't understand,” Penn said. He was trying to judge what he might accomplish if he took
them by surprise. He could kick the nearest man in the groin and get his knife, but that was not enough.

The man spoke to the one holding LIoyd. He pushed the boy into Llynn and went out of the room.
"What do you want with us?' Penn said, not having to feign fear.

The leader grunted something, evidently not understanding. So Penn took arisk. "Timorousgirl, terrified
boy," he said in the same tone of query he had used before. "Helpless old man. They don't know about
Chanddle—or Obsdian.”

"Nyet" the man rapped.

So Penn shut up. But he had already gotten his message out. They had rolesto play, until they could find
away to get out of thisfix.

Thewounded man lay where he had fallen, unconscious. No help there.

The missing man returned from the garage with cord. He used lengths of it to tie Penn and Lloyd. This
was bad; the two of them didn't dare resit, yet they would be helpless when bound.

They had no choice. They submitted as the man competently tied their hands and feet. They were
perforce out of the action.

There was asound at the back of the house. Immediately the leader was dert. He redized that there
was another person in the house. He snapped an order, and the other two charged out to locate
Chandelle. Obvioudy they intended to rob the house, having discovered it in the course of their pursuit
of the fugitive. But they could not afford to have someone loose in the house, to summon help. They
didn't know that the family knew no onein Moscow to whom they could appedl. Or that the house itsdlf
could disappear from Moscow, trapping the intruders in another part of theworld. If the inhabitants ever
got achanceto moveit.

The back door dammed; Chandelle had gone out the back. Maybe she thought to hide until the intruders
left. But Penn wasn't sure. Certainly she wasn't safe in the house. But suppose the setting got changed,
stranding her in the ancient forest? Penn was not at al easy with this.



The back door dammed again, surely because one of the men was going after her.

Meanwhile the leader had a notion about L1ynn. He sheathed his knife and grabbed her by the arm. She
screamed and pulled ineffectively away, being the timorous girl—as long as there was another thug in the
house, it wasn't safe to attack the leader.

The man hauled her in and grabbed her other arm. He tried to kiss her. She screamed again and turned
her face away. Penn strained at his bonds, but could not get free. Lloyd looked just as uncomfortable.
But what could they do?

LIynnwould haveto help hersdlf. "If you haveto, knee himinthegroin,” hetold her, risking the wrath of
her captor. "Then fleeto the attic.”

The man wastearing at her jeans, in his eagerness not making much progress. Llynn faced Penn
momentarily and nodded; she was struggling, but she was aware. When she got her opportunity, she
would gtrike.

There was a shout from the rear of the house. Penn could guessiits nature: there was something funny
about the back door.

The leader shouted something back, and paused, listening. After amoment the back door dammed a
third time: the second man going out after thefirg, to fetch him back.

The leader returned his attention to LIynn. Thistime he grabbed a handful of her shirt and yanked it
open. She screamed again, the very picture of afainting female. But Penn knew she couldn't stall much
longer. Soon the man's attack would go too far—and how could they stop it without putting al of them
at worserisk?

But it was the man who stalled. He was becoming aware that the other two men had not returned, and
he didn't like that. So he decided to check on them before finishing with the girl. He headed for the back
of the house, dragging Llynn dong.

Then Chandéelle tiptoed in the other door, with Obsidian on ashort leash. "Those other two are gone,"
shesad. "I'll untieyou." She fumbled with Penn's bonds. But they were well knotted, and she wasn't
making much progress.

"Dont fool withit," he said urgently, "Just cut the cord.”

"Oh, of course! | didn't think. | didn't bring aknife."

Meanwhile Obsdian waslicking Lloyd's face. She didn't understand about him being tied.

Then the leader returned, still dragging LIynn. They heard him coming though the adjacent room.

"Sd! Hide!" Lloyd said. The dog ran behind the television set and hunched down, hiding, thinking it was
agame.

Chanddlle, il trying to untie Penn, didn't hear the thug until too late. She turned just as the man entered,
dragging adisheveed LIynn. "Oh!"

The man made an exclamation.

"Get down," Penn said. "Be helpless.” He wished she had thought to bring aknife, but of course she had
been digtracted by the threat to them al. Even so, her ploy had amost worked.



The man snapped words at Penn, gesturing toward the back of the house.

Oh. It was dark in Moscow, but light in the ancient forest. And with the other two out there—but why
hadn't they come back in?

"| changed the setting," Chandelle murmured.

Brilliant! That had isolated the men, so now there was only the oneto deal with. But how werethey to
do that? Chandelle and LIynn were the only ones not tied, and they would not be able to fight the brute.

Still, the odds were better than they had been. Maybe they could trick him into going out the back door
t00. Except for the problem of language.

The man spoke again, surely demanding to know what had happened to histwo minions. When Penn
couldn't answer, the thug drew his knife and menaced LIynn withit.

Thiswas getting serious. "They're gone," Penn said quickly. "And you'd better go too. Y ou don't know
what you're getting into, with thishouse." But of course the man didn't understand.

Theman raised hisknifetoward Llynn's head. She flinched. She must have forgotten his prior advice.
Penn faced the man, asif addressing him, but spoketo LIynn: "If hetriesto cut you, kick him inthe groin
and get clear of him. Run out the back door if you haveto."

"I've got a better way," Lloyd said. "Watch."

"Don't antagonize him!" Penn said, darmed. "Y ou're hepless.”

"No I'm not. Not anymore." The boy faced the man. "Hey, poop-breath! Look a me!"
The tone conveyed the message. The man looked at Lloyd.

"Okay, crap-head,” the boy continued. "Try thison for size" He made aface and stuck out histongue.
That transcended language.

"Lloyd!" Chandelle cried, appaled at the mischief he wasinciting. Penn echoed the sentiment. Had the
boy gone crazy?

The man redlized that he was being insulted. " Nyet!" he said.

In response, Lloyd gave him the Bronx cheer.

The man strode toward him, lifting his free hand, dragging L1ynn behind.
Lloyd screamed asif struck.

Obsidian came out of her hiding place like avengeful genie. Growling, she legped at the man, catching
hisarm in her teeth. She was ninety-six-and-a-half pounds of fury.

Suddenly Penn understood the boy's strategy. If there was one time when the dog wouldn't be friendly, it
was when her master was attacked. Lloyd had incited that attack.

But the man was no fainting flower. Helet go of LIynn and whirled on the dog, reaching for hisknife.
Now Llynnwasfreeto fight. She kicked a hisgroin. But her foot bounced off the man'sthigh.

"Go get aknife!l" Penn cried. "To cut usfree while the dog distracts him.”



But LIynn had fury of her own. She grabbed at the man, seeking an opening for her knee. He turned on
her, throwing her to the floor with one arm.

"Get him!" Lloyd cried, and Obsidian obeyed. Obsidian let go of the man's arm and went for histhroat.
Meanwhile, LIynn scrambled back to her feet and came at him again, nailsfirst. Thiswasfolly; she
would have been much better off dashing for aknife. But it had more effect than it deserved.

Probably the man could have handled them both. But the double attack had caught him by surprise. He
backed away, then turned and lunged for the front door. He jerked it open and wedged ouit.

"Enough!" LIoyd called. Dog and girl desisted, |etting the man go.
"Get the setting!™ Penn said.

LIynn dapped her hand againgt the panel, changing the setting randomly. Now they were safe from the
man.

After that it was amatter of unwinding. Chandelle got akitchen knife and cut Penn and LIoyd free. Penn
checked the front and back doors, making sure that neither had any threats. LIynn kissed LIoyd on the
nose. LIoyd hugged Obsidian. They were adl phenomenally relieved to have escaped more serious
consequences.

Therewas agroan. All of them went silent. They had forgotten the fugitive man—and now he was
reviving.

What were they going to do with him?

Chapter 7: Kailash

Llynn stared at the injured man. Now she saw what she had not noticed in the press of action: he was of
Asatic complexion. That suggested that he was not alocal Moscow resident. He could be avisitor,
perhaps on business.

His shirt was soaking with blood. She didn't know how badly injured he was, but it must be serious,
because he had passed out once he entered the house. He had missed most of the action, which was
maybejust aswell.

He groaned again, and tried to Sit up. "No, no, liedown, relax,” she said soothingly. "Y ou're safe now."

Then Chandelle was there with bandages and abasin of water. " Get his shirt off," she said. "We must
find out the extent of hisinjury."

LIynn put her hands to the man's shirt. He tried to protest, but she smiled, cautioning him, and he
relaxed. On oneleve she found this pleasant: her ability as awoman to pacify ahurting man. It wasa
gender role she had not adopted before, but now sheliked it. It didn't hurt that the man was young—
perhaps twenty—and clean-cut.

They worked his shirt open, spreading it on the floor to either side. Thewound was laid out to view: a
dice acrosstheright ribsand into the flesh below. "It was adashing cut,” Chanddlle said. "Theribs
deflected it, but not enough. It's not deep; his problem ismainly loss of blood. Well haveto cleanit and
bandage it to hdt the bleeding. Then hewill haveto rest until he hedls"



"I'll take care of him," LIynn said. "It'smy fault heshere.”
"| think he would be dead by now if you hadn't brought himin."
"l guess s0. When | saw him being chased like that, | just had to do something.”

Penn spoke from acrossthe room. "Y ou redlize, of course, that heisastranger. We don't know him or
his motives. This compromises our occupancy of this house."

"l know, and I'm sorry,” Llynn said. "'I'm afoolish girl. But we can put him back in Moscow when the
coastisclear.”

Chanddle washed the man's side, then touched hishand. "'l must clean thewound,”" she said. "1t will
hurt." Then, to LIynn: "Hold hishand.”

"Hishand?'
"So he doesn't get inthe way."

LIynn took the man'sright hand in both of hers. "We haveto do this," she said, knowing he didn't
understand.

Chandelle dabbed a the wound. The man flinched. Hisarm flexed, his hand clenching.

"No, no!" LIynn said, hanging on. His arm was not unduly muscular, and he was weak from injury, so
shewas ableto keep it captive. "You must let uscleanit.”

He relaxed. Then Chandelle dabbed again, trying to clear the partly coagulated blood. The man tensed,
and gasped with pain, trying to protect it with his hand.

"No," LIynn repegted. She drew hisforearm in toward her, trying to hold it firmly.

Chandelle dabbed athird time. Thistime LIynn anticipated the man's reaction, and hugged his hand to
her chest.

After that, he tensed when Chanddll€e's cleaning hurt him, but did not try to move hisarm. Llynn redized
that he must be aware of her bosom, dight asit was, and satisfied to remain as he was. She hadn't
intended to vamp him, but on the other hand it was further evidence of her femininity, and she found that
sherather liked making it count. So long as no one could accuse her of being forward.

"It'sclean,” Chanddle said. "Now the antiseptic. Thiswill redly hurt, for amoment.”

LIynn spoketo the man. "Medicine" she said. "Clean the wound. Hurt." She made a hiss of intaken
breath through her teeth. "Understand?”

Heturned his head and looked at her directly for thefirst time. His eyes were brown. He nodded dightly.

She clutched his hand more tightly, prepared to hang on when he reacted to the new pain. "Now," she
sad.

Chandelle applied the antiseptic. The man'swhole body stiffened, except for hisarm. Maybe that was
the one part of him that felt no pain.

In due course Chandellefinished, and put a dressing on the wound, and a bandage on the dressing.
LIynn noted her grandmother's competence with a certain muted pride; it was her business to know what



to do when someone was hurt, and shewas good at it. "This should be all right, if he doesn't get too
active. I'll haveto changeit every so often, but it shouldn't bother him between times."

"All done," LlIynn said to the man, and released hishand.
His head turned to her again, and he smiled. He was halfway handsome when he did that.

"Now he should eat something,” Chandelle said. "He needs nourishment to recover. And rest, of course.
I'll go fix some soup.

"Wher€'s he going to stay?' LI1oyd asked.

LIynn hadn't thought of that. "1 guess he can have my room, since I'm responsible for him being here. Il
deegp on the couch intheliving room.”

"No," Penn sad firmly. "Héell deep on the couch. Y ou will deep in your own room—and lock the door.”

LIynn opened her mouth to protest, then remembered how the brute of athug had ripped open her shirt
and pawed her bra.

Anystrange man could be dangerous. All they knew about this one was that he had been fleeing
attackers, and was wounded. He could be a criminal, maybe a deserter from agang. So they did have
to be careful. Just as Grandmawas competent in care-giving, Grandpa was competent in protection.
"Yes"

"But for now, well try to make him comfortable where heis, on the floor,” Penn said.

Chandelle arrived with abowl! of hot soup on an elevated bed tray. She brought it close enough to the
man'sface for him to see and smell it. He smiled, knowing food when he saw it.

"WEell haveto hdp himto sit up,” Penn said. "Take hisleft shoulder, Llynn.”

LIlynn obeyed with dacrity. She knew that Penn was giving her the left Sde, because his greater strength
would be needed on the right side, to prevent aggravation to the wound.

They lifted and hauled, and got the man into agtting position, though he did groan with pain ashis
midsection flexed. They used pillowsto prop him up againgt thewall. Chandelle put thetray over his
legs. Then hetried to pick up the spoon with hisright hand—and almost knocked over the soup. The
pain of that side made it unsteady.

"I'll help," LIynn said. Shetook the spoon, dipped it into the bowl, waited for it to cool sufficiently, then
put it to the man's mouth. He looked a bit askance at this, but she smiled at him, and he opened his
mouth. This, too, was fun, in its novelty; maybe she was cut out to be anurse.

While she fed the man, the grandparents went to another room. LIoyd, evidently on orders, remained in
theliving room, and so did Obsidian. Maybe that was just as well. Why take chances with astranger
who might not be aswesk as he seemed?

The job was dow, but they got through the soup. Chandelle brought aglass of water, and LIynn steadied
the man's hand with her own while he drank. Very little spilled. They were a success.

Chanddlle brought blankets, pillows, and adeeping bag, forming abed. She aso brought a change of
clothing, having evidently judged the man's size and found something close enough in acloset. Thishouse
aways had something close enough. "Penn, take him to the downgtairs bathroom," she said as she took



away the bed tray.

LIynn nodded. Naturaly the man had natura functions, and he wouldn't want agirl heping him change
dothing.

Penn knedled beside the man. "Bathroom," he said. "Wash." He made washing motions. "Pee." He
touched his crotch. "Change." He showed the clean clothes.

The man nodded. It would have been hard to misunderstand such an explanation.

They heaved on the man's shoulders and got him to hisfeet. They walked him to the bathroom. LIynn
grabbed Obsidian, who wanted to go too. The dog liked to be in the middle of any activity of any
nature, and tended to be jedl ous of attention paid to others. Then Penn took him onin, while Llynn
retrested. She did not want to get involved inthis.

"Y ou know thisistemporary,” Lloyd told her. "We can't keep him."

"I know," she said, rubbing the dog's ears. "But | think we did right to save him from those thugs.
Otherwise he would have been dead.”

"Y eah. But who ishe? Maybe he'sathug himsdif."

"He couldn't be. Helooks nothing likeacrimind.”

"That'sgirl tak,| could beacrimind.”

Sheeyed him gppraisingly. "That's hardly proof. Y ou do look the part.”
Helaughed. "Waked into that one. But the point is—"

"I know. And you're right. We do haveto be careful .”

"We can't even talk with him. We don't know anything about him."
Chandelle appeared. "1 have an idea. Maybe wecan tak with him."
"Y ou know Russian, Grandma?' the boy asked.

"No. But maybe the house does."

"The house?' LIynn asked blankly.

"One of the piecesin the attic. That one that's like the hearing aid, except that it doesn't work. We never
tried it on adifferent language.”

"A different language,” Llynn echoed. "That just might beit. How canit trandate, if theré'snothing to
trandate? But now thereis”

They hurried to the attic, Obsidian leading the way, and fetched the ear piecein question. " Do you want
totry it?" Chanddleinquired.

"Yes" Llynn put on the unit.
"But if it works, how do you know for what language?" LIoyd asked.
They hadn't thought of that. The thing could be a perfect trandator—and do them no good at al. There



seemed to be no control, no way to st it.

"But you know," Lloyd said, answering his own question, "this house hasaway of making thingswork,
when you use them right. So maybe it knowswhat it'sdoing.”

LIynn hoped s0. Shedidn't relish trying to learn Russian.

They returned to theliving room. The man was now in the new clothing, and sitting on the couch. He
looked much better. Penn had even combed his hair.

"Say something,” Llynn said to the man.
Helooked at her, not understanding.
"Speak," she said. She put her hand to her mouth, like a megaphone. "' Say anything.”

"Y ou want meto speak?' the man asked. The quality was different, but the words made sense; she
could understand him.

"It works" Llynn dmost screamed.
All of them looked at her, including the dog, not understanding for their separate reasons.

Shetook off the ear piece and approached the man. "L et me put thison you," she said. "Maybe it will
make you understand us.”

He sat till while shefit the ear piece to his ear. Then she stood back and spoke. "Now do you
understand me?"

The man jumped, then winced as his side hurt. He spoke arapid stream of words. Obsidian jumped to
her feet, thinking there was a problem.

"Oops," Llynn said. "It works—but we need two of them."”

"There are othersthere,” Chandelle said. "Enough for usdl.” She disappeared, Obsidian following her.
A person in motion was aways more interesting than one in place.

"It'samost accommodating house," Penn remarked. "It has whatever we need, in the quantity we need,
onceweredizewhat we need."

"But it sure makes uswork to know what thet is," LlIoyd said.
The man looked around, evidently understanding the words but not their context.

LIynn spoke carefully to him. "It isatrandator,” she said. "We will fetch more of them, so we can
understand you. Right now we can't.”

The man nodded. He touched his ear, appreciating the wonder of the ear piece.

Soon Chandelle returned with four more ear pieces. Each of them donned one. And suddenly the
language barrier was gone.

"My sdutetion,” the man said.

"Who are you?' Penn asked. "Why were you being chased by those men?"



" am Kailash, from Kashmir."
"Indiaor Pakistan?' Penn asked. "Theregion is contested.”
LIynn hadn't known that. But then geography had never been her strong point.

"The Himalayas of India," the man said. "1 cameto Moscow to try to find my sister Shree. But when |
inquired, they attacked me. | managed to get away, but they pursued me. | most escaped by fleeing
into aquiet resdentia section, but they found me."

They questioned him, and the rest of the Story came clear. Kailash was twenty, a hopeful artist, but in the
backwoods mountain region the best such work he could find was painting designs on crockery intended
for the tourist trade. Times were hard, for there had been warfare there recently, and things were
changing even in the outlying regions, making them harder.

Hissster Shree was eighteen, and beautiful. She had trained to be a secretary, for she was good with
language and writing. She and Kailash had enjoyed debating each other, just for the pleasure of word
play. But there was little need localy for such employment. So she had answered an ad for an excellent
jobin Delhi, more than three hundred miles away. The pay wasfar better than anything in the mountains,
and she hoped to send money back to support the family.

But no money had come back. In fact, Shree disappeared. Alarmed, Kailash had gathered what little
money and equipment he had, and gone to investigate. He had to work a whatever he could find to
support himsalf on the way, and that made the search difficult, but he had learned that the job Shree had
goneto was actualy foreign, in Moscow. She had gone there, though it was surprising that she hadn't
sent word to her family about it. But he hadn't found her at the given Moscow address. Then the thugs
had come after him. He assumed it was because he was an obvious foreigner, so was easy prey.

"| doubt it," Penn said.

"Itisthetruth!" Kailash protested. "1 swear!"

"I wasn't doubting you," Penn said. "'l was doubting that the thugs were merely picking easy prey.”
LIynn was perplexed. "But why elsewould they go after him, when hewasjust inquiring?”'

"Whitedavery," Penn sad. "It's big business, epecidly in the defunct Soviet Union. Y oung women are
promised excdllent jobsin distant cities, but are instead sold into prostitution.”

"Prostitution!" Kailash exclaimed in horror. "That can't be!"

"It'snot voluntary on their part,” Penn said. "They have no choice. Their papers are teken, so they are
stranded as aliens, often not even speaking the loca language. They are rendered completely dependent
on the pimps, who are ruthlessly crudl. The women must oblige, or be beaten, or tortured in ways that
don't show."

"But Shreeisan innocent girl! She could never—"

"They prefer innocence. Innocents are easier to cow, and free of disease. You say sheis pretty.”
"Y es, very much so. But—"

"Let's hope there is some other explanation,” Chandelle said, but she didn't look very confident.

"I mugt find her," Kailash said. "I must bring her home."



"Not before you recover,” Chanddle said. "Y ou can't go back out on the street in this condition.”
Kailash touched hisinjured side. "I can't,” he agreed. "But if Shreeisin danger of —of—"
"Wehaveto hep him,” Llynn said.

But Penn looked doubtful. "It isn't that smple.”

"Yesitis" sheprotested hotly. "Y ou wouldn't Iletme be taken like that. Why let hissister?”

"I can answer that," Kailash said sadly. "Thefour of you have been most generousto me, and | think
saved my life. But you have business of your own, and | am interfering.”

"That, too," Penn agreed.

"Therés something ese?" Llynn demanded.

"And | am agranger,” Kailash said. "How can you believe what | say?"
Penn nodded. "Y ou have agood grasp of the Situation.”

"But why should we doubt him?" Llynn asked.

Kailash answered again. "1 could be telling you a story to encourage your trust, and then rob you and
ek away."

"No you couldn't."

"But you can't be sure. | trust you because you saved my life and have not robbed me. But you can't
trust me"

"Y ou can't sneak away," LIynn said. "Because—"
"Ixnay," Lloyd said.

She realized that she had been about to give away the secret of the front and back doors. They were
right: they could not afford to trust astranger. "Anyway, you need to rest and recover. So it doesn't
metter."

"I think | am being intheway," Kailash said. "I can not repay you for your help and kindnessto me, but
| can relieve you of the burden of my presence. If you will take me to the Indian embassy—"

"No," shesad.

"Whét, you're sweet on him?" Lloyd asked insolently.

"No. It'sjust—"

Penn and Chandelle exchanged alook. "Y ou stay with Kailash," Penn said. "Well see what we can do.”
"Thereisno need to attend to me," Kailash said. "'l will merely deep.”

"Nevertheless, we must watch you, until we can be sure of you,” Penn said.

"Oh. Yes. Of course."



LIynn was disgusted, but the truth was she was intrigued by this polite young man. "Okay, I'll stay. Mind
if | watch TV?'

"It isnot my placeto object.”

So sheturned on the set, while the others | eft the room. Obsidian hesitated, then decided that there was
more of interest in the living room, and stayed. She lay down beside the couch.

The program came on in English. Then LIynn thought of something. "I wonder if thishasan Indian
verson?'

"Wedo havetdevisoninour village," Kalash sad. "We are not entirdy primitive.”

"Thisisspecid." Sheinvoked the specid controls. Sure enough: there was atable for different languages.
She selected India—and was rewarded by a subset of many languages she had never heard of. "Which
one'syours?' she asked.

"My native language? But your excellent trandation device makes that unnecessary.”
"Stll, I'd liketo seeif thisworks."

He guided her to one of the didects, and sheinvoked it. But the TV continued spesking in English. "It's
not working."

"Oh, butitis," Kailash said. "Remove your trandator."

"Oh." She did s0. Suddenly she understood none of the dialogue. She saw that Kailash had removed his
own ear unit. He was watching and listening, and nodding: he understood it.

He said something, but she could not understand. She put her unit back on. "What wasthat?"

Kailash smiled, though he could not have understood her words, except by context. "1 understand the
televison perfectly. It isindeed in my language. Thisisremarkable."

"It'saremarkable set," she said.

"It isaremarkable house."

She realized that some of the secrets of the house had aready been reveded. "Yes."

Hereturned the unit to hisear. "'If | may inquire—"

How much could shetell him?"1 don't know."

"I do not wish to impose, but your presence diverts me from my discomfort, and | would like to talk."
Her presence diverted him? Sheliked that too. "Y es, sure.”

"It isnot possible to avoid the redlization that thisis no ordinary domicile. Y ou seem to be ordinary
people from America, no offense, and | am from a primitive village, but | have never heard of technology
likethis" Heindicated the ear piece. "And | saw that the scene beyond the door changed in amanner |
thought it could not. Y ou surely have excellent reason to say that | could not smply walk out.”

He was observant. In fact, hewas no fool. Sheliked that. She would have to tell him something. "Yes.
Moscow is not there anymore.”



"But how could this be?'
"How can| tdl you, if | can't trust you?'
He spread hishands. "I gpologize. | should not ask. | will Smply accept that thisisamagic house.”

So shetold him. "Not magic, exactly. Super science. This house can travel. We started in America, and
went to other cities, and stopped in Moscow. We happened to be there when you came, so we hel ped
you."

"Y ou made them help me."
Llynnfdt hersdf blushing. "I guess| did. But | couldn't just et three men murder you."

"I oweyou my life, whatever your mative. It was an extremely fortunate coincidence that brought meto
your location at thet time."

"l guess s0," she agreed uncomfortably. Obsidian, recognizing that she was troubled, lifted her head
sympatheticdly.

"Do you bdievein divine guidance?' Kailash asked.

"No."

"l do. | think that what you would call fate guided my steps, and put me where | could be saved.”
"It was just chance. Y ou could have taken a hundred other streets.”

"Yes. But | did not. And so | was saved, when | should have perished. By ahousethat | think can not
exig."

That made her wonder. He was right about the coincidence: it was redlly too much to be believed.
Could the house have had a purpose?

"I'm going to haveto tell you more,” shesaid. "It'san alien house. Were just using it for amonth. We
don't know who built it."

"Fate built it. And brought it here, to save me."

LIynn shook her head. "I don't want to offend you, but I'm not much on Eastern religions or whatever. |
don't think the house cares about you. Or us. It'sjust avery advanced dien residence.”

"And | do not wish to offend you, LIynn. | may cal you that?"
"Sure." She liked to hear him say her name. It had a different quality, with histrandated accent.

"But | do disagree. Let us accept the fact that we differ in belief, and see if we can't find some common
ground. Will you consder my thesis?'

"That you were guided here? Okay, for now. But we weren't guided to you, so it's till awild
coincidence that we should be there right when you needed us."

"Perhaps. Y ou say you do not know who made the house. How then can you say what its purposeis?'

"l guess| cant,” she admitted.



"Could you entertain the notion that perhaps the house seeks people? People suitable to occupy it? That
just as people need houses, houses need people, or they are unfulfilled?"

LIynn glanced quickly at him. Thisguy was disturbingly sharp. "l suppose.”

"Or that perhaps those who made the house wanted it to be occupied by people who would appreciate
it. Perhapsit is designed to discourage those who are unsuitable.”

"Yesl" she exclamed. "Grandpa saysthat lots of peoplelooked at it, and wouldn't take it. Because of
the back door."

"The back door?'

"It—oh, hell, you'l figureit out anyway. It openson aforest. Sometimes. It has different settings.”
Heraised afinger. "The men who pursued me—did they not come into the house? Where did they go?"
"Out the back," she said. "And we changed the setting. So they're gone.”

"Y ou isolated them in some other region”?”

"Y es. And the third one we drove out the front door, and changedthat setting, so he'sin Moscow, but
wearent.”

Kailash nodded. "Why would aforest frighten people?”’

"Becauseit surrounds the house. Even though the houseisin acity. It—it's hard to explain. But it scares
people, because there's no place for abig forest in the middle of acity.”

"Theworld of the back door is different from the world of the front door?"
"Y es. The doors are—are portasto other places. And they don't have to match. It'sweird."

"I will not say | understand perfectly, but | can gppreciate how such athing could seem unsettling. Why
didn't it unsettle you?'

"It did. But | loved it. It'slike playing in the fifth dimension. A red chalenge. | guess Grandpaand
Grandmasaw it the sameway. Anditisa redly nice house. It hasthingsfor dl of us"

"Likethetrandation units?"
"Yes. Andthe TV. And fabulous access to the Internet. And even clothes and food welike."

"Then | think you have made my case. Thishouse desiresyou, o it makesitself gppealing to you. And
not to others. It must see something in you thet it likes."

"l guess0," Lynn said, feding awed. The housedid want them. Obsidian nuzzled her hand. "And you
t0o," she said to the dog. "I'm sure it wants you."

"Soit isnot coincidence that you occupy it. Many looked, but only your family stayed. Could it lso
desreme?’

"l guess," she agreed, her awe at the concept continuing. "But it was sheer chance that you came by,
right when we happened to bein Moscow."

"That | wish to address. Assume that the houseis aware of people, and recognizes those with attributes



it desires. It took you in, and that is good. But it needs more people. So when it saw me, it desired me,
and took mein too."

"Could be. But if you hadn't come by just when—"

"Y es. Such coincidence makes me nervous, especidly sinceit wasmy lifeat issue. But could it have
been aware of me when you were not in Moscow?'

"How can it be aware of anything, when it isn't there? Theré's just a—an empty shdll, when the houseis
avay."

"How do you know?'

"Wetried to get in. That's what we were doing, when you came by. There was nothing there—just a
closed-off frame."

"Y ou could not enter it?"

"Right. It'simpervious."

"Then how can you say thereisnothing inade?"

She paused. "lI—I guess| can't. But—"

"Such as perhaps a unit that senses people, suitable and unsuitable.”

"| guessthere could be. But what good can that do, when we're not there?”
"1 mean no offense. But could the house influence you?"

"What, mind control 71 don't think so."

Kailash frowned. "The spirits can be subtle. | think of this house as a spirit, for convenience. Perhapsit
could not, or would nat, influence you directly. But indirectly, such as by providing thingsyou
gppreciate, such asversdiletelevison—"

"Agreed. Indirectly, therésalot.”

"And if you wished to experiment with cities, and sdected randomly, could it make the choice for you?"
"Grandpa pushed the buttons. Grandpa chose the city."

"But if hedid not care which city—could the house cause him to choose M oscow?”

She stared a him. "Maybe s0."

"Soif it sensed mein Moscow, and desired my entry, could it then bring you to Moscow to intercept
me?'

Her head waswhirling. "l—I guessit could.”

"I do not mean to cause you distress. But as| reflect, | remember something | did not credit at first.
When | came to Moscow, and passed this neighborhood on my way to inquire for my sster, | felt an
odd temptation. | wished to go in a certain direction. But that was not where | needed to go, so |
overrodeit and went about my business. But when | fled, hardly caring where | went, thisisthe direction
| came. Toward this house."



"It summoned you," she exclamed. "It reded you in—when it could. And it brought usin at the same
time, so we could connect. So we could save you. Suddenly it makes sensel”

Kailash leaned back, carefully. " Of coursethisis merely conjecture.”
"Don't back off now," sheflared. "Y ou've convinced me."

"And me," Penn said, entering the room, and the dog jumped up to greet him. "It eliminates coincidence
amog entirely.”

"Y ou were listening?' LIynn asked, embarrassed for no reason she could fathom at the moment.

"I was returning, and heard you talking, and paused,” Penn said. "It was so interesting | didn't want to
interrupt.”

"l seethingsinamanner you may not,” Kailash said delicately.

"No, I think you could be right. I don't like coincidence any better than you do. It explainsagreat dedl. |
think we had better bring you in on the remaining secrets of the house.”

"But we don't know that we can trust him," LIynn said, though she did trust him now.

"That's next," Penn said. "We found what we were |ooking for, thanks to Chandelle's expertise with the
squiggle script.” He held up an open bracelet. "Put thison, LIynn.”

Shedid, bemused. "What'sthis, adingusthat stopslying?’

"Not exactly. Try tdling alie

"My nameisthe Queen of Sheba." She paused. "No reaction.”

"My nameisthe King of Sheba" Pennsaid.

LIynn jumped. The band had tingled. "1t told meyou lied," she said.

"Yes. It seemsto beided. It letsyou lie, while warning you about the lies of others.”
"Thisisgreat. Now we can verify Kailash." Sheturned to the man. "Tdl mealie”

"l think you are ugly."

The bracdet tingled. LIynn fdt hersdf blushing again. "Tell me another.”

"Everything | told you about my persond history isfase.”

Thebracdet tingled. "That'salie" LIynn said. "Which meanswhat you said must be true.”

"Not necessarily," Kailash said. "Some of what | told you might be true, and some fdse. So it would be
aliethat dl of it isfalse, but would nevertheless deceive you.”

Shelooked at Penn. "Grandpa, this man istoo smart for me." But she liked the man's evident
intelligence, and hiscompliment.

"Areyou decelving us?' Penn asked Kailash.

"No."



The bracelet did not tingle. "He's not lying,” she said.

"Can wetrust you?' Penn asked.

"Yes. | am grateful for the way you saved my life, and will return the favor if | can.”
"Notingle"" Llynn sad.

Penn tried once more. "Do you have desgnson LIynn?"

"Grandpa" she cried, blushing again.

So did Kailash, though it showed less on hisdarker skin. "I hardly know her."

Thebracelet tingled. LIynn held it up, Sgnaling that she had felt it. The man had been evasive, and the
bracelet interpreted that asalie.

"Do you mean her any harm?' Penn asked.
"No."

Notingle.

"But you do like her."

"es"

"Can we gtop thisnow?" LIynn asked, mortified.

"| find her attractive," Kailash said. " She has been kind to me, and attentive, and she is pretty. | react as
any man would. But | mean her no harm, and will not pursue her. | redize sheisyoung, thoughin my
culture she would be of age. | regret causing distress.”

Penn nodded. "He finds you appedling. Do you object, LIynn?’
"Yes." But sheflinched, expecting the bracelet to tingle, despite knowing better. "No."

"| think we have done enough for now," Penn said. "Kailash must rest. But tomorrow | suggest that the
two of you experiment with the truth band, and ascertain itslimitations. We may have good usefor it, in
due course.”

Kailash nodded. "I shall be glad to cooperate.”

LIynn hesitated. "Promise you won't ask that question of me, when you have the bracelet. About my
fedings”

"l giveyou my oath," Kailash said, and the band did not tingle.

But LIynn wasn't sure shewasrdieved. She wasflattered by his attention, and did like him, and she
knew it showed. He hardly needed to ask.

Chapter 8: Shree

Lloyd paused as he passed the plague by the stairway. "Hey—it's up to number eight,” he exclaimed.



"We made another step.”
"Maybeit wasthe lie detector,” Penn said.
"Well, it didn't budge for the hearing ad, or the trandator, so why should it for the lie detector?”

"Good point. It moved to seven when Chandelle deciphered the squiggle print, and not for the
subsequent results of that. So what did we do thistime?"

"Beats me, Grandpa.”
"Maybe Chanddlewill know."

They went to the kitchen, where Chandelle was happily working. "The plague has advanced, but we
aren't surewhy," Penn said.

"For redizing that the house summonsitsresdents” she said promptly. "Kailash figured that out.”

Penn and Lloyd exchanged a glance, and then a shrug. She was probably right. The plague seemed to
react to the grasping of principles more than to details.

Lloyd went on to the living room. Kailash and LIynn and Obsidian were there, working on the
ramifications of the lie detector. It was clear that she was getting sweet on him, and he rather liked her.
The grandparents made no objection, probably because they thought Kailash was a better prospect than
that gang leader she had gone with before. Lloyd tried to suppress asurge of jealousy. He was only
thirteen, but he did know what girls were for, and wished he had one of hisown. But no girl he had ever
thought of liking had ever had any interest in him. Girls wanted men, and he was aboy. A mouthy boy.

"How'sit going?' he asked.

"Weve pretty well figured out the nuances of thelie band,” Llynn said. "But we're thinking that if we
want to rescue Kailash's sster Shree, we'll need more than that and the trandators.”

"Youll need agun,” Lloyd sad.

"Guns are dangerous,” Kailash said. "They are instruments of war.” He didn't like war, as he had
explained, because of the fighting that had gone on in his neighborhood, as Indiaand Pakistan tried to
take over Kashmir. He hadn't said so, but LIoyd suspected that members of Kailash's family had been
shot. Lloyd didn't know much about Buddhism or Hinduism or whatever it was, but gathered they didn't
much like violence.

"We're wondering whether theré's something in the attic,” Lynn said. "Maybe not agun, but something
better.”

"I'll ask Grandma," Lloyd said. He returned to the kitchen and explained their concern.

"The problem with gunsisthat they can be as deadly to their owners asto others," Penn said. "That's
why they are kept under lock and key, in the military, when not in use, and the ammunition locked
elsawhere. It would be better to find the perfect defense.”

"Yes," Chandelle agreed. " Something that can only safeguard, not threaten. | will check the squiggles.”
"So arewe going to rescue hissster?' Lloyd asked.

Penn and Chandelle exchanged aglance. "I supposewe aregoing totry,” Penn said. "LIynnwill ing.”



"Y egh. Shel's sweet on him."

"Heisan impressive young man, very inteligent,” Chandelle said. "Y et no doubt he will return home,
once herecovershissger."

"What about the way the house bringsin the people it wants?' Lloyd asked. "Why would it et him go?'

The grandparents exchanged another glance. "Do you think the house can hold a person who doesn't
wish to be held?' Chanddlle asked.

"Sure. By making him want to be held. Likeit madeus.”
Penn frowned. "Do you fed we are captives of the house?"
"Naw. It just makes uswant it, like—like agirl making aman want her."

"By providing uswith substance for our dreams;" Penn agreed. "For you, it'sthat powerful Internet
connection.”

"Sure" But it wasn't enough, Lloyd thought. The house couldn't give him agirl. That wasjust too
complicated, consdering what it had to work with. So dl he could do was maintain his usua front of
girl-hating. Hewasn't fooling Llynn, but it would do for the others.

"| think we are indeed committed,” Chandelle said. "We can't let hissster be victim of white davers. But
you are right: we will need more than we have at present.”

"Firgt well need to find her,” Penn said. "'l have no ideahow to proceed with that."

"l do," Lloyd said. "I can do aquery on the Internet. Sure, | know it won't be any good to ask for her by
name, but | can pretend to be aguy looking for adoll, and make sure she fits the description, and maybe
I'll get abite.”

Chanddlle faced away. "l think | do not wish to inquire about this process,” she sad.
But Penn wasinterested. ™Y ou can do this? Y ou can emulate an older male?!

"Sure. | doit dl thetime online'cause | don't likewhat | am, so | just make a different person. Everyone
on the Net knows it's fake, but they don't know for sureit'sjust akid behind it. It could be ahorny old

"Then question Kailash about hissigter," Penn said. "' So you know exactly what you are looking for. If
you can makethiswork, it will gresily facilitate things.”

"Hissger," Lloyd echoed glumly. Looking for asister, any sister, was not the stuff of dreams. But what
choice did he have? He was the only one who could do the search. And there was acurrent of interest,
because Kailash had said she was |ovely.

So hereturned to the living room. "I gottalearn al about your Sister, so | can do an Internet search for
her," hetold Kailash.

Llynn laughed. "Who says there's no such thing as hell on earth? Lloyd hasto study awoman."
"Shut up,” he said without force. She did like teasing him, knowing the falsity of his stance.

"| can't get over thisdemongtration of divinejustice," she said, pushing it. "Lloyd rescuing agurrl "



Kailash looked dightly pained. "My sster Shreeisvery nice. Y ou would surely like her if you knew her.”

An eighteen-year-old secretary? She would see him asthe juvenile snot hewas. "Wdll, anyway, | gotta
know enough about her so | can describe her accurately, and maybe run her down that way. Without
letting anybody catch on that I'm not ajohn.”

"But of course you're not John. Y our nameisLloyd."

Llynn smiled. "There are some idiomsthe trand ation doesn't clarify. A john isaman who patronizes
progi—" She broke off, remembering that Kailash couldn't stand to think of his Sster that way.

"Ajohnisajerk,” Lloyd sad. "Tha much | can do.”

Kailash paused. Then he reconciled himsdlf. "Perhaps so. My description is colored by my lovefor her,
but | sncerely believethat sheisavery fine person. | will try to describe her accurately. Will you need to
make notes?'

"Naw. | can remember.”
"Thereisafar amount of detail. Perhgps—"

Llynn cutin. "Lloyd's got close to a photographic memory. He's a snot, but he'sasmart snot. He doesn't
need notes.”

"Thanks so much for that recommendation, cousin LIynnburger,” Lloyd said.
"What isthat term?"* Kailash asked, perplexed.

"It'sagupid pun," Llynn said, grimacing. "Limburger cheese amellsredly strong.”
"Infact, it sinks," Lloyd added.

Kailash consdered. "I hear you in my own language, so perhapsthe nuances arelost in trandation. But |
do know of Limburger cheese, and LIynnburger—oh, | see!™ He burst out laughing.

Llynntried to hold her scowl, but had to gart laughing with him. LIoyd found himsdlf liking the man; his
laugh was genuine.

They got down to the description. "Sheis about two inches below LIynn's height,” Kailash said. "Long
dark hair, brown eyes, dark complexion like mine. Her face is amond-shaped, and rather pretty, except
perhapsfor the smal molejust above her |eft eyebrow. Her body is svelte, yet fuller than LIynn's; sheis
awel-devel oped woman.”

He continued the description, and Lloyd set it in hismemory. A picture was forming of agirl with acute
face and nice figure, two inches shorter than he was. Sure she wasfive years older; till, he could admire
her inhisimagination, likeapin-up girl.

Kailash told of Shree's persondlity quirks, and these too became part of the picture. He told of
childhood misadventures, showing the way she reacted to joy and stress and boredom. Lloyd listened,
and his picture of her degpened. Thiswas an ideal woman, but for her age and culture. But also exactly
the kind who would not even see him on the Strest.

Finally the description was complete. "I'll sart the search,” he said. "It may take awhile, if it even works."

"l understand,” Kailash said. "1 sincerely appreciate your effort.”



Lloyd went to the computer cubby and got online. First he had to establish his persona: Louie, age 23,
rich, horny, with speciaized tastes. He set up an online bank account, discovering to his surprisethat the
house actualy had online funds he could draw on. He ingtituted a paper trail, for al that none of it was
on paper, showing Louies prior participation on the Internet. Louie liked sexy chatrooms, and porno
shops, and phone sex, and he didn't much care about expense. Only when he had an identity that would
stand up to ingpection by anyone who was less adept at hacking than he, Lloyd, was, did he start using
it. "I'mtired of the usua floozies," he typed. "I want something different.”

Then he set up asearch. The porno and procurement aspects of the Internet were actualy only atiny
part of it, less than one per cent, but they drew alot of business. He had not before dared to view
draight porno sites, but now Louie did. They thrilled him unmercifully, but he pretended indifference.
"None of these cows," hetyped. "I want something more dender, without being thin. Maybe five two,
B-cup bra, dark brown hair, heart-shaped face—no, make that amond-shaped. A perfect beauty—no,
let's have an imperfection, like a scar—no, that's a turn-off; make it amole, not too big." He continued,
gradualy forming the description of Shree, asif by sheer chance.

There were takers. Different online pimps put pictures on. Pictures—

"Hey, Kailash!" he called. "Can you get over here? It'simportant.”

Kailash cameto the cubby, supported by Llynn. "Y ou have found her?' he asked hopefully.
"Not yet. But check these pictures. Isany her?!

Kailash looked. "No, no," he said, checking one and another. "No—wait, perhaps, if her hair were cut
short and changed. Her eyebrow—can we see that closer?’

Lloyd magnified the picture, orienting on the left brow. There, dmost concealed by bangs, wasamole.
"Thisis Shree!” Kallash sad. "Whereisshe?"

"In Riyadh, Saudi Arabia," Lloyd said. "Y ou know she's a—they made her—"

"I know," Kailash said heavily. "I must rescue her.”

"I can make an agppointment for Louie to be with her, for agood price. But how to get her out of there |
don't know. It's not like a Sunday walk in the park."

"There must beaway."
"So what's the date?"
"Makeit inthreedays" LIynn said. "Well beready by then—or e

So Louie made a date with Shree for three days hence, and transferred a hefty binder fee. Then he
moved on through the Net, checking other Sites, so that if anyone were tracing him, he wouldn't
suspicioudy disappear. LIoyd would have to animate him in the intervening days, too, to keep up
appearances. Just in case.

Then he exited and went to see what €l se was happening in the house. Chandelle was poring over pages
of copied squiggles, while Penn waslining up assorted devicesfrom the attic. LIynn wasin theliving
room talking with Kailash, who was excited by the discovery of hissger.

Lloyd joined the grandparents. "' So have you found agun?'



"No gun,” Penn said. "But two prospects.” He indicated alarge white band, and asmilar black band on
the table. "They seem to surround the usersin some way, but we haven't found out how."

"The squigglesdon't tdl you?"

"Herethey are," Chanddle said, showing him apage. "'l can read them, but they don't clarify enough.
The bands are worn like belts, around the waist. Something scintillates around the person. But when we
actudly try them, nothing happens.”

"Likethetrandator, huh?"

"Likethat, yes," Penn agreed. "We're sure there isakey that will be obviousin retrospect, but so far it
eludesus”

"Maybel canfigureit out,” LIoyd said. "Whichonedo | try?"

Penn shrugged. "We would like to solve ether. Preferably both.”

Lloyd picked up the black band. "How do | put it on?"

"You haveto step into it, or pull it down over your head. It will stretch to accommodate your motions.”

Lloyd tried it. Sure enough, the band was like thick rubber, and he had no trouble passing it over his
head. When it reached hiswaig, it cinched in snug but not tight. It was redly quite comfortable.

"Y ou figure this protects me?" he asked.

"The symbols suggest that it does," Chanddle said. "But they don't say how."
"Wheat did you try, that you might need protection from?"

Penn shrugged. "We couldn't think how to test it, until we know how it works."
"Maybe| gottaface something dangerous.”

"Wedon't want anyone risking injury,” Chanddle said.

"Maybe pretend it. Grandpa, come at me with aknife, like you meanit."

Penn shrugged. He brought out his penknife. He lifted it, and charged LIoyd. And sheered off, well clear
of any flesh.

"Y ou gottamake it more redigtic than that," Lloyd said.
"| tried," Penn said. " Something pushed me away."

"Then maybe we got something." LIoyd pondered briefly, then laid his hand on the table. "Stab me. Not
for red. | mean, you know."

"I know. Don't move your hand." Penn lifted the knife, then brought it forcefully down. It plunged into
the table, not even close.

"That doesn't prove anything,” LlIoyd said. "Y ou should miss by an inch, not afoot.”
" tried," Penn repested. "Let metry it again.”



Thistime he moved the knife more dowly. It came down about three inchesfrom Lloyd'shand. "Thereis
definitely aforce. The moreforcel apply, the more it pushes me away."

"Let metry,” Lloyd said. He reached across and took the knife from Penn's hand. He plunged it down
just beyond his grandfather'sfingers. "1 didn't fed any push.”

"Aswith thelie detector,” Penn said. "It doesn't restrict the wearer. But it affects hisinput.”

"| guess. But suppose you held the knife, and | walked into it? | meanif | was running, and you stood
there and let meimpae mysdf? Then the bt wouldn't protect me."

Penn stroked his chin. "Good point. Try damming your fist into the table.”

Lloyd triedit. His hand struck the table, but not with much force. Hetried again, and it was asif it
passed through a cushion before reaching the hard surface. "It's shielding me,” he said. "I cantt hit the
table hard."

Penn nodded. "Thisis becoming more interesting. | think we need asterner test.”

"Dont try anything dangerous,” Chandelle cautioned them, larmed.

"Maybe the belt works when it's not on aperson,” Lloyd said. "So we could redlly give it the works.”
"Good idea. Let'sseeif we can damageit, by itsdf.”

Lloyd removed the belt and set it on the table. Penn went to the garage and got a heavy wrench. He
struck hard at the belt—and couldn't hit it. "But would it stop abullet?" he asked.

Lloyd fetched akitchen knife and tried to stab the belt. It turned his blade aside. The harder hetried, the
worse he missed it. "I don't think a bullet would get anywhere close. It pushes back as hard as
something comes et it."

"So it seems. Still, its protection can hardly be complete. Suppose the wearer fel inawdl?"
"Let me put it on and try jumping off thetable," Lloyd said.

"Not off the kitchen table," Chandelle protested.

"Off the outer steps," Penn said quickly.

LIoyd donned the best, and they went out the back door. It remained set where Chandelle had left it, at
the aien village. By common consent, they had not returned it to the original forest, where the thugs had
been stranded.

Lloyd stood on the top step, and jumped off. He braced for the landing three feet below, but it was
cushioned. He turned and kicked the steps, but that too was buffered. He went back to the top and
jumped off, lifting hisfeet to land on hisrear. Therewas no pain. It waslikelanding on jly.

"l can't hurt mysdlf," hesaid.

"So | see. Itisashidd againgt any forcefully gpproaching object. To it, the ground is approaching your
body, so it padsyou. | believe it would indeed stop abullet.”

"Worksfor me," Lloyd agreed. "Let's check out the other belt.”



Now that they had the general notion, that proved to be rdatively quick: the white band enhanced the
power of the wearer enormoudy. It was the opposite of the black band; instead of absorbing or
deflecting threatening objects, it made the wearer adangerousforce.

"With this combination, a person could accomplish dmost anything,” Penn said. "No wegpon could hurt
him, and no barrier could stop him. | begin to see why these pieces of equipment were hidden from early
discovery.”

"Why?' Lloyd asked.

Penn smiled. "Because they represent too much power for novices. Thereis evidently a course of
learning associated with this house, and we, the learners, are protected from the things that could hurt us.
Until we are ready for them.”

"But these bands will help us, not hurt us.”

"Unless one of us used them, without realizing their power. Suppose | wore the white band, and kicked
thewall, or patted you on the head?'

Lloyd nodded. "Holein thewall. Knockout."
"Precisely. So we had better practice well with these, so asto make no unfortunate mistakes.”
"Maybe by thetime Kallash iswdll enough to joinin, well have them down pat.”

"Maybe not," Chandelle said, looking up from the page of squiggles. "1 think | have figured out another
tool."

"Another weapon?' Lloyd asked.
"Something better. | think thereisan item that promotesrapid heaing.”

It wasasmplelittle sphere, like amarble. But when Lloyd fetched it from the attic, it made his hand fed
gently good. It had no contrals, like the others, it smply worked on the person it touched.

They took it Kallash. "Takethis," LIoyd told him, proffering the marble. "Seeif it helpsyou.”
"What isit?" LIynn asked.

"Jugt tekeit."

Kailash accepted the little sphere. "Thisfeds good."

"It'saheder. Seeif it works on your cut.”

The man brought the marble to the bandage on hisside. He amiled. "I fed it mending.”
"Grandmafigured it out. Maybe it can hed you fast."

Kailash put hisfree hand to the bandage and began drawing it off. He moved the spherein closer to the
wound. "The closer it gets, the better it gets," he said, amazed.

Indeed, the cut was fading as the sphere touched it. It looked much better than it had.
"It'smending indde, too," Kallash sad. "l fed the flesh getting better."



"Y ou know what that means,” Lloyd said. "Y ou'll be able to rescue your sster.”
"Yes | believel will."

"So we'd better make plans.” Lloyd tried to suppress the excitement he felt. Theideaof going out into a
foreign city and doing something significant, using the devices of the house—that thrilled him. Of courseit
would be Kailash who went, because it was hismisson. If anyone went with him, it would be LIynn.
Stll, Lloyd was hdping.

He had not yet figured out al the aspects of the white band, so he took it out back and experimented,
with Penn's advice. He discovered that if he threw something, it could go with superhuman force. If he
jumped, he could leap far higher than any normal person. So he had to don the black band too, so as
not to hurt himself by faling from aheight. Then, in stages, hetried for height—and found that he redlly
could legp abuilding in abound. When he ran, he could gain as much speed as the traction of his shoes
alowed. He was a superman.

"Better practice your stops, too," Penn advised.
Hedid. Here the black band redlly hel ped, because sometimes he sent himsdlf tumbling.

LIynn came out, and they showed her how the bands worked. Soon she was running and legping too,
exhilarated. "1'm Wonder Woman!™ she cried.

They held acouncil of war. Lloyd demonstrated the black and white bands for Chandelle and Kailash,
and they reviewed the hearing aid, trandator, and lie detector. "Y ou will haveto doit, Kallash," Penn
sad. "But I'm not sure you should go done.”

"l will go doneif | haveto," Kailash said. "But | would much prefer to have assistance. There may be
unanticipated problems.

"Yes, of course. But which of uswould best be able to help you?”
"Lloyd, | think."
Lloyd jumped. "Me?’

"I understand that women do not go adventuring in Arabia," Kailash said. "Especialy not to a place such
aswemay vidt. | am aso not sure that your grandfather would care to go there.”

"Delicately put,” Penn agreed. "Lloyditis"" Heturned to Lloyd. "Unless you prefer not.”
"No! I'dloveit," Lloyd said quickly. "1t be ared adventure." He was amazed, and gratified.

Kailash was completely better within two hours; the sphere had done the job. He had, however, an
enormous hunger. "It'snot magic,” Chandelle said, serving him abig medl. "Hedling uses energy, and you
have used alot. So you haveto edt, to restoreiit.”

" likeyour grandmother,” Kailash murmured to LIoyd as he ate ravenoudly.

They found the setting for Riyadh and parked the house there. This was some distance from the address
they wanted, but with the white bands they would be able to handle the distance on foot. The city was
modern and spacious and surprisingly clean; Lloyd had had no ideathat such civilization extended into
this supposed hinterland.



"Lot of oil money comeshere,”" Penn explained. "They haven't wasted it. They have transformed this
section of the desert.”

Lloyd got on the Internet and moved Louie's date up to tonight, local time. There was no problem;
evidently they were used to changesin thisbusiness.

Kailash went out back with LIoyd and practiced with the bands. "But can | touch people?' he asked.
"To shake hands, and such?'

"Dunno.” Lloyd hadn't thought of that. So they tried shaking hands. There was no problem, aslong as
they kept it gentle. The bands, when worn under their shirts, gave no obvious evidence of their presence.
Only when something came at them, or when they exerted themsdlves, did the powers manifest. These
were very refined devices.

"And Shree—can | carry her?”'
"We can take extrabandsfor her," Lloyd said.
"But we may have no timefor ingruction or practice.”

It wastrue. So Kailash tried it with LIynn. He picked her up. "She'slike afeether,” he said, smiling. "No
Ubgtance at all.”

"Thanks lout," LIynn said wryly.

"No, | mean you are very easy to carry,” hesaid. "Try it, Lloyd." He handed Llynnto Lloyd, using just
one hand circling her wais.

It wastrue. The band amplified his strength, so that his cousin felt impossibly light. " She's like adummy
filledwith air," he sad, lifting her up overhead by one hand on her bottom.

"Double thanksto you, squirt," she retorted with enormous disgust. "Now put me down."
"Sorry." He set her carefully back on her feet. "But thisisredly something.”

"One more thing we must know," Kailash said. " Can we move each other? In case one becomes
incapacitated, or there is some other problem.”

They tried it, and found that they could not hit each other, but could move each other, dowly. Lloyd
could carry Kailash, but could not throw him. The two bands complemented each other, never calliding,
but compromising at the boundaries. Thistechnology wasn't just very refined, it wasextra ordinarily
well-tuned technol ogy.

Night came. They set up with all the devices, and made ready to go. "Be careful, Kailash," Llynn said,
stepping into him and aiming akissfor hisface. But she bounced back without scoring; she had moved
too quickly. Lloyd stifled abark of laughter.

"Perhgps| candoit,” Kallash sad, "if itisdl right." He embraced her carefully and kissed her extremely
lightly on thelips. LIoyd knew why: aheavy kiss could smash her face. They did have to be careful,
when outfitted.

Then they left. "Wewill listen for you," Penn said. "Lynn will wait outside the door, so you cantalk to
her if you need to."

"Thank you," Kailash said.



They looked around. The street was clear. They started running, carefully, so asto move swiftly without
wasting energy or attracting atention. Kailash wasin aforma suit, for he would haveto pose as Louie.
Lloyd was in messenger-boy clothing, so that with luck no one would notice him.

In scant moments they were at an intersection. They dowed, looked, then crossed, and resumed their
run. The streets were lighted, and that helped them, but it also meant that anyone could see them. But
they were able to get most of the way there before traffic became thick enough to force them to become
ordinary walking pedestrians.

When they reached the section of town they were looking for, there were too many vehicles and people
to avoid. Thiswas where they had to part. Kailash would go in the front way, presenting L oui€'s credit
card—agetting that had been anest trick—and going to the room. He would speak directionsfor Lloyd
to hear, and Lloyd would get in the back way, out of sight if possible. Thiswasthetricky part; if they
messed up, or had bad luck, it could be very bad for Shree.

Lloyd dunk into an alley and followed Kailash by ear. "1 am approaching the building,” the man
murmured, and Lloyd heard him clearly, thanksto the hearing aid. "I am mounting the steps.”

Lloyd found the building, and checked the back. There was afire escape door, but it would not open
from the outside, so he waited. He saw that al the windows were barred. He had a notion what that
meant: no girls escaped that way. He heard Kailash identify himsdlf, and pay the agreed fee, plus some
for asuitable bribe. Then he was escorted to the chamber. It was on the third floor. Too bad; Lloyd
would haveto risk the fire escape route.

Hetook hold of the knob and pulled. The door did not give. He pulled harder, and the latch broke,
allowing the door to open. He paused; would there be an darm? No. Good. He entered, and walked
quietly up the sairsto the third floor.

"Room 304," Kailash murmured. "Now entering. Escort departing.”

The fire stairs opened only onto the main hal. He would haveto risk it. He peered through the glass, and
saw that there was a cart with sheets and blankets, evidently waiting for ahotel maid, and aguard.

A guard. How was heto get by that man, without raising aruckus?

The maid emerged from aroom she was evidently working on. She was arather pretty creature;
probably one of their girls doing menia work during her off hours.

The guard approached her. The girl looked scared. Probably she didn't daretell him no.
The guard pushed her back into the room for asmooch. He was facing away for the moment.

Lloyd opened the fire door and zipped down the hall, getting quickly out of the line of sight. Then he
straightened up, and walked quickly down to the room.

The door opened as he got there. Kailash was standing just insde, in asmall antechamber; he had not
gonefarther yet. "I am afraid of what | will see," he said. "In my village, this sort of thing isvery bad.”

"I'll check," Lloyd said thoughtlessly. He walked on into the main gpartment.

There stood a stunningly lovely young woman in aharem outfit. LIoyd had seen more actud fleshin
pictures, but thiswasredl, and it amazed him. Then herealized that she mugt think hewas Louie. "l—uh,
I'm not him," hefdtered, halfway tongue-tied. That wasn't exactly right, but what he meant wasthat he
wasn't the john. Then heredized that she couldn't understand him, as she did not have atrandator. "1—



Kailash's hereto rescue you.”

"Kailash!" she exclamed, understanding that much.

Kailash stepped out of the antechamber. " Shree.”

Her jaw dropped. Then sheflung hersdlf a him, bursting into tears.

"Wemust go," Kalash sad. "ThisisLloyd. Hewill lead you out while| distract them. Go with him."

She understood him, because he was speaking in their own language. "But there are guards! It's not
posshble”

"I will seetotheguard,” Kailash said. He turned and | eft the room.

Shree flung on arobe. It could not prevent her from being beautiful. They hunched together by the door,
peering out. Lloyd had to force his attention to business, lest he be totdly distracted by her magnetic
nearness. She even smelled good.

They saw Kailash gpproaching the guard. The two talked for amoment.

But whatever Kailash said, the guard wasn't having it. He drew a pistol. Kailash struck at his hand, but
the gun went off. Shree screamed.

Doors opened dl dong the hdl. In amoment it would be thronged with people. They would never get
out that way. Lloyd redlized that they should have worked out an dternate plan in casethefirst fouled
up, asit was bound to do at some point. Now they werein for it.

Lloyd cast wildly around. He saw the barred window. "Thisway!" he said, crossingto it.
She seemed to understand him. "But—"

He opened the double windows inward, exposing the bars. He grasped a bar with one hand and
pushed, hard. The entire grate ripped out of the wal. He dropped it to the ground. "Thisway," he said.
"I'll carry you."

"What?' She was staring at the open window, having no ideawhat was happening.
"It'sdl right. We have to get out of here. Come.”

When she dill hesitated, understandably, Lloyd finaly got smart. He dug in his pocket and brought out
the spare trandator he had brought. "Put thison."

Shelooked at him blankly. So he approached her, dowly, and put the little unit to her Ieft ear. "Now you
can understand me," he said.

Her pretty mouth dropped open. "I understand you," she repested.
"Right. It'satrandator. Put it on, and welll get out of here.”

She brought up her left hand, touching his hand at her ear, and took the unit. Her hand was like roses
and slk, al sweet and soft. She set the unit, then looked at him again. Her eyes were like those of
angels, large and dark. "Out?’

"I'll carry you," he repested.



She hesitated. He walked back, put one arm around her shoulders and the other behind her knees, and
picked her up. She offered no resistance. She was feather light, just as Llynn had been, with his band
strength. He strode toward the window. He put one foot on the sill. He stepped up on it.

Shree screamed.
Lloyd legped out of the window. Shree screamed again, clinging to him.

He concentrated on hisfeet, making sure of hislanding in the dimly lighted aley. He wouldn't be hurt if
he landed wrong, but Shree might be. He had to touch with spring in hislegs, so asto cushion her
landing too.

Hegot it. Helet her descend afoot, then lifted her back up, as though she had bounced on rubber.
Immediately he ran for the house, knowing the direction.

"My brother!" Shree exclamed. Lloyd was suddenly conscious of her exquisitely soft flesh againgt him.

"Oh, yeah," he agreed after amoment, <till running. Hetuned in on Kailash, but al he heard was a
confused babble. So he hoped Kailash waslistening. "Kailash," he said. "We're clear. Get out of there!™

He got an answer. "Clear? How?"
"Out the window."

"Oh. Of course. | will follow." There wasthe sound of scuffling, and of abody hitting awall. Kailash was
getting clear of the guards. Then, after the sound of running feet, more news: "I am down. We will meet
at the house"

"Right," Lloyd said. Then, to Shree: "Kailashiisdl right. Hell meet us soon.”

She sudied him inthelight of the Street asthey came onto it. Her amazement was receding; shewas
beginning to accept the Situation, weird asit was. ™Y ou seem so young, yet—"

"It's specid technology. Well show you, when we get there. It fixesit so | can talk to you, and carry
you, and stuff. So we could rescue you."

"I think | am dreaming,” she murmured.

Lloyd didn't worry who might be seeing them; he just wanted to get to the house as soon as possible.
Only then would Shree be safe. So he didn't argue; he just ran on. It was easy, but the activity was
getting him winded; he was fter al expending some energy, and he was not anatura runner.

Hethought to tunein LIynn. "Llynn! Areyou there?'

"It's about time you answered me," LIynn responded. "I've been listening to you al dong. Y ou've got a
sweset armful, right?"

Oh, yes! "Sorry. Were getting there.”
"Theres no pursuit. | don't think they know you're on foot."

Hefound the street, and then the house. There was LIynn. He dowed, then set Shree down near the
walk. "That'smy cousin. She's okay. Kailash'll come, and welll be safe”

She seemed uncertain, but followed him up to the house. "Hello, Shree" LIynn said. Sure enough, Shree



was shorter than LIynn, but better shaped. "Comein.”

Then therewas ablur, and Kailash arrived. Shree gave agasp of relief, and went to him. "It'sdl right,”
Kailash sad. "These are my friends. We must enter the residence.”

They dl went into the house. Penn reset the door, and Riyadh vanished. Then Kallash tried to explain
thingsto hissger.

Lloyd was slent. Just looking a her was enough. Even somewhat disheveled, and bundied in her robe
over her costume, she was beautiful. And he had touched her, held her, carried her. Would there ever
be another experience like that? He doubted it.

There were quick introductionsto the grandparents and Obsidian in the living room. Shree obvioudy
wasn't redly taking it in, except that she was safe. She clung to Kailash, and sobbed.

Then she collected hersdlf. "'l thank you, al of you, for rescuing me. Now may | have aprivate place,
and aknife?'

Kailash looked stricken. "No, Shree!™

"It must be," shesaid camly. "I can not go home."
He nodded. "I had hoped it would not come to that."
"It did. May | have aknife?

Penn and Chandelle looked grim, but did not move or speak. They evidently understood something
Lloyd didn't. That bugged him.

"We have knivesin the kitchen," Lloyd said. "What for?"
Kailash looked a him. "My sster wishesto kill hersdf.”
"What? Thisisajoke, right?' But no onewaslaughing. "Why?*

"Sheis unclean. She can not go home. But now that sheisfree, she can escape the horror, and | will not
tell our family, so asto preserve her honor there.”

"Her honor? What are you talking about?'

Kailash looked at Shree. She turned away. "They made her do unconscionable things. Sheis unclean.
No man will marry her. No one will speak to her. She must end her pain.”

"Because of the—" Lloyd said, horrified by the enormity of it.

Llynn spoke. "In some cultures| read about, when awoman gets raped, she becomes an outcast. They
think it's her fault.”

"Her fault!" he exploded. "It'snot!™

" She has nothing to return to,” Kailash said. "The people of our village would look upon her with
loathing. No man will touch her."

"Thisiscrazy!l'd touch her." Then, redlizing what he was saying, he got flustered. "I mean, if | wasold
enough. If she wanted meto. She's beautiful.”



Shree turned. "Would you? Knowing whét | have done?"

"Sure | would! Who cares what they made you do? Y ou couldn't help it. And even if you could, what's
S0 wrong about it? Y ou're gorgeous.”

Shelooked at her brother. "Heissincere" Kailash said.
Something odd touched her face. "Can it be? He would kiss me?"
"Surel would!"

"Test him," Kailash said. "Heisfrom ancther culture.”

Shree focused again on Lloyd. Then she crossed the room to him, moving like asummer mist. She stood
before him, angled her face, and kissed him on the mouth, touching him nowhere dse.

The universe whirled and faded away. Lloyd floated into nirvana.

Chapter 9: Triad

Chandelle tried to move, but couldn't get going fast enough. 1t was Penn who got there and caught LIoyd
as he sagged to the floor.

"I havekilled him!" Shree cried, horrified. "My polluted caress—"
"No you haven't,”" LIynn said. " ou have merely put himin heaven for awhile.”
"But | am unclean, and | touched him. | despoiled him."

Chandelle stepped in. "Thisiswoman'swork," she said to Penn. ™Y ou boys go about your business.
Come, LIynn. Come, Shree.”

They waked the young woman to the kitchen, and sat her at the table with them. Then Chandelle spoke
directly to Shree. "Lloyd will beall right. HEs young, and | think never been kissed by alovely woman.
Hewill have acrush on you. That can't be helped. But you have not harmed him."

"| should not have—"

"Were Americans," Chanddle sad firmly. "We have different beliefs. When awoman is raped, we
believe we should punish the man who did it, not the woman. If you can't return to your own culture, you
canremainin ours. We don't view you as unclean, merely unfortunate.”

Shree shook her head. "It isnot so easy.”
Surely not. "Y et it isnot easy for usto facilitate your suicide, for something we don't believeisyour fault.”
"Itis my fault. | wasweak, and now | must die. It isthe only way."

For the moment Chandelle was a aloss. She knew she could not change adeeply set cultural belief with
afew words, but theidea of dlowing thislovely young woman to die gppaled her.

"l don't seewhy you haveto kill yoursdf, when you know it wasn't anything you wanted,” LIynn said.
"Can't you see the nonsense of that?"



Shreelooked at her. "You are Lloyd's sister?”

"His cousin. We have the same grandparents, Penn and Chanddlle.”

"Youlovehim?'

Llynn hesitated. "We're not that close. But | wouldn't try to hurt him."

"If hewanted to die, would you let him?"

"No."

"My brother loves me. Therefore he will let me do what | must do.”

"But he wanted so much to save you. He risked hisown life, and dmost lost it, looking for you."

Shree nodded. "I would not have him do that, when | am aready logt. Y et he understands.” She
pondered amoment. "If your cousin wanted to be with me, would you let him?"

"Sure, if you wanted to do something together. Why not?"

"I think that's not exactly what she means,” Chanddle said. Kailash was an intdlligent, perceptive young
man; Smilar qualities were becoming evident in thisyoung woman.

"Well, what does she mean?" LIynn asked.
"To use me, asaman uses awoman.”

That made LIynn pause. She glanced at Chandelle, but Chandelle held her expression neutrd. She
remembered how the grandchildren had watched the porno show, and been embarrassed when joined
by the eders. Which of course had been the intention: to steer them clear without being dictatorid. There
was learning to be had, and self-discipline to establish, and meanwhile this dlowed moretimeto figure
out how to handle Shree's urge for degth.

"That—would not be according to our culture,” LlIynn said after amoment. " Children aren't supposed to
—to do adult things."

"Even when they are ableto fed adult urges?’

"Well, they may fed them, but they could get in alot of troublefor them. They need to—to learn how to
handlethem.”

"So you would not let your cousin bewith me, if I invited him?"

LIynn looked somewhat wildly around, asif seeking help from something in the kitchen. But there was
none. Thistime she avoided Chandell€'s eyes, which Chandelle found interesting. "'l—guess | would let
him. It'shisbusness.”

Shreelooked at Chandelle. "Would you?!
“No."
IIWW?I

"Because he'stoo young.”



"Not because | am unclean?"

Now Chandelle saw the point of this. The woman was looking for apardld to their culture that would
judtify her wishtokill hersdlf. "No."

"Even though heis old enough, by my culture?"

Oops. Shehad faleninto it after al. "'l suppose, if he were of your culture, it would be al right. But heis
not, so he must be guided by his own culture.”

Shree nodded. "As | must be guided by mine."
"Now, wait," LIynnsaid. "I'mof hisculture, and | said | would let him."
"And would he let you be with my brother?!

Llynn blushed. Shree had scored again. But she had to answer. "Y es, he would. We're young. We don't
necessarily see thingsthe way the older folksdo.”

"Soitisdfter al adifferent culture, and you aretrue to yours.”

"es"

Shree considered. "If | made ameal of boiled roaches, would you et it?"

"Noway!"

"Even though member of my culture would?'

Chanddle, listening, wondered: did they redly boil roachesin the Himaayas, or was Shree bluffing?
Llynn shuddered. "I couldn't stand it.”

"S0 you are unableto violate the dictates of your culture, however irrelevant they may appear to those of
another culture.”

Llynn raised her handsin surrender. "Y ou'reright. Y ou have the right to do what you must. But | sureas
hdll won't help you."

"Neither will 1," Chandelle said.
"Yet if you turn your backs, you know what | will do."
LIynn looked desperately a Chandelle. "Isn't there anything we can say?"

Chanddletried. "If you do this—thisthing—surely you know that you will be bringing grief to those who
rescued you from your Stuation. Do you fed it isright to respond to our good will with your death?!

"I do not like this. But do you not see that by rescuing me, you have enabled me to escape my
unbearable shame?Y ou have helped me, and | thank you for it, and | would do you some return favor if
| could."

A return favor. There, perhaps, was an avenue. "We might have such afavor to ask. But first, you must
explain to us exactly what happened to you that makes you so determined to die. Evenin your culture,
there must be some mitigating circumstances.”



"l do oweyou that information,” Shree said. "Though | would prefer to tell it to no one.”
"We can keep it asecret, if you wish,” Llynn said.

"l dosowish."

"Tdl usyour gory," Chanddle said. "How you got into thistrap.”

Shree paused, evidently nerving herself, then told her story. She had sought good employment in the big
city, so asto be ableto help her family survive thelean times. But the officein Delhi had turned out to be
recruiting for work in aforeign city, Moscow. The pay, however, was significantly better than the ad had
indicated, and she turned out to be well qualified. The woman urged her to go to Moscow with her
application; the agency would even arrange trangportation there, by air. "But | don't speek Russian,” she
protested. "It doesn't matter; they need secretariesin many languages. Good onesin particular languages
are hard to find, and are paid very well." Thiswas smply too good an opportunity to miss, so she
agreed, and wasimmediately conducted to acommercid flight. "But | must tell my family,” shesaid. The
woman promised that they would inform Shreg'sfamily.

But when she reached the office in Moscow, they told her through atrandator that the job was not
there, but in Arabia However, shewasindeed well qudified, and the Arabs paid very well. They
arranged for her flight to Riyadh the same day; she didn't even have time to dispatch atelephone
message to her home village for her family, to update them on this second development. But in Riyadh,
she was assured, she would have ampletimeto relay her good news.

In Arabia she discovered that women had very few rights. She was taken into a soundproof room where
aman speaking her language badly told her shewasto act as hostess to visiting dignitaries. "Hostess?'
she asked blankly. ™Y ou will entertain them and make them happy.” "Entertain?" "Y ou will see. Take off
your clothes."

She became darmed. "'l think | do not want thisjob after al." Shetried to leave the room, but it was
locked. The man snapped hisfingers, and two more men entered from afar door she hadn't seen before.
They grabbed her arms and ripped her clothing from her body. Shetried to resist, but they smply
overpowered her. They forced her to get down on her hands and knees, naked, and they opened panels
inthefloor to revea padded leather loops. They tightened these around her wrists and ankles. She was
bound to the floor, unable to change position other than to flop uncomfortably forward on the carpet.

One man kneeled behind her and touched her bare bottom. "“This man wishesto make loveto you," the
interviewer said. "Do you agree?”’

"Nol!" Shree cried, flopping forward.

The other man leaned over and lifted her torso so that she was again on hands and knees. Then he
brought ameta box, and taped wiresfrom it to her wrids. "Prepare yoursdf,” the interviewer said. "This
will be panful."

The box buzzed. Electric current surged through her body from wrist to wrist. She stiffened in absolute
agony, unable even to breathe. After amoment it stopped, and she collapsed, gasping for breath.

"Thisisthe pendlty for refusd,” theinterviewer said. "l ask you again: do you agreeto let thisman
penetrate you?"

"No," she cried again. But the word was hardly out before the current flowed again, stiffening her in
agony. She could not take much more of this.



The man kept asking, and the current kept returning, until finaly she could no longer endure the pain.
"Yes," she sobbed. She hated it, but redlized that they would kill her in this dreadful manner if she did not
say the words they demanded.

To her dull surprise, the man did not do it. Instead, the wires were removed, and the Straps were
loosened. She was helped up, and her battered clothing was returned. "I think thisis sufficient for today,”
the interviewer said. "Tomorrow | shal question you again, and if you fail to say yes, you will be treated
with the wires again. Then, when you agree, my friend will useyou, for you will have forfeited our grace
by reneging. Only when you obey without question will you be free of pain. Do you understand?”

Now she did understand. She would do whatever these people asked of her, or they would torture her.
"Yes" shesad brokenly. "But why?"

"Because you are beautiful, and there isamarket. Perform well, and you will bewell trested. Y ou can
have agood life here, and generous money will be sent to your home. But youwill perform.”

"And so it was," she concluded. "I performed well. | could not face the torture. And they were sending
the money to my family. So you see, | was not raped; | agreed to do their bidding, and | gave my body
to the men who came to me, with smiles. | betrayed my honor, and now | must die.”

"But you were tortured!" LIynn protested.

"I wasweak. To save mysdlf from pain, | gave away my soul. | can not bear to see my facein the
mirror; | must die.”

Chanddle exchanged a glance with Llynn. Should they tell Shree that no money had come to her family?
Eveninthis, the davers had betrayed her. "1 think perhapsif | had been treated as you were, | would
fed much the same," Chandelle said. "But | would not seek to die.”

"l would seek revenge,” LIynn said grimly.
"Revenge can not recover my honor," Shree said. "Only death can sdvage part of it."

And she would not be moved. Chandelle understood that now. But she tried awild gamble. Shewas
betting that this young woman was as honorable as she seemed, and would react in acertain way. "Give
us some time to come to terms with this. Postpone your degth aweek, and—and | will let LIoyd come
toyou."

"Grandma!" Llynn cried, shocked.

"Thisisamatter of honor," Chandelle said. "We are asking her to sacrifice hers, for atime. We must
sacrifice ours, for that time.”

Shree sared a her. "But | am unclean.”

"Lloyd doesn't care about that. We don't care. Y ou can repay usfor rescuing you by giving us more
time, and making him happy. He can surely learn much from you.”

Shree consdered, her face frozen. Then she spoke. "Three days, and | will not let him come.™

"Agreed," Chanddle said immediately, feding weak in the knees, for al that she was Sitting. Her gamble
had paid off: the woman had been impressed enough to yield some ground, and decent enough to avoid
aprice she knew would hurt the family. "And no one speaks of this, of her story or my offer, to anyone
ese" shesadto Llynn. "Only that thereis no present problem.”



"Agreed,” LIynn whispered, her face ashen. She had seen aside of her grandmother she had never
suspected.

"Now we must arrange accommodations,” Chandelle said briskly. "I think Shree must share your room,
LIynn, and you may show her the things and ways of the house. Kailash will room with Lloyd."

"But Grandma," LIynn said. "What happens after three days?”

"Then Shree will do as she chooses, and we will not interfere. Thisisour bargain.”
Shree nodded. "Thank you, Grandmother Chanddlle.”

"Now you are surely tired,” Chanddle said. "LIynn will show you to her room."

The two young women got up and |eft the kitchen. Chandelle sat there for atime, letting her emotions
ease dowly, like apressure cooker |etting off steam. She had done what she had to do, but thiswasn't
over, by along shot. What was to be her next move?

And what about LIoyd? Shefdt guilty for bringing himinto it. She had been casting about for something,
anything, to jolt Shree out of the suicide mode, and grasped at a straw she shouldn't have. Lloyd had
carried Shree back, and Shree had kissed Lloyd; she was grateful to him and he was smitten with her.
She was awoman with nothing to lose, and he was awillful boy. If they decided to get together, neither
parenta —grandparental —nor societa disapproval would stop them. So perhaps it was better to bring
that into the open. Now she had Shree's commitment to stay clear of the boy, in that respect, and that
was good. So maybe she hadn't done such awful wrong there; maybe she had gambled and won.

But the death wish—all else would be nothing, if that could not be abated. She had three daysto change
it—if she could only figure out how.

She got up and went to the living room. The three males were seated there, evidently having adiaogue
of their own. They dl looked at her as she entered. "It'sdl right,” she said.

None of them spoke. They knew better.

"We had a—aprivate discussion,” she said, feding avkward.
"How long?" Kailash asked.

Shehad to tell. "Three days.”

All three relaxed visibly. They had known that Chandelle would try to persuade Shree not to die, but
probably had not thought she would succeed.

"And then?' Lloyd asked. Helooked asif he had been crying, which of course he would never admit.
He was caught in the throes of sudden love, and if Shree died, he would be desolate. Obsidian, beside
him, looked unhappy too.

"l can't say," shesad.
"But theredfter, we can't interfere?’ Penn asked.

Shedidn't answer. They had agreed not to talk about their compromise. Chandelle had not thought of
what shewould say to the others.

"She has not answered," Penn said to the others.



Kailash and Lloyd nodded. They had gotten the message. No interference.

"Llynn and Shree haveretired to LIynn'sroom for the night,” Chandelle said. "1 suggest that Kailash
moveinwith Lloyd."

"But | had not intended to stay,” Kailash protested. "Only to rescue my sster.”

"It'sokay," Lloyd said. "There's another bed there.”

"But it would beimposing.”

Penn looked a him. " She's not rescued yet. Give it three days.”

"Thenwhat?' Lloyd asked. He looked drawn.

Kailash didn't answer.

But Penn pursued it. "L et's say she changes her mind, and lives. Are you going to take her home?"
"She can't go home," Kallash said.

"We can st you down anywherein theworld,” Penn said. "But | don't think we can let the trandators
go; they don't belong to us. In any event, they would attract attention.”

"And even if you had the trandators, the people would not understand you," Lloyd said. ™Y ou would
understand them, but that's all. Unless you went to your own territory."

"Anywherein India, they would know," Kailash sad. " Shewould be a pariah.”

Penn bore down. " So you have three alternatives. One, she dies, and you go home and preserve her
reputation. Two, shelives, and you struggle to find somewhere in the world where it is your language but
not your culture. Three, you stay with us."

"But you do not owe usthisl We can not repay what you have dready done. We can not impose
further.”

"Thisisnot impogition,” Penn said. "The house summonsthoseit desires asresidents. It summoned us. It
summoned you. And | suspect it summoned Shree. She hasno life dsewhere, if shelives, and you have
no life dsawhere, if shelives. You arefree only if shedies. Do you want that?"

"No. Y et what must be, must be."

"I think it must be that the two of you are joining the four of us. To serve the purpose of the house. We
can leave, if wewant to. You can't.”

"Thisisavery generousinterpretation.”
"Maybe not entirdly,” Chanddle sad. "Llynn likesyou. And Lloyd—"

"I do not wish to interfere with your cultural prerogatives,” Kailash said. "Thisis one reason it would be
better for meto go"

Penn gestured with his hands, sgnaing a certain mixture of emotions. "I think we do not object to
Llynn'sfedling for you. She could do worse for aman, but isunlikely to do better."

"But the culture—she could never accept mine."



"But could you accept hers?!

Kailash paused. "l think, if it were permitted, | could accept anything about her. But sheisyoung, and—"
"Intime shewill belessyoung,” Penn said. "If you remain here, you will seethat time."

"Thisisan offer it would be difficult to refuse.”

"What about Shree?' Lloyd asked sharply.

"Sheiseghteen,” Chanddlesaid. "1 think you know that sheisunlikely to have any romantic interest in
you."

"l know. But—"

"If shelives, | think shewill be your friend. She does appreciate what you have done for her.”
"Okay," hesaid gladly.

"And it surdly would not hurt if you tried to be the kind of person another person could like."

"Y eah. LIynn'steaching meto dance. | can learn more. | don't haveto beabrat.”

Chandelle turned to Kailash. "Perhaps you will be ableto help usfind away to save your sster'slife.”
"Shewill not change" he said sadly.

"I'm thinking of the potentials of this house. It has enabled usto do things we never thought were
possible. Maybe it has something that will help solve this problem.”

"Tel mewhat to do," hesaid.
"For now, get some deep. Tomorrow we will explore the rest of the attic.”

That concluded the discussion. They retired to their rooms for the remainder of the night. Penn did not
question her privately about her dialogue with Shree and L1ynn, but perhaps he had guessed its nature.

In the morning, Chandelle wasfirgt up, as usua in this house, and was preparing a bregkfast in the
kitchen when Shree came down, accompanied by Obsidian. "1 thought you would need morerest,”
Chandelle said, surprised.

"I have had quite enough physical rest," Shree said, adjusting the trandator at her ear. "They wanted me
to be beautiful. It was my spirit they despoiled.”

"I understand. Y our brother would have spared you that, had he been able. We all would have."
"I know. But it wastoo late. Why did you intercede for me?”

"l don't want anyone to die without reason,” Chandelle said. Then quickly caught hersdlf. I redize that
asyou seeit, you have reason. But for me—"

"] understand. Is that the whole of it?"

Chanddlle paused. Thiswas a perceptive girl. The kind the house wanted to recruit. "No. | know what



you have gone through, in amanner.”

"1 wondered. Y ou do not show it."

"It wasalong time ago. | preferred to forget about it."
"Y et you remembered.”

"There was a certain smilarity that your Stuation evoked. | had goneto a party where acohol was
served. It wasin the punch; | did not redlize. | was encouraged to drink alot of it, and | became—very
free. When | redlized what was happening, | tried to get away, but could not. Until severd of the males
had had their way with me. Then they threatened awful thingsif | ever told, and | was afraid, and never
did tell. Except for Penn, before he married me. | never went to another such party.”

"Y ou did not kill yoursdf."

"l did congider it. But that isn't in my culture. So | buried it."

Shree shook her head. "I can not do that.”

"I know."

"And the boy. Y ou offered him to me."

Chandelle smiled ruefully. "I shouldn't have donethat. | wasjust trying to find some way to move you."
“I'will let him be."

"Just be hisfriend."

"What | contemplate is not afriendly thing. Better that he have no association with me, these three days.”
"That isnot possible, in thishouse."

"Y ou wish to persuade meto live."

s

"I do not wish you to have an unredigtic hope.”

Chandelle looked her in the eyes. " Shree, if you could change your position on this, would you?'

She shrugged. "If you could persuade yoursdlf to eat boiled roaches, would you?”

"Yes! | would do what | had to do. Because there are others affected by what | do. What you
contemplate is safish. When you die, you will be beyond suffering, but the rest of uswill suffer.
Especidly Lloyd, and your brother.”

Shree studied her thoughtfully. "Do you have an avenue for persuasion that does not include using
Lloyd?

"Y es. Will you consder it?"
"For these three days, | will."

Chandelle went to a kitchen drawer and brought out the sheaf of squiggle papers. "The secrets of this



house are here. | can read these better than the others can, but there are ill things | don't understand. |
hope there is something here for you. | don't know what. | just don't want to believe that this house
could have brought you here, only to die. It must have something.”

"Perhaps s0." But she was merdly being polite.

"Thetop sheet isthefirst of the devices we haven't yet figured out. Seeif you can comprehend the
symboals”

Shreelooked at the top sheet of squiggles. "These mean nothing to me."
Chanddle had a sudden, wild notion. "Take off the trandator. Look at them with your naturd eye.”

Shree removed the trandator and set it on the table. Shelooked again at the paper. After amoment she
looked up. "Yes, now | canread it. Thisdescribes atrainer, greatly facilitating learning.”

"You canread it!" Chanddlle exclaimed. "Jugt like thet!"

Shree looked blankly at her.

"Oh, of course. Y ou don't understand me, without your trandator. But | understand you. Keep reading.”
Shree lifted the trandator to her ear.

"Keep reading,” Chandelle repested.

"Yes," Shree agreed, setting down the device. She looked at the next page. "This describes a persuader.
With it, aperson can influence others to do what he wishes."

"That could be useful, on occasion,” Chanddle said. "But we prefer that others see the reason in our
wishes, rather than being blindly influenced.” Sheredlized that Shree could not understand her now, but it
was easier to express hersdf anyway. Thiswas wonderful; the girl could read with much greater facility
than Chandelle could. With her help they might unriddle the remaining secrets of the housein short order.

Shreelooked at athird page. "This describes areconciler. With it, the wearer becomes reconciled to
what must be, even if hethought it impossible before.”

She looked up, meeting Chandell€'s gaze. Y ou wish me to become reconciled to life."
Chandelle nodded.

Shree returned the trandator to her ear. "'l do not believe this can be effective. But | will try it. Let usfind
thisdevice"

They followed the dog to the attic, which Shree had not seen before. Chandelle explained the
mechanism of the stairway, and the girl was suitably impressed. In the attic Shree removed her trandator
again, and quickly found the device they sought. It was a green headband, stretchable and quite

UNpPrepossessing.
Shreeputit on. "l will live.”
"What?'

Shree was not wearing the trandator, but Chandell€'s surprise was clear enough. "I can now accept
what my reason indicates should be accepted. If | am to join your group, in thishouse, | must put aside



my former cultureand live. This| shdl do.”

"Judt like that? No time for congderation?”

Shree removed the band and donned the trandator. "1 think you should try this," she said.
Fair enough. Chandelle put on the band.

A new universe opened out to her. It was asif she had anew consciousness, above the other parts of
her mind. Shelooked on dl thingsrationaly, without emotion. She could do anything she deemed
necessary. If it seemed appropriate to kill a person, she could do that. She would have no problem with
boiled roaches.

She removed the band—and then was gppalled. "That's an dien mind,” she said. "No emotions, just
practical condgderations.”

Shree nodded. "I will wear it, if you wish meto. But should | removeit, | will seek againto die.”

"But if you wear this, you will not be yoursdf. Y ou might aswell bealiving robot.”

"Perhgps after atime | will no longer need it. Itslogicis convincing.”

Chanddlle set the band on her head again. "Yes, wear it," she said. Sheremoved it and handed it over.
Shreetook it and put it on. "The otherswill not readily accept this" she said.

"I'mnot a dl surel likeit mysdlf. When | put it on, it makes sense, but when | take it off, my upbringing
returns”

"That iswhy it iseffective. It suppresses nature.”

They descended the gairs, returning to the house proper. The others were now up and around, curious
about what was going on.

"We discovered three tools,” Shreeinformed them. "I am wearing one, and | will remain with you whilel
wear it, asit makes me utterly rationd. | will not be demonstrating emotion or other human foibles,
however."

The menfolk exchanged aglance. "What are the other two tools?' Penn asked.

"One enables the user to persuade others of things, even againgt their preferences. The other enables
peopleto learn and train effectively, especidly when the necessary disciplineis complicated.”

"These are dangeroustools,”" Kailash said. "They could cause much mischief if misused.”

"Of course. Isit our purpose to misuse them?”

Kailash looked &t her. "Y ou are different. Y our mind is not the one| have known."

She removed the green band and proffered it to him. "I recommend that you try it."

He put it on. "This brings unprecedented clarity of thought,” he said. Hetook it off and gaveit to Penn.

Penn hesitated, then tried it. "Thisisremarkable. | have never had aclearer perspective.” He removed it
and gaveit to Lloyd.



Lloyd was evidently good and curious by thistime. He donned the band. "This must be adult life," he
sad. "1 have no juvenile emations, only clarity of thought." He removed it and gaveit to Llynn.

LIynn held the band. Then she handed it back to Shree without trying it. "I'll stick with my own mind,
thank you," she said.

"Perhapsthat isjust aswell,” Chanddlle said. "We are not machines.”

Shreeput it on. "If 1 return to my own mind, | will die. But | see now that thisis not advisable at this
time. We do not yet know the purpose of this house, and we should learn it before any of us do anything
that isnot reversble”

Penn shrugged. "I'm beginning to wonder whether thisis abargain with the devil."

Chandelle hasasimilar misgiving. They had found an answer to the problem of Shreg's deathwish, but
was this the best answer? She wished she could be sure, one way or the other.

Chapter 10: Fine-Tuning

Penn was both gratified and concerned by recent developments. They had saved Shree, who seemed
likeafinegirl, but at the price of nullifying her emotions. For now it would have to do, but he hoped
there was a better way.

Meanwhile, he had another concern. Two days ago they had escaped disaster by dumping two Russian
men into the back forest. He had no sympathy for the men's employment, asthey were merely thugs
enforcing white davery (for al that skin color hardly mattered: the girls were innocent captives whatever
their origins), but he did not like to think of killing them, and that was what the effect would be. They
would have to fetch the men out and return them to Moscow. Theresfter, it wouldn't matter.

He broached the matter to Chandelle. " Those two men—"
"Yes, of course" she agreed. "We can't leave them there.”

"With the shild and amplifier, | believe we can handle them. All we need to do is take them from the
back to the front, in Moscow."

"Dontdoit done" shesad.
"Kailash and Lloyd can help."

She nodded, and he went to find the others. They werein theliving room, nominaly watching TV, but
LIynn's eyes seemed to be more on Kailash, and Lloyd's on Shree. Well, that Situation should work itsalf
out in time. Though he hesitated to conjecture what would happen when the month was over.

"I think it istimeto return those two lost thugs to Moscow,” he announced. "1 redlize that you may not be
amicably disposed toward them, Kailash—"

"I do not know them. | do not wish to harm them, only to be safe from them.”

"Then you may help me move them from the back yard to the front door. | think each of us can Smply
pick one up and carry him."

"Agreed.”



"l candoit," LIoyd said.

"| think | need you to manage the doors,” Penn said diplomaticaly. LIoyd could indeed do it, but two
carrierswere enough. "Well need the forest in back, and the city of Moscow in front. Wear the bands; if
anything goeswrong, you will need to be ready to step in.”

"Gotit," Lloyd said, satisfied.

"Maybetherest of us should put on bands, too,” LIynn said. " Shree can use the practice, and if any man
triesto maul us, well beready."

"Yes" Pennwastrying to act asif thistransfer were routine, but it made him nervous. He wanted to be
safdy donewithiit.

They donned their bands, and took their positions. "I'll do the front door,” LIynntold LIoyd. "So you
don't have to run around them to get there, after they come through the back door."

The boy considered, ready to protest. "'l will assist you at the back," Shree said. The protest faded
without trace.

They lined up. Lloyd stood at the door. When Penn signaled, he punched the number, and the forest
appeared beyond.

Penn opened the door and they stepped cautioudly out. There was no person in Sght. The thugs must
have gotten lost.

"Where are they?' Kailash asked, looking around. He had not seen this setting before, though Penn had
described it and warned him about its specid effects.

"They must have been astonished when the house vanished," Penn said, piecing it out. "And fled into the
forest, looking for away out of it."

Kailash turned and looked at the boulder. Then he looked again an the surrounding forest. "That seems
reasonable. But thisregion seemslarge. How can we find them?”

"With the hearing aid," Penn said. He knocked on the invisible door behind them. It openedina
moment, and LIoyd was revealed, Shree behind him with Obsidian. "We need hearing aids," Penn said.
"Well haveto go after them.”

"Got it." The boy ran back out of sight.
Shree amiled at them. "Do be careful "
"Y ou're not wearing the reconciler,” Penn said.

"l find I do not have to wear it continuoudy,” she said, lifting her hand to show that she was holding the
headband. "I prefer to fed emotions, when they are positive. The dog is also acomfort.” She petted
Obgdian.

"Perhaps we should aso carry water,” Kailash suggested as they waited.

"Good thought. They'll bethirsty.”

Shree went into the kitchen, returning in amoment with two canteens. "Chandelle anticipated that." She
handed them over.



Lloyd returned with two hearing aids. " Grandma saysto be careful .”

"| dready informed them of that,” Shree said, amiling a him.

Lloydvisbly mdted. "Yeah."

Penn and Kailash took the headbands and put them on. Then they turned to the forest, and listened.

Immediately, Penn heard hard breathing. He pointed out the direction, and Kailash nodded agreement.
They started off, moving with amazing ease. Thiswasthe first time Penn had used the amplifier to travel
outside, and helikedit.

"l believe my sster likesLloyd," Kailash said.
"Maybe shelikesbeing liked. Especidly a thistime."

"Surely so. Heistoo young to be artificid, and she appreciatesthat. His sincerity persuades her that she
is not necessarily worthless.™

"So sheisableto take off the reconciler for awhile,” Penn agreed. "I do prefer her without it.”

Their power jumps soon brought them to the two thugs. They werelying againgt the trunk of ahugetree,
looking bedraggled. They scrambled up when they saw Penn and Kailash, bringing out their knives.

Penn proffered his canteen to the nearest thug. The man stared at it, then put away his knife and took it.
He unscrewed the cap and tilted it up, gulping the water.

Kailash offered his canteen to the other man. The reaction was similar. Thirst was agreat persuader,
after two daysin the endless daytime of the impervious wilderness.

"Follow us," Penn said, gesturing. He knew they wouldn't understand hiswords, but would take his
meaning. They had aready discovered that they could not eat or drink anything in the forest, or have any
effect onit; they were desperate to get out of it.

Penn and Kailash walked back toward the house, dowly. The two men followed. They did not try to
attack, surely impressed by the confidence of their rescuers. They didn't know that they couldn't hurt
Penn and Kailash; maybe they thought that if they killed these two, they would be forever stranded here.
They probably understood that the situation had changed, and their prior mission was moot.

Penn reached the boulder, and knocked. The door opened. "Follow me," he said, gesturing again, and
walked through. Kailash stayed back, to finish the procession.

Penn marched straight through the house, and the two thugs followed in singlefile. LIynn opened the
front door on Moscow. Penn stepped out, then stood beside the walk. The men emerged, spied halfway
familiar terrain, and lumbered down the walk to the street. Kailash came to stand beside Penn.

The men turned back to the house. Then they set down the empty canteens, waved, and walked down
the street.

"That was easier than | expected,” Penn said.
"For me, too," Kailash agreed. "'V engeance was not necessary.”
"They have been punished enough,” Penn said. "'l suspect they will seek other employment after this.”



"If they tell their story, they will be regarded aslunatics,” Kailash said. "I am not entirdy certainthat | am
sane mysdf, consdering what | have recently encountered.”

"Thishouseisaconsderable experiencefor dl of us" But Penn redlized that heliked it. Hislife had
become dull. That was no longer the case.

They went down to fetch the canteens, and returned to the house. L1ynn closed the front door behind
them and reset the number. M oscow was done.

"Theforest," Kalash sad. "Isit truly infinite?'

"Asfar aswecantdl,” Pennsaid. "Llynnand | tried to exploreit, and couldn't find the end. Wethink it's
thirty-thousand years ago, in Pennsylvania.”

Kailash frowned. "Wasthere not an ice age then?"

"Theiceage," Penn exclamed. "The glaciers would not have been far away. How could such a
well-developed forest be there?”

Shree went to aliving room shdlf. "Thereisan atlas" she said, taking down alarge book.

It was more than an atlas. It was ageologicd atlas, showing the lands of Earth back for millions of years.
They gathered around it, poring over its marvelous maps. They saw the progression of the continents,
forming into one or two monstrous masses, then fragmenting into the present configuration. They saw the
coming of theice ages.

"You'reright,” Penn said. "It couldn't be Pennsylvania. Not then."

"Whereis this house, redly?’ LIynn asked. "1 mean, it can be in Philadel phia, or Okinawa, or Moscow,
or anywhere. Isit just shuttling around, with no fixed address, or isit just the doors that change?'

Penn sat down. "1 hadn't thought about that. | assumed the house itself was moving from siteto Site, but
if that's true, what about the back door, which doesn't seem to move spatially? Whereis the house?'

"It does seem easier for the doors to move, than the whole house," LIynn said. " So the house could be
parked on one place, where the back door is, and the front door is—is—"

"A matter transmitter,” Lloyd said.

"l agree,” Penn said. "It would have to be amatter transmitter for the whole house, peopleincluded, if it
al moved. Much easier to handle just the people who pass through the door. Less energy expenditure.”

"And the permanent site would have to be well protected,” Lloyd said. " So the locals wouldn't get in and
messit up.”

"Werethelocas" LIynn said. " So who made this house? We don't have the technology.”
Therewasabrief silence. "Maybe theworms,” Penn said at last.

"l don't think s0," Kailash said. "There are too many things of human manufacture. There must be
contact with the human realm.”

"Even the newspapers,” LlIynn agreed. " Someone must have subscribed to them.”

The more they discussed it, the more it seemed there had to be more to the house than they had



discovered. "An empty house could not have stocked itself with human commercia food, clothing,
bicycles, car, televison, computer, and dl the related services," Penn said. "Also, it could not have
zeroed-in on our persona tastes.”

"And summoned us," Kailash said. "Thereisapresence. A motive. A need.”
"Asthough the houseisdive and conscious,” Chanddle said. "It isamother house.™
That made Penn nervous. "Or avery well programmed machine.”

"Y et someoneor somethingmust have congtructed it," Shree said, donning her headband for completely
rational consideration. "That care evidently continues, as evidenced by the changing numberson the

plague.”

"So that consciousness must have asource,” Kailash said. "Somewhere within the house.”
"Gotta be something we can find," Lloyd said. "Maybe we just gottalook.”
"Let'sform teams and check every part,” LIynn said, "until wefindit. I'll go with Kailash."

But Kailash demurred. "Were | to bewith you, | would be looking at you rather than the house," he
said. "Then wewould not succeed.”

LIynn blushed, but could not deny hislogic, though she suspected he had exaggerated the case. Shewas
the one who was distracted by him, rather than the other way around.

So the teams were formed by random sdlection: Llynn and Chanddlle, Kailash and Lloyd, and Penn and
Shree. Obsidian had free choice.

LIynn and Chandelle took the upstairs to see whether there were any more offshootslike the attic. Lloyd
and Kailash took the downgtairs, including the garage, to see whether there were any more items of
specia equipment. And Penn and Shree took the cdllar, which had not redlly been explored in detall.

The stairsled down to the furnace chamber. "Do you know," Penn said thoughtfully, "I've never been
aware of this house heating or cooling. It'sdwaysjust right. Maybe thisisn't afurnace.”

"That concept makes me nervous,” she said.

Helooked at her. She was wearing one of the outfits from LIynn'sroom, ablack blouse and gray skirt
with black shoes. She had evidently done some sewing, to let out the clothing to fit her fuller figure, but it
remained atrifle tight across the chest and hips. She was an extremdly attractive young woman.

"Perhaps you should don the reconciler, then," he suggested, seen the green band in her hand.

She did so0. "Nervousnessisfoolish when there is no apparent threat," she said. "Nevertheess, this unit
should be treated with caution." She eyed the furnace.

"We can check it readily enough. There should be acompartment for burning fud, of whatever kind."

There wasasmall door in the front. Penn opened it and peered in. There was no chamber as such;
instead there was a square tube leading into darkness.

"This does not appear to be ordinary apparatus,” Shree said.

"l wonder where the tunnel goes?'



"Thereisasgraightforward way to find out." She bent forward and started to put her head into the hole.
"Shree!" he protested. "Don't!"
"It should be safe," she said, and stretched her arms forward in the manner of adiver, entering the hole,

"No!" He grabbed her about the waist and hauled her back. But she was dready moving forward with
surprising agility. He had to shift his grip and brace himsdlf to get her out.

They wound up standing face to face, his arms wrapped around her, holding her close. Her brown eyes
were saring into his. Then he became aware again of just how feminine shewas, dl lovely softnessand
dlure

Embarrassed, he let her go. "Sorry. | just couldn't Iet you take that chance.”

"l understand. Y ou are not the type of man to take advantage, even when the woman has nothing left to
lose. Y ou suffered an emotiona reaction, fear for my security. | know that, as| wear the band.” She
touched her head. "But by the same token, | am sure that this house does not seek to harm its
occupants. So if there is a passage suitable in size to accommodate one of us, it must be safeto useit.
Thesensblethingisto exploreit.”

Shewas, of course, being rationa. But it till bothered him. "Then | should bethe oneto risk it.”

"No. Y ou areimportant to this house and your family. | am of little such worth, and my life may in any
event be brief. Therefore | should take any risksthat may occur.”

"That'sridiculoud”
She touched the band. " Perhaps you should borrow this for amoment.”

He had to yield; he knew what the band would tell him. He was guilty of foolish gdlantry, especidly
because shewas 0 lovely. "I apologize. You areright.”

"Thank you." She turned and climbed back into the hole. He couldn't help seeing her thighs and
underwear as she brought her legsinsde. Ah, to be forty years younger, and single! She couldn't go on
al fours, but was able to wriggle forward efficiently. Soon the darkness closed in about her.

He cast about, and saw along-handled flashlight on anearby shelf. He grabbed it and shined it into the
hole. Shregstantdizing legswere gill moving degp withinit.

"Areyou dl right?' he cdled. "Got enough air?*

The feet paused. "Yes," her voice came back. "1 am reaching achamber.” The feet resumed motion, then
disappeared.

"l don't seeyou," Penn called, darmed.
"l am standing in the chamber. It isnot large, and seemsto lead nowheredse.”
"Then come on out of there. Y ou may not be nervous, but | am.”

"Yes" He knew she il had the band on her head, because she was merely communicating. Otherwise
she might have laughed.

She came back out headfirst. He saw her in thelight of the flash, but turned it off when the hanging



blouse showed too much of her breasts. Anyway, he didn't want to blind her.
She reached the opening, and he helped her out. "Nothing in there?" he asked, disappointed.
"Nothing | was able to discover. This does seem curious. Why would there be a passage to nowhere?”’

He pondered, and it cameto him. "This house does not give up its secrets carelesdy. There must bea
key. Something to use or do to make that passage go somewhere. Just asthere isto reach the attic.”

"Perhapsthe key isinthedtic,” shesad.
"One of the deviceswe haven't figured out yet."
"L et mego there and reed the inscriptions,” shesaid. "If it isthere, | will discover it."

They went upstairs, and to the attic. They saw no one €l se on the way; the others were probably
involved in their own delvings.

Shree looked at the squiggle labels. "Thereis one that describes a—a—I am uncertain of theterm for it.
It seems to be a cube that is more than a cube, yet occupies the same space.”

"A tesseract,” he said. "A four-dimensiond cube.”
"Y es, that seemsto be the description. But thisisnot adevice, but aswitch. Shall | operate it?”

For amoment, Penn felt aqualm. But how were they going to learn anything if they didn't experiment?
llYall

She switched it. Nothing happened. But that didn't necessarily mean anything. The answer should bein
the cdlar.

"I amrationd, but my understanding islimited,” Shree said asthey descended. "Why should a switch for
athinginthe cdlar bein the atic? This does not seem convenient.”

"| sugpect it is not meant to be convenient,” he said. "It may be dangerous, or significant, so the switchis
hidden so that we must first discover the attic, then the cdllar, asit were. A way of guaranteeing that we
do not do thingsin the wrong order.”

"Yes, now | understand. The inconvenience of crawling through the tunnel may be another such
redriction.”

Penn paused. "Would you remove the band for amoment, please?"
Sheremovediit.
"How do you fed about this discovery?'

"| am strangely exhilarated. An extra-dimensional house promisesto be aremarkable experience. | am
aso mystified at how such athing can be. And somewhat concerned.”

"Thank you. Those are my sentiments. Let's proceed cautioudy.”

"Agreed." She donned the band again. "I still agree. | do not think there is danger, but there could be
mischief if we proceed recklessy.”

They passed the kitchen. LIynn and Chandelle were there, evidently preparing something. "Are you



making progress?"' Llynn asked. "Because we aren't.”

"We may be," Penn answered. "WEeIl soon know.”

"Come back when you know," Chandelle said. "We're fixing a snack for the others.”
They went on down. "Do you wish to take the flashlight?' Penn inquired.

"That might help," Shree agreed. "Perhaps | overlooked something in the darkness.”

Shetook the flashlight and crawled into the hole. Thistime Penn waited patiently, facing away from the
tunnd. He was after al no teenager in need of sneaking peeks.

But after atime, the nervousness returned. " Shree!™ he called. "Everything okay?"
Therewas no answer.

Suddenly alarmed, he peered into the hole, but saw only darkness. He cast about for another flashlight,
but saw none. He rushed upstairs.

"What's the matter?* Chandelle asked.
Penn hesitated. "Nothing, perhaps. | need aflashlight.”
Chandelle fetched one. Hetook it and hurried away.

Inthe cdllar, he shonethelight into the tunnel. The light reached to the end and splashed againgt the far
wall of the small chamber. It was empty.

Now hewasreally concerned. What had happened to Shree? Should he go in after her? But if there
were danger there, surdly it would affect him too. "Shree!" he called. "Where are you?'

Then she appeared in the chamber. "I am here," she called back.

Hefdt weak with reief. "'l did not see you. That chamber must be bigger than it looks.”

"Inamanner. Let mejoin you, and explain.”" She crawled into the tunnd, and soon emerged a hisend.
"When | cdled, and you didn't answer, | —wasdarmed.”

"| regret causing you distress. | was in what appears to be an alternate house."

"A house?'

"Perhaps another aspect of the tesseract. Another tube appeared, so | followed it, and found an empty
house. But it had adevice | have not seenin thisone.”

Pennwaslargely logt. "A device?'

"It appeared to be a control panel on the face of the—what you called the furnace.”
"Maybe | had better take alook at it."

"Asyou wish. Follow me." She climbed back into the hole.

He gave her amoment, then climbed in after her. Thefit was snug, but he managed.



She got into the central chamber and stood there. He followed. There was just room for the two of
them. Once again he was aware of her evocative body, so close.

"Look," shesad, gesturing.

He looked. There were two square holes where he had thought there was one. They were Side by side,
of equd sze.

"The second one was not there before we went to the ettic,” she said. " The attic switch must have
invoked it."

"But it's pardld to thefirst. Why didn't | seeit fromthe cdllar?’

"This appears to be the intersection point of the tesseract. Only one tunnel emergesin each house. The
houses overlap.”

"This| shdl haveto see”
"Follow me," she said again, and climbed into the second hole.

Hefollowed. They emerged in the cellar, which looked the same as before. But when he turned around,
there was just the one hole—and abank of controls. It was adifferent furnace, or whatever it was.

Penn looked around the rest of the cellar. He saw thelong flashlight lying on its shelf. The one he had
givento Shree.

Except that she was till holding that flashlight. There were two of them. Plus the shorter one he held.
"Did you check upgtairs?"' he asked.

"No. | found the presence of this chamber, with you absent from it, sufficient. | returned immediately.”
"Just aswell," he said. "But let me check. | want to seeif the rest of the houseis empty.”

He mounted the stairs and opened the door. The house was as before, in layout, but without furnishings.
There dso were no peopleinit. It was completely empty.

"An dternate house of the tesseract,” he said. "Unoccupied. We have indeed discovered something.”
"That ismy impresson,” Shree agreed.

"This must be the control bank for special adjustments, or whatever. The other house, the one we use,
has just amockup, the shape without the content.”

"Wed better cdll in the others.”
"l agree."

They returned to the cdllar and navigated the tunndl. They emerged from the "second” one and entered
the "firs" one, going back. The cdlar without the flashlight was there.

They went upstairs. Chandelle and L1ynn were in the kitchen, with ice cream snacksfor al. "We may
havefound it,” Penn said.



That ushered in aday of consderable activity. LIoyd and LIynn set up before the control panel, while
Chanddlle and Shree reviewed the squiggle ingtructions by its dias and switches. Penn and Kailash
became observers. Thiswas not academic; they were constantly going back and forth.

"l think thisisafine-tuner,” Shree said. "A way to reset the defaults, so that we have full control of the
house"

"Defaults?" Penn asked.

"Let metry one" Lloyd said. "Thisisfor thefront door. I'm setting it asfar south asit will go. The screen
shows nathing but snow."

Penn and Kailash crawled through the tunnels and back into the regular house. They went to the front
door.

It opened onto afreezing landscape. "This must be Antarctica," Penn said.

"The pand by the door has no number," Kailash said.

"| suppose we can assign anumber if we like the setting.”

They returned to the alternate cellar. "Y our screenis correct,” Penn said. "It's sheer snow out there.”
"Do we need to return to the other house to verify?' Kailash asked.

Surprised, Penn went to the front door of the alternate house. It, too, was set on snow. "No," he said.
"Both aspects of the house move together.”

"But you know, the house doesn't seem to beat any of thesites,” LIynn said. "I wonder if we haveit

wrong?'

"Y ou mean, like acomputer?' Lloyd asked. "Y ou think you're in adirectory or folder or whatever, but
actudly it'sjust aconvenience of labeling; everything's hopelessy mixed up on the hard disk."

"Yes. Maybe the house isin a state of —what's that newfangled stuff even Eingtein couldn't understand?”

"Quantum physics" Penn said. "Where the position or speed of a particleisn't defined until you measure
it"

"Y es, that nonsense," she said. " Suppose the house islike that?*

"Undefined until we set its doors?' Penn asked. "Could be. By choosing an address for a door, we
orient the house on that Ste. The house itsalf isindefinite, in quantum uncertainty.”

"It worksfor me" Lloyd said.

"But where does that leaveus 7' Llynn asked. "1 mean, are we just patterns of nothing, until we leave the
house?"

"Perhaps not nothing, but not what we seem to be," Penn said.

"l don't like that notion. That back door orients on time, not space, so it must be fixed, geographicaly.
Maybe we can find out whereit is, redly, now."

"That won't tell uswherethe houseis,” Lloyd said. "It'sjust an address, like the front door."



"Then let'slocate that address," she said impatiently. "I want to orient onsomething ."
"She'sgot apoint,” Penn said.

"What point?* LIoyd demanded argumentatively. "With acomputer, thereis no—"
Shree put ahand on his shoulder. "Please," she murmured.

"Ontheway," Lloyd agreed ingtantly.

Penn was slent. The power of awoman was something to see. Fortunately Shree was using hers
cautioudy.

Lloyd did hismagic on the screen, evoking an aignment of numbers. A map appeared, with bright spots
indicating the zeroed-in Stes. One spot blinked. "There."

Penn focused oniit. "Texas," he said. "South centrd. Closeto Austin, I'd say."
"Now set thefront door there,” Llynn said.

Lloyd found the number, and st it. "Done."

Llynn stood. "I want to see it mysdif.”

"I will gowithyou," Kailash said.

Chanddle caught Penn'seye warningly. "Well al go,” Penn said. If Llynn could get Kailash done, and
get him to kiss her, he saw no harm iniit, but he didn't want an argument with hiswife.

They went upstairsin House #2. The back door now opened on acity dley, for Lloyd had put in the
present time. The front door opened on a street. "Come on, | want to see if we can wak around the
house" LIynnsad.

"But the rest of us should remainingde," Chanddle said. "To watch the doors.”

So shewasn't quite as conservative as Penn had thought. He and Chandelle stood at the front door, and
Lloyd and Shree were at the back door. LIynn and Kailash walked out the front. Penn saw them
disappear. That made him nervous, though he was sure there was no actual danger.

In aminute there was a commotion at the back door. "They madeit!" Lloyd exclaimed.

Then Llynn and Kailash walked into the living room from the back of the house. "Wedid it!" Llynn said,
flushed with pleasure.

So they had asitein redl time/space, for whatever it was worth. It was possible to align the doors.
Probably it could be done for other sites. "Do you know, if we set the back door on Rome, we could
study the history of the Roman Empire," Penn said, awed. "We couldn't change it, but we could seeiit
outside our back door."

"Thishouseremainsamazing,” Kailash said. "But we do not yet know its purpose.”
"But we're getting there, maybe," Llynn said, hugging him.

"Perhaps," he agreed, though he looked uncertain about who was getting where. He had not encouraged
Llynn's attention, but neither was he rgectingit.



"Maybe there's something new in this housgs atic,” LIynn said. "Come on!”
Kailash suffered himself to be dragged upstairs. The others remained downgtairs.

Then Penn thought to look at the plague by the stairway. Sure enough, it had advanced to 9. Would 10
bethefinae?

Chanddle looked out the back door. "Thisis nice, but | wish we could have ared forest, rather than a
frozen one"

Lloyd perked up. "Bet we can do it, now. Fine-tuneit to aforest at the front door, and tie the back door
into that ste. We don't haveto stay hereinthecity.”

"Let'sdoit,”" Penn sad.

Penn, Lloyd, and Shree went to the cellar panel, while Chandelle went to make sure that LIynn and
Kailash remained indgde the house. Before long Lloyd had done it: the house was now on asitein British
Columbia, Canada, in aforested valey by along thin lake. There were no neighbors, and only adirt
road.

"Oh, lovely," Chandelle said, leading the way out. The house remained in view, the front and back doors
aligned. They werein aglade, the water on one side, aforested dope on the other. There were birdsin
the trees, and a chipmunk watched them from arock, before scurrying away. The air was fresh and
warm.

Penn loved it too. Here they could use their hiking equipment, and camp out, without deserting the
house. "I am redly getting to like thishouse," he remarked.

"I likeit too," Shree said.

"Yeeh," Lloyd agreed immediatdly. "Want to go riding?'

Shelooked at Chandelle. Chandelle nodded. So the two of them went for the bicycles.
Penn looked at Chandelle. "No more chaperoning?”

"Sheisaresponsble young woman, and his devotion gives her somereason to Say dive,” shesad. "'l
think that is more important than our limited conventions.”

"Youseemto beliberdizing.”
"I think | am. I amfdling inlovewith thishouse."
"I think wedl are. | will hate to see the month end.”

"We must make the most of it," she said. Shetook his hand, leading him through the high grass toward
the water. "Do you think it'swarm enough to svim?"

"It may be. But we didn't bring our suits."

Shejust looked a him. Then he redlized just how far the house had liberdized her. Not only was she
enjoying the countryside, when she had before been more of acity creature, she was acting much asshe
had during their courtship, forty years before. They had skinny-dipped then, and more.

And if the young folks found them, well, they could swim too.



Chapter 11: Alien Dream

LIynnlay on her bed, toying with the fiber ring she had found in the tic. The squiggle instructions
suggested merely that it wasadeeping aid, or at least that it brought interesting dreams. It showed a
person wearing it, then lying down, and seeing all manner of things and crestures. So shewastrying it,
though she was disappointed. The controlsin the cellar of the dternate house had given them significant
additiona control of the residence. It would have been reasonable for the attic to provide smilarly. But it
hedn'.

Shree waslying on her bed. She removed the gray band from her head.
"How areyou doing?"' Llynn asked.

"I am mending. Having accepted the notion that your culture does not regard me as worthy only of
desth, | am finding it easier to believe. But thereis a problem.”

LIynn had been afraid of that. "Will you tell me?1 can keep a secret.”

"Itisno secret. It isthat after your month is done, you will leave this house, and my brother and | will
have nowhereto go."

LIynn hadn't thought of that. "But you could stay with the house."
"We have no resources. We would not be able to pay its rental.”
"Then you could step out in Americawith us.”

"We are undocumented diens. Y our country hasrestrictionson illega immigrants. In any event, we
would have no jobs and no residencesthere. It does not seem feasible. | am amillstone around my
brother's neck, and | will bear him down with meif | remain with him."

LIynn hadn't thought of any of that. "But you're awonderful woman. LIoyd would be heartbroken if you
—" She broke off, not wanting to speak of degth.

"Were your cousin of age, | might marry him, and become acitizen. But heisnot, and in any event it
would not befair to him."

LIynn sat up on the bed. " Shreg, if you snapped your fingers, he would walk through fire for you. How
couldit beunfar?’

"Heisnot of ageto judgewel. It ismerdy hisinexperiencethat foolishly captivateshim.”
Llynn couldn't accept that. " Shree, if | wereaboy, I'd beinlove with you. Y ou're so beautiful. Asit is—"
"Y ou love my brother. Y et you, too, must separate from him when the month is done.”

It wastrue. LIoyd would have to go back to hisfamily in Okinawa, and Llynn to hersin Philadel phia
This phenomend experience would have to end when the month did. "Damn it!" she swore. "It'snot fair.”

"| gpologizefor dismaying you."
"And yourethinking of dying! That's part of it."



"ltistrue”
LIynn fixed on another aspect. "Maybe | could go with Kailash to your country.”
"Y ou would not be well equipped for that life."

Shewasright. In fact it was an understatement. What little she had learned of the Himalayan region of
northern India, of Kashmir, suggested that it was alot rougher than the cashmere sweatersiit exported.
She wastotally unequipped. All avenues seemed blocked.

Then she became cunning. "I dl islost a the end of the month, | want to makewhat | can of it. Shree—"
Shree stood. "Yes, | will bring him. Thismuch | can do for you." Sheleft the room, making no noise.

She understood! LIynn's heart beat wildly. She knew that what she contemplated was wrong, but it was
what she wanted. She had aways been wild, and the wildness was returning.

The door opened, and Kailash entered, wearing pgjamas. He did not speak, but came to sit beside her
on the bed. She turned into him and embraced him, her mouth seeking his. She kissed him hungrily.

Hereturned the kiss. But then he drew back. "1 do not wish to violate the hospitality of thishouse, or of
your grandparents,” he said. "'l like you, Llynn, very much, and would like to do thiswith you. But in the
present circumstances, it would be wrong."

"l don't care!" sheflared. "l loveyou."

"And perhaps | love you. But | would not be the man you think meto beif | took advantage of your
digtressin thismanner. Sleep, LIynn, and | will deep too—in the other bed.”

Something ese occurred to her. "Shregswith LIoyd."
"Yes, ingmilar manner.”

"It must be nice, having adult honor,” she said, frustrated.
"It isoften painful "

She knew there would be no arguing with him. Part of her wasrelieved. "Okay. Y ou take the other bed.
But if you change your mind, yourewelcome.”

"Thank you." He got up and walked to the other bed.

Llynnlay down again. She till held the fiber ring. She put it on her middle finger, so asnot to loseit, and
closed her eyes.

The dreams started immediately. She felt hersalf expanding, becoming diffuse, spreading beyond the
house and beyond the city. Then beyond the planet, and the solar system. She became agaactic
phenomenon, embracing a hundred million stars and encompassing the colossal enginethat drove the
galaxy, the central black hole.

Frightened by the immensity, she withdrew. She contracted back to her sector, her system, her world,
her region, her house, her body. "Oh!™

Kailash was there, concerned. "Y ou are uncomfortable?"



"I—I was dreaming. But it was so big—as big asdl the gadlaxy. | couldn't handleit.”
"Thering," hesad. "It ponsorsthis?!

She had forgotten thering. "Yes, | guessit does. It's very powerful "

"Perhaps you should removeit."

She consdered. "No. Maybe | should find out just what it's doing. That dream was going somewhere. |
just got scared, not redlizing thet it wasn't redlymy dream.”

"Asyouwish. | do not wishto interfere.”
She gazed at the ring on her finger. "Kailash—would you—?"
"I will stay with you while you dream,” he agreed. "1 will hold your hand.”

"Thank you." She gave him her hand as he sat on her bed, and he took it and held it. She savored the
moment, then closed her eyes and relaxed.

The dream came rushing. She expanded again to gdactic status. But shefelt her hand, far behind, held
by the gentle pressure of Kailash'sfingers. That reassured her; she had not lost touch with redlity.

Now she became aware of other dream bubbles. They overlapped hers, having different centers. They
were menta entities, seeking others of their kind. Some were mae, some femae, some neuter, some
indeterminate. Some were young, some old. Some were familiar, some strange, some utterly weird.

She oriented on those who were most like her. Y oung, female, willful, adventurous. These presences
firmed. Shefocused further, looking for one who was balked in passion.

There was one.Salutation, thedienfemde said.

"Helo. Who areyou?'

lam ¢ Whoareyou?

"I am Llynn Wiley, of Planet Earth. | have not been here before.”
Thisismy third time. Do you wish to exchange?

"l don't know. What isit?"

You will visit my body, and | will visit yours.

"Vidgt each other's bodies? Isthis possible?

| I¢madesomething likealaugh.Yes. Thisiswhy we meet here. To enable compatible temporary
exchanges.

"Isthere any danger?"

Not when it is agreed. We each split our minds, so that part remains behind to assist the visitor. It
ends the moment either visitor withdraws.

"Soundsinteresting.”



Yes. That iswhy we do it. It is a considerable diversion from emotional pain.
"You are hurting?'

| wish to receive the seed of a favored person, but sheislost.

"She?| thought you were femde.”

Yes. We are all female. You are not?

"l am femde, but wish to—to receive the seed of amale.”

Your species has two genders!

"Yes. Yoursdoesnt?'

Minedoesnot,]  I¢agreed.

"But then how can you reproduce?’

We fetch in each other's signals, and invoke the regenerative portions. It must be fascinating to
do it with two genders.

"Yes. But | don't understand how you 'fetch in' those sgnals.”

Then we must exchange, and you may learn how it is done. That is always best.

"Okay, if it'ssafe.”

| will guide you, as you have not exchanged before. Then you will comprehend, and so will 1.
"Okay. How do we exchange?"

Merge with me, and follow me to my home. | will also follow you. We will remain in touch.

"Okay." Llynn found that she knew how to merge; it was Smply amatter of overlapping completely, so
thet their mental centers unified. She became | ¢, and the dien became Llynn Wiley.

' f¢shrank, and Llynn with her. She coaesced on aportion of awindy planet, on the steep bare
dope of amountain, anchored by her one foot. Other creatures were spaced around her, smilarly
anchored. All were combing the air with their web antennae.

"Thisisyou?" LlIynn asked, not quite as surprised as she would have been if avake.
Yes. Thisismy life.

"Weird."

And thisfleshly casing is your life?

LIynn returned her awvareness to her own body, back on Earth. Y es. Maybe I'd better introduce you to
my companion, Kailash. Heisamale of my species”

Phenomenal! How do you communicate?

"We speak. Maybe I'd better do it, the first time, so you can learn how. Note what | do.”



| am noting.
LIynn took over her vocal cords and spoke. "Kailash."
He squeezed her hand. "Yes, LIynn."

"T am in contact with an alien being from a distant world. Her name is |  {¢, Sheisvigting my body for
awhile, and would like to meset you."

Kailash had the graceto takeit in stride. "Hello, DeltaOmega.”

Both Llynnand |  }¢ laughed at the way he mangled the aien name. "We lack the meansto speak
your name correctly,” LIynn explained. "He means no offense.”

| will attempt to speak to him,} ¢ thought. She assumed control of the vocal system and said, "H| 1
I, K 1 sh"
| »

"That isclose enough,” hesaid withasmile.
Isit?,  }¢asked Llynn.
"Not redly. Y ou have symbolsfor the vowel sounds. It should be hEIIO, KAIIAsh."

Werd,]  1¢thought, echoing LIynn. Then shetried again. "Hello, Kailash." Therewasastrong dien
accent, but it wasinteligible.

"Much better," he agreed. "What can | do for you?'
"Demondtrate your breeding process.”

He paused, perhaps suspecting that LIynn wasteasing him. "That is not immediately feasible. But | will
describeit to you, if you wish."

"It would be easier to demonstrate it," |  1¢ sad. "My assmilation of your strange sonic
communication isimperfect.”

Kailash paused again. "Isthere away to verify your identity?’

"Touch my appendage." |  I¢raised LIynn'shand.

He touched her fingers. There was an amost dectric pulse. "Completdly dien,”" he said, amazed.
LIynn took her mouth. "I told you."

"Then perhaps you should tell DeltaOmegawhy | may not honor her request.”

"Youtdl her. Asfar as1'm concerned, demongtration iseasier.” LIynn was enjoying this.

Am | encountering alien foibles?, ¢ asked.

Kailash tackled it. "L et me explain something. In our species, reproduction isnot casualy performed.
There are formidable associated commitments. Thereis arequirement that both parties be of sufficient
age, and your host is not. So though a demonstration would be physically possible, it isnot socidly
feasble. But | will darify the processverbdly, if youwish.”

"That will suffice," |  I¢ agreed verbaly.



"I'm getting out of here," LIynn said, disgusted. She reverted to the alien host body. Shedid thisby a
quick expansion to universe size, and contraction on the other body, knowing the way now, asthey
remained connected.

She was back on the mountain dope, combing the air. Suddenly she made a connection: "Barnacle! I'm
abarnacle. Seining the water for food, only it's not water but air." This redlization helped her orient. She
combed for nourishment, diding it down to her mouth, which was used only for egting.

But there was more than food coming in on thewind. There was information. It camein tiny packets of
molecules, like spores, and she assmilated their messages even as she digested them. Each packet
identified its originator, another creature like | 1 ¢, but with adifferent flavor. She was part of a
community, and felt comfort in the ambiance.

Sheredlized that she wasn't actually looking around, because she had no eyes. Her mesh antenna served
ingtead, reading the wind; she interpreted it as seeing, but was aware only of the things upwind.
Downwind seemed not to exist.

Thiswas agood day for food; the wind was |oaded with it. It consisted of rock dust stirred in trace
amounts from the mountain, and plant pollen, though what grew here was not exactly of the plant
kingdom. But food could be assmilated without thought. Life could get dull, in the summer season,
which was of course why | 1 ¢ had sought intellectua adventurein the galaxy.

Then something specia arrived. It was an information packet, with a pattern that aroused her extreme
interest. What wasit?

Well, she would ask. "} i¢," shecalled, but there was no answer.

So after amoment she switched back to Earth. Thistime shedid it dowly, just for variety, asthiswhole
alien contact was anovel experience for her. She expanded to match the size of the mountain—and saw,
or rather sensed, something odd. There was a shape like a huge green rug crawling up and acrossthe
mountain, covering many of the barnacles. What wasit?

Very wdll: that made two things to ask about. She increased her expansion, and flickered huge and then
small, and was back at her human body.

I f¢waskissng Kailash, and pressing her body—LIlynn's body—againg him.
Llynn took over her head and jerked it back. "What's going on here?' she demanded.
"Llynmn—you're back,” Kailash said, looking abashed.

"Jugt intime, too, by thelook of it," she said severdly.

! fé—what areyou doing?

| am getting him to demonstrate, the dien femaereplied.

"Y ou're doing more than that. Y ou're seducing him."

Yes. We ascertained that | am after all of age, as | have reproduced before. Therefore when the
sonic description became tedious—

"Well, forget it. It'smy body. If anybody's going to seduce him, it'sme.”
"Therewill be no seduction,” Kailash said, blushing.



Shelooked at him. "Not now. Y ou thought you'd grab some dien tail?*
"It was merdly to show the preliminary—"

"And shewastaking you to thefinde." But LIynn did not fed comfortable sounding like Grandma. She
knew shewasjust jedlous of the alien's rapid success where LIynn herself had failed. Obvioudy sexud
expertise cut across the barrier of species, and even a unisex barnacle could learn it swiftly. So she got
back on the subject. "] ¢, | havetwo questions. What isthe rug that's climbing the mountain? And—

Arug?

LIynn made amenta picture. "Green, downwind of us. Rather pretty, but | wondered.”
Thatisa===! ¢ thought with horror.

"That'sbad?'

Aterrible predator. It grazes on our kind. | must return to thwart it.

"Il gowithyou," LIynn said. And, to Kailash: "And don't get fresh with my body while were gone." She
knew that with both of them devoting full attentionto | 1 ¢'sbody, no one would be minding the store
here.

"Of course | will not," he agreed.

They expanded and contracted, and werethere All seemswell, | 1 ¢ thought.How did you detect the
===7

"l did adow expansion, and | guess| overlapped it.”
| never thought of that. We must verify.
They expanded together. There wasthe green rug, dightly closer.

They shrank back to the body.| think your warning has just saved my life, | ¢ thought.Now |
must become repulsive.

"Repulsve?'

To taste bad to the===,s0 it won't grazeme. | ¢ concentrated, generating a specid type of
discharge. LIynn had not redlized that her body had been putting out gas and particles, but it must have,
because she had been tuning in on the emissions of the barnacles upwind.

That startsit,] 1 ¢ thought after amoment. Those downwind of me will receiveit, and do likewise,
and the monster will be repelled. Thanks to your warning.

"Areyou sure? | wouldn't want you to get eaten.”

We can verify, using your device. They did apartid expansion. Sure enough, the green rug was now
retregting.

They relaxed, recovering from the scare.l apol ogize for trying to seduce your male. | did not realize
you would object.



"That'sdl right,” LIynn said. "l wasjust jeslous. When | tried it, he wouldn't touch me. How did you do
it?"

| pretended to be hopelessly confused by his sonic description. When he spoke of holding digits, |
made him demonstrate on your hand. When he spoke of touching mouths together —

"| get the picture,” LIynn said. "Easy stages. | should have thought of that. Men can be led, when they
don't know what's going on."

That is my impression. The male format is delightful. | regret that we did not have time to—
"W, as he said, we have conventions.”

What was your other question?

"Oh. | caught thisinteresting packet, and wondered—"

That isan ideal breeding formula! In fact, thisisthe one | was looking for, that | thought |ost.
"Awha?'

We reproduce only when we encounter a perfect complementary match to our own formula.
Because each individual is different, such matches do not occur often. | must make an offspring.

"Uh, do | need to go?"

No, thereisno privacy about it. | will simply match this pattern with my own, and form flesh
around it, and anchor it beside me. | will forage for it, until it is able to do that alone. It will
gradually move into new territory and become an individual entity. Thisis how we spread into
regions denuded by the===.1t takes time, but we have much of that.

"How do you move, with only one anchored foot?"
We extend a toe on one side, and retract one on the far side. This too takes time, but—
"I know. Y ou have plenty. Y our lifestyle seems sort of dow-paced to me."

Yours seems very hurried. It isa refreshing contrast. Your mode of breeding with differently
constructed malesis most intriguing. | would like to learn more of it.

"Well, comeback and learn,” LIynn said. "Maybethistime| can seduce him.”

| regret | must not. | must focus on the construction of my own offspring, lest | lose the formula
again. But | amglad | encountered you, Earth alien creature. It has been most interesting.

It was aclear enough dismissa. "Well haveto do it again sometime," LIynn said. "I11 go home now. Bye,

ke
Peaceful separation, LIIII.

LIynn expanded and contracted, and returned to her own body. The contact faded out. Her aien dream
was over, but she had much to think about.

She opened her eyes. Kailash was there, sitting beside her supine body. "Okay, I'm back," she said.
"Now, if you like—"



He got up quickly and moved to the other bed. "This appears to have been amost interesting experience
for you. In the morning you must tell the family every detail.”

Sheamiled. " Almostevery detail.”

Henodded. "That is perhaps best.”

"l guess| don't have a chance to seduce you now."
"That iscorrect."

"What wasit like, when she tried?"

" She is more experienced than you, in the—the wiles. She had apeculiar intengity. At first | did not
realize what sheintended, and when | did, | no longer cared. Had you not returned—"

"Y eah. But you know, | saved her life, because | found a predator coming after her. She's okay now,
but she wouldn't have been. So it worked out okay."

"| am glad the experience was satisfactory.”
"Yeah. I'll never digparage abarnacle again.”
"A barnacle?'

"Thats what she resembles, physically. They re different, but | 1 ¢ wasaperson. A girl likeme, in
soirit.”

"Much likeyou," he agreed.

Llynn liked that. "Oh hell, come and lie with me, Kailash. Just to deep. | promise | won't try anything.”
"l am uncertain that thisiswise."

"Please. | promise.”

He hesitated a moment more, then surrendered. He came to share her bed.

"Put your arm over me," she sald.

Helay on hissde and put hisarm carefully over her waist. Sheturned into him, snuggled her hair against
hischin, and relaxed. "Thisis heaven,”" she murmured, and drifted into deep.

Chapter 12: Man of the House

Lloyd put the leash on Obsidian and took her out the back door. The frozen forest had become
somewhat stale for the rest of them, but the dog always found a new aspect to sniff. Only it was no
longer frozen—it waslive, thanksto the fine-tuning. In fact, they had seen the old folks skinny-dipping,
but hadn't had the nerveto join them. Anyway, it had been so great bike riding with Shree, nothing else
mattered. She had seemed to enjoy it too, though they had had to get off frequently and walk past rough
spots, but she hadn't put the headband on the whole time.

They had been in this house only aweek or s0, but he knew their adventure was coming to an end. They
had explored just about every aspect of the house, and made it changeits settings and al, and they were



on the brink of catching on to the last of it. Then the fun would be over. Oh, they might stay through the
month, but then they would haveto leave, becauseit redly wasn't their house. It wasjust on loan to
them, and they had no other clam onit.

But returning to home and school in Okinawa, and being amilitary brat again promised to be truly dull.
He wanted to stay here in this house and range the world with Grandpa Penn and Grandma Chandelle
and Cousin Llynn, and with Kailash and Shree. Especidly Shree. What was going to become of her? If
he could, he would marry her; but he couldn't, for so many reasons. But he didn't much want to live
without her.

They returned to the house. Shree was there, standing at the door. "Hello, Lloyd," she said.

"Hi, Shree." He was dways halfway tongue-tied in her presence. Adults thought that instant love was
impossible, and that thirteen was too young, but he knew better. He was caught in it, and loving the fact
of it, even though he knew that she was merdly being politeto him.

"May | tak with you?' she asked.

"Sure. Anytime."

"Outsde?'

"Okay." Asif hecould ever tdl her no, on anything.

They moved along the lake, and sat on awarm ledge of exposed rock just out of sight of the house, with
Obsidian happily lying at their feet. LIoyd waited, thrilled to have her attention, whatever the reason.

She took adeep breath, and spoke. "LIoyd, you know | have no future. | can't leave the environs of this
house, and if | could, | would have to leave the reconciler behind." She removed the green band from
her head and held it loosely in her hand. "1 can endure without it for brief periods, but not for extended
ones. | aso could not do well without the trandator.” She touched her beautiful ear, reminding him that
she was speaking in her language, and hein his. "So | may chooseto die, and evenif | wished tolive, |
have nowhereto go."

Lloyd forced himsdlf to spesk. "I know."

"' So when happens what happens, that will be too late to speak to you. So | choosethistime. | wishto
thank you for your effort in rescuing me from my horror, and to say that even were | not indebted to
you, | would like you for yoursdlf. | enjoyed yesterday's companionship, riding dong thelake. | am able
to exist without the reconciler longer in your presence than € sewhere.”

A warm shiver ran over him. "Y ou don't have to say that, Shree. Y ou know I'm just a—"
"And you know what | am,” shesaid. "Y et you truly likeme. Y our feding isunconditiond.”

"Yeah." What e'se could he say? She had this cultural thing that she was unclean, because of what they
had made her do. He didn't care at dl about that, but he was just akid whose opinion hardly counted.
Shewas so beautiful!

"And so0 | wishto giveyou this, in friendship,” she said. "For no other reason.”
"Oh, | don't want to take anything you need.”

Sheamiled. "This| can spare.”



"Oh. Okay." Hewas being awkward, as usual.

Sheturned to him, and lifted her handsto his heed, thrilling him with her beautiful touch. She brought her
divinefaceto his, and kissed him on the mouth, softly but firmly. Lloyd thought he was going to faint.
There was nothing in the world but the rapture of her lipson his,

Then she ended it, but remained for amoment, holding his head in her hands. "Thisisasmuch as| can
giveyou," shesad. "But | giveit gladly. Lloyd, in my fashion, | loveyou."

Thenhedidfaint.

An eternity and amoment later, he swam back to consciousness. Shree had her ams around him,
holding him close. Heaven extended!

Obsidian was nosing him, jealous of the attention. He moved a hand just enough to stroke her soft ears.
"Areyou dl right?" Shree asked, sounding concerned.

"I'm great,” he breathed. "What you said—I know you mean it figuratively, but dill it put meinto—into—

"Nirvang," shesaid. "l know you love me, Lloyd. | am not free to love you back in the way you might
wish, but | would not hurt you for dl theworld.”

"Oh. You lovemelikeasigter," he said, descending some distance from heaven, but il extremely
grateful for her caring.

"No. Likealover. The barriers between us are your age and my unworthiness. In time you will be older,
and intime| should be able to live without the reconciler. But those require perhaps years, and we have
lessthan amonth. But | am as grateful for your feding, which cleansesme, as| am for the way you
rescued me, and so0 | love you to the extent | am able. More there cannot be."

Heaven wastantdizingly close again. "Oh, Shree, | wish—"
"I will kissyou once more. Then | think it must not be again. But you will know."

"I will know," he echoed. Hewasin infinite bliss, and infinite sadness. If thiswas the renowned pain of
love, he understood it all too well.

She kissed him, and held him close while he recovered. Then she gently let him go. She brought out a
comb and combed his mussed hair, and used a handkerchief to clean his smudged face. She adjusted his
shirt, putting him in order. By these tokens she let him know that thiswasto be their secret. He wished
he could remain forever, being tended by her.

But she had given him her message, and it wastime to go. They stood, and followed the lake, returning
to the house. With that entry, things returned to normal, with Chandd le in the kitchen, and the others
dtirring. But Lloyd knew that he would never return to his prior being. He had tasted heaven, or nirvana,
and if there was never any more, it would last hislifetime.

He went to hisroom and sat on his bed, letting his head clear. Shree had actualy spent the night there,
S0 asto let her brother be with Llynn, but she had remained on the other bed and made no advancesto
him. She had saved that for the boulder outside. But he—what was he to do? His snotty past existence
had been rendered forever obsolete.



And within amonth, shewould die. He understood the ineluctable logic of it. Their reationship was
dependent on the house, and they would have to leave the house when they finished their month.

The enormity of that coming loss overwhemed him. He lay face down on the bed and cried.

After atime heturned over, in mood aswell asin body. Did it redly have to end? Whycouldn't they
stay in the house? Oh, sure, he had to return to Okinawa, and L1ynn had to go home to Philade phia, but
the grandparents could live where they chose, and if they chose this house, Kailash and Shree could stay
with them, couldn't they? The house knew no boundaries; it had no nationdity. There was atime limit of
amonth, sure, but that was just the rent-freetime. After that they would have to pay. They figured they
couldn't afford it, but that was because they didn't have alot of money. Suppose the rent wasn't money?

Seized by anotion, he went to the computer cubby and turned on the system. He didn't know what he
was searching for, but sometimes histhinking was facilitated by surfing the Net. He got online and
cruised, heedless of where he was going, just trying to catch on to the lurking idearthat played just
beyond his consciousness. What other rent could there be, except money?

He got nowhere. The house connected to the Net, but the Net didn't connect to the house. All the
information in the world, except what he most wanted to know. But, damn it, there had to be something,
somewhere, somehow.

Chandelle cameto call him to breakfast. The day was ill early, though so much had aready happened.
He shut down and went. They ae asafamily now, with Chandelle serving. LIynn sat beside Kailash, and
by default Lloyd sat beside Shree. She looked perfectly composed. Girlswere good at that.

"Areyou dl right, dear?' Chanddleinquired.

What useto try to lie? "No. I've been thinking about the house. End of the month welll haveto leave,
and that means—"

Penn nodded. "That meanswe all go home, except Shree.”
Shree put on the reconciler. "'l will manage,” shesaid. "1 can exist as an undocumented aien.”
"Doing what?" LIynn asked sharply.

Shree removed the headband. "It istrue. | do not wish to do that again." Understatement of the century,
Lloyd thought.

"There has to be another dternative,” Chandedlle said.
"What we need isto stay inthishouse," Lloyd said. "All of us, or at least everyone over seventeen.”
"I don't think we can do that," Penn said.

"Why not? | don't think this house wants money. It must have cost more than welll ever seejust to build
it"

"True. Any rental would be a mere token. But | very much doubt that we would be able to meet any
other requirements.”

"The house summoned us," LIynn said. "It wants us. We just don't know why."

"And that'swhat I'm trying to figure out,” LIoyd said. "'If we knew why it wants us, we'd know whether
we can say. I'll bet that tenth level on the plague is for when wefigure that out.”



Penn nodded again. "Y our grandmother and | have discussed this. We suspect that we might be better
off not figuring that out. Perhgps leaving before the month isdone.”

"But then—"

"True. We can't leave likethat. It isn't just Shree. None of us can leave without knowing the answer to
theriddle of thishouse"

"But wefear it'satrap,” Chandelle said. "Too much has been offered.”
"But it'sgreat suff," Lloyd said.

LIynn was sharper. "What do you mean, too much?”

"Wedon't wishto darm you," Penn said, evidently ill at ease.

Now Lloyd knew there was something serious. " Too much what?'

Penn sighed. "There are the materid things, of course. It'savery nice house, with very nice
accommodeations. The televison, the compuiter, the books and equipment.”

"The undo buttons" LIynn agreed.

"Thetraveling doors," Lloyd said. "The attic full of toys. What's your point?'
When Penn il hesitated, Kailash spoke. "I believe he means us. Shree and me."
Lloyd fdt achill, thistime not anice one. "Y ou two are offerings?'

"Hodtages" Llynnsad grimly.

The chill degpened. "Y ou mean, the house didn't want you two for yourselves, but to use againgt us? We
gottado what it wants, or we lose you?'

"Thisisour concern,” Kailash agreed. "We are dependent on the acceptance of the house.”
It did make tough sense. "But what does it want?'

Now Shree spoke. "Wethink it wants your family to remain. If you do not, we are lost."
"Remainforwhat ?'

"We do not know," she said sadly. "But we fear for your welfare. Thereis enormous power associated
with thishouse, so what it desires can hardly be anything minor.”

"But we want to stay anyway," Lloyd said. "At least | do. | loveit here. It doesn't need to force me."
"Orme" Llynnsad.
"Welikeit too," Chandelle said. "It seemsto be a perfect retirement resdence.”

"Therefore, chances are that the price is extremely steep,” Penn said. " Something we will not want to
pay, unless under the duress of forfeiting the lives of two we have cometo value, and perhapsto love.”

Lloyd saw Llynn nod. She loved Kailash. And heloved Shree. ™Y ou mean, like giving up our kidneys or
eyebdls?’



Penn shook hishead. "I doubt it, consdering the formidable healing powers of its artifacts.”
"Thenwhat ?* LIoyd repested.

There was apause. Then, with evident reluctance, Penn spoke. "We do not know. But we suspect
something like a captive breeding program.”

"Captive breeding!" Llynn exclaimed. " So aiens can have human babies to experiment on?'

"Ortoraseasdiens,” Chanddle said. "To become human aliens. The way we raise hunting dogs or
beasts of burden.”

"Oh, God," Llynn breathed. "' So they took us young, so we can breed alot, while the older folksfeed
and doth us. A puppy mill."

Kailash shook hishead. "Y et with only two couples, the variety aswell asthe number would be severely
limited. They would do better to sted exigting babies."

"That could gtir up trouble among the natives," Penn said. " They might require only four combinationsfor
their purposes.”

"Or gx," Chandelesad tightly.

Lloyd was baffled. "I seetwo. | don't seefour or Six.”

"l fear | do," Kailash said. "Cousin with cousin. Brother with sster.”

Now hegot it. "And grandfather with granddaughter, and with—"

"Withme," Shree said. "Three males, two young females. Six viable combinationsfor the laboratory.”

"If they don't have away to make old femaesyoung,” Chanddle said, looking pained. "It isaso possble
that they would have incubation for reduced-term babies, so asto be able to produce them every couple
of months."

"Queen ants," Llynn said, shuddering. "' see what you mean about a steep price.”
Lloyd couldn't faceit. "But we don't know that; we're just guessing.”

Shree looked at him with softness and pity. "It isaguessthat answers the question well. We may accept
it, if we wear the reconcilers.”

Lloyd had awild notion. "If so, if that'sit, and weve figured it out, then that plaque will stand at ten now.
So we can check."

The others nodded agreement. But no one moved.

Lloyd redized that it was up to him. "Okay, I'll look." He dragged himsaif up.
He walked to the plague and forced himsdlf to ook, fearing what he would see.
The number was 9.

"Itsokay!" heyeled. "It hasn't turned! It'snine.”

Then therest of them were with him, clustering around, reading the number for themsdves. "Thank



God," Penn said.

"But there must be areason,” LIynn said. "Maybe just asbad.”

"We do have to know," Chandelle said. "Before we decide.”

"| think we had better do some seriousthinking,” Penn said. "All of us." No one argued.

Lloyd retreated to hisroom. After amoment Shreejoined him. "I am sorry," she said. "These are ugly
conjectures.”

"Y eah. But how do we come up with better ones?”
"| thought perhaps you would wish to try the diens.”
"What?'

"Llynn visted with diens by using the ring shefound in the dternate attic. Hereit is" She proffered a
fiber ring. "She thought | would want to try it next, but | think you may do better with it."

Lloyd took thering. It seemed ordinary, except that it wasn't made of metal. It was more like something
woven of heavy fiber. "Y ou want meto try this?*

"I do not mean to urge you to anything you prefer not to do,” she said quickly. "I will try it." She reached
for thering.

"No, I'll doit. How doesit work?"'

"Llynn put it on her finger and lay down. She said it waslike adream. Kailash remained with her, to be
sure there was no trouble.”

"Oh, | thought he was there to—"

"No. No more than | with you. But she said she made contact with an aien female who took her body
and tried to seduce him."

"Searyl”

"No, the dien meant well. Shewasnice, LIynn said. But shedso told methat if | tried it, | should have
someone with me, just in case.”

"And not your brother."

She blushed. Answer enough. He was glad she wasn't wearing the reconciler band now, for that would
have squelched any such emoation.

Helooked a the ring again, intrigued. If an dien mae came, and wanted to make out with ahuman
femae, would Shreelet it?"This visitation—what happensto the origina person?'

"It was avoluntary exchange. Both minds were there, when they wanted to be; they shared. LIynn said it
was agreat experience, and shewantsto do it again. But thereisonly onering, so sheisletting others
try it now."

"I'll try it. Y ou think maybe there's an answer out there? About the house?

"Itispossble”



"Will you sit with me and hold my hand?"
"Yes, Lloyd."

"I'm on my way." He jammed the ring on hismiddle finger and lay back on the bed. Shree sat beside him
and took his other hand.

Hefdt himsdf expanding. It was like acomputer screen zooming into aview of the globe of the Earth
from space. But this went farther, to agaactic scale.

Then he became aware of other presences. Some were male, like himsdf. Some were femae. Some
were neuter. They were dl ages and types. So he focused on one like himsdlf: juvenile and bratty and in
love

| share your pain,thedien thought.

"Y ou'retoo young to marry her?'

Marry?

"To breed with her?'

Breed?

"For some stupid reason, you can't be with her?"

Exactly. Do you have a solution?

"No, I'mlooking for one."

Unfortunate. The dien drifted on.

So much for that. So he oriented on ayoung femade. "Hi, swestie,"
You are looking for alien romance?

"Not redly. Just some advice."

What kind of creature are you, physically?

That ssumped him for amoment. So he got basic. "Fesh and blood. Land walker. Air breather."
Ugh! she thought, repulsed.

"Y eah? What's your body like?'

Sublime slime.

Shewas serious. "Youreright. I'm not your type." He drifted on.

Thistime an dien focused on him.| note that you rejected an appealing female. | am a male of
romantic persuasion.

"No thanks" LIoyd didn't even inquire about the physica nature of this entity.

He contracted himself back to his own planet and body, and opened hiseyes. "Hedllo, lovely dien



cregture.”

Shreelaughed. "How wasit, LIoyd?"

"Not as great as being with you."

"Thank you. Y ou found no answer?'

He pondered, not wanting to admit faillure. And it cameto him, in aphenomend flash. "'l think I've got it!"
"You haveit?"

"Alien exchanges. They're haphazard. But if they were organized—I think that'sit. That'swhy they let us
have the alien contact ring &t this point.”

"| don't understand.”

"Comeon! | gotta bounce this off the whole family, and seeif the number turns." He jumped up and haf
dragged her dong after him.

Soon they were al assembled around the kitchen table. "Yes, Lloyd," Penn said.

"l wastrying the dien dreamer ring," he said, twisting it off hisfinger. "I expanded red big, and met three
aiens, but none of them were right. And | thought that must be a problem. Like theselonely hearts ads
on the Internet or newspaper, al these men looking, and women looking, and chances are they gottatry
alot of others, and it still doesn't work out, because they just don't know enough about each other. But
if they had a better framework, like atourist atraction, or if they're bored and just want to travel without
abig hasde, or running into someone who just wanted to grope them psychically—agood setup might
beredly popular. Like going on a cruise, where everything's planned, and they don't have to worry
about the details. Only thisisinterplanetary.”

"Alientourist trade?' Llynn asked dubioudly.

"Yeah! And Earthisjust one port, one stop out of thousands they can choose. Seethe Sights, stare at
the natives, buy noveties, have fun. Betchatheresabig market.”

Penn nodded. "A tourigt Sation. For diensto visit safely. But how could they breathe the air, or et the
food, if their metabolism is completely different?’

"Not physicaly,” LIynn said, catching on. "Mentally. They come to share the mind. See through the
native's eyes, hear through his ears, eat through hismouth, and al. And if they get confused, the native
will explain thingsfor them; he'sright there too, or he can go if they want to be done. They can be
friends, exchanging planetsfor awhile, getting to know each other. It'snice.”

"Right,” Lloyd said. "Maybeit's our bodies they want to use, not to take over, not to breed with, just to
ridewith for awhile. To have aweird experience. Tourigts."

"Tourigts," Penn echoed. "With trained natives, to facilitate things. To run the loca shop, since they can't
reedily send dliens here physicdly. Y ou are sureit'svoluntary?*

"Yes," Lloyd and LIynn said together. Then LIynn added "At least, thedien dreamring is. You'rein
control, and you can opt out anytime. And it isfun, likeagame."

"Like an on-line chatroom," Lloyd said. "Only bigger, and you can share bodiesright away."



"And youcan breed, or at least have—" Llynn fatered. "Romance. In the native's body. If it's okay with
the hogt."

"Some tourists would like that," Chandelle said.

Penn nodded. "Then let'slook at the plague.”

They went to the plague. It had turned to 10.

"Next question,” Penn said. "Do we want to do this?'

"Yes" Lloyd and Llynn said together again.

Penn looked at Kailash. "Y es, thiswould be an idedl Stuation,” Kailash said.

"I would be glad to remain in this house, and meet dien minds," Shree said. "It isfar superior to my
dternatives.

Penn looked at Chanddlle. "We need to know more," she said. "But if thisreally isthe point of this
house, | would be amenable.”

"Sowould I," Penn said. "How do we negotiate with the diens?"
"How many cubes are there in atesseract?' Kailash asked.
"I'm not sure that has been defined. Perhaps four, overlapping each other. Perhaps an infinite number."

"Then there must be more to this house than the two chambers we've seen. | suspect the way to the third
houseis now open.”

"Let'sgo,” Lloyd sad, leading the way.

They trooped to the cdllar, and through the tunnels to the second house. Now there was a second tunnel
besde the first, departing from that house. Lloyd led the way through that, turned in the small chamber,
and wriggled on out to the cdllar.

He knew immediately that it was different. There were things on the shelves, and a carpet on the floor.
"Bingo," he said as Shree emerged behind him.

When they were dl assembled there, they went cautioudy up the stairs and opened the door. Thishouse
was furnished, but not at all like the first one. It was crafted to satisfy adifferent taste. Lloyd had the
feding they wereintruding.

They entered the living room. A man was just getting out of his chair. He was middle-aged, balding, and
heavyset: unprepossessing except for his presence here. "Hdllo, family,” hesaid. "I know you. | am
Abner, the man of the house. Sit down and we shall talk.”

Somewhat taken aback, they spread out around the room and took seats. LIoyd was glad that Shree
choseto St next to him.

"Y ou have graduated from the coursein excdllent time,” Abner said. "'Y ou understand the nature and
purpose of thishouse. Y ou are correct: it isto be atourist station, for visitors from across the galaxy
who prefer the ease of a prepackaged tour. Y ou must be prepared to host dien entitiesin your minds,
and to show them the quaint aspects of theloca planet. But the control of your bodies will dways be
yours, and you may decline any individud aienif you do not likeit. There will be considerable rewards



for thisservice, and someredtrictions. | know you are interested.”
"What rewards?" Lloyd asked.

"To begin with, perfect hedth, indefinitelife, luxury of lifestyle, and the permanent use of any and dll
artifacts of the house.”

"Indefinitelife?' Penn asked.

"l used that term because your length of lifewill be determined by your choice. Y ou will have near
immortality.”

"But what of aging?' Chandelle asked. "Two of usare dready well toward our conclusons.”

"The processisdow, but you can be restored to your youth," Abner said. ™Y ou will live, in effect,
backward, growing younger at the rate you formerly grew older, until you chooseto fix on a particular

age.”
"Those of uswho can not safely leave the house," Shree said. "What of us?'

"Y ou will obtain the necessary identification to prove your citizenship in any country you enter,” Abner
sad. "You will no longer be restricted to the house, though thisiswith the understanding that you will
leaveit in order to show aspects of the planet to dien visitors. They will wish to see both geography and
history, requiring coordination of the two access portals.”

"We can actualy travel intime?" Penn asked.

"Only to view past scenes at particular locations. The guests may wish to watch famous historica battles
or other significant events.”

That sounded good to Penn. He would like to watch past events, without actualy getting involved in
them. But he had a question: "What about the future settings? How are they possible?”

"They are not true future scenes,” Abner said. "They are mockups of likely future history, with one dien
culture represented.”

"Thewormvillage," Chandelle said.

"Yes. We used their symbol script for the ingtructions, asit ismost readily understood by other minds.
So it seemed fair to show asample vermicular settlement. There are no physica wormsthere, of course.”

"But thereis something,” Lloyd said. "Down in the big tubes. We heard it."
Abner consdered. "There shouldn't be. Unless some Earthly creature managed to get in, likearat.”
"Or acrocodile" Lloyd said.

"The work was done by a subcontractor,” Abner agreed. "'l suppose something could have been |eft
behind. That will bear checking out."

Lloyd wasn't the only one who nodded. That venture into the darkness had not been fun.
"Can we make friendswith the dliens?’ LIynn asked.

"Thisisencouraged. They will much prefer friendly hogts. They will be glad to share their cultures and



philosophieswith you. Y ou must, however, be on guard against romantic attachments with guests, as
there can be no physica contact.”

There was generd laughter. Romance with the types of aliens LIynn and LIoyd had described would be
unlikely, however competible they might beintellectualy. But LIoyd had had just enough experience
meeting aiensto know that the right ones might be quite appedling, independent of their dien
metabolisms.

"This promisesto be endlesdy interesting,” Kailash sad.
"Yes," Abner said, "1 regard it asthe galaxy's most interesting employment.”
"How about juvenileslike me, who have to go home and school and all?' Lloyd asked.

"Y ou will arrange to move to this house, where your education will be completed by mental conditioning
during your deep. Y ou will have no further forma education unlessyou wishit."

"Sold," Lloyd cried jubilantly.

"What about Obsidian?' LIynn asked.

"She may join you, subject to Smilar cautions.”
"What are the other conditions?’ Kailash asked.

"You mugt tell no native of Earth of the nature of this house, or dlow any to discover it, unlessthat native
isarecruit to servein this house. Y ou may not compromise the security of this station. Y ou may not
harm an alien guest by leading it into any distasteful Stuation. Y ou may not revea the benefitsthat set
you gpart, such asyour hedth.”

"No doctors?' Lloyd asked.

"That is correct. Y ou may not seek to profit by your association with this house, or to bring any native
here unlessthat native has been duly approved. Y ou must protect yourselves with the shield bands at al
times when away from the house. The other conditionsare smilar.”

"And there are further rewards?' Shree asked.

"You will be entitled to vigit other tourist stations on other planets, and to cultivate aien acquai ntances.
Y ou will have accessto al the knowledge of the universe you care to assmilate. There may be other
benefits of smilar scope.”

But Penn was not satisfied. "How did this house come to be? Was there an dien landing on Earth?”

"Not assuch. A smal space vessdl did land, bringing arather speciad mote of dust. It contained the
pattern that enables a sapient mind to expand into universal consciousness.”

"Thering," LIynn exdamed.

"The pattern is embedded in that ring,” Abner agreed. "The particle landed by chance near the resdence
of an out of work laborer. He picked up the remnant of the tiny ship, and his consciousness expanded.
An dien mind proffered him aded: the knowledge and power of the universe, in exchange for
permanently hosting the alien's mind. With this knowledge, in the course of a decade, he became highly
successful and wedthy, then turned his assets to the formation of aglobal network of housing sites. He
was given dien science to fashion devices unknown on Earth. Then, with the continuing guidance of the



aien mind, he turned to the recruitment of additiona natives. | am that man, and you six arethefirst
recruits. Assuming that you are dill interested.”

Penn looked around the room, catching the eye of each of the othersin turn. "We are ftill interested,” he
sad. "But we need to make aforma decision, asthis has complicated ramifications.”

"Who cares?' Lloyd demanded. "Wedl know wewant it."
Penn looked at him. ™Y ou have alife e sewhere that would be disrupted. So doesLIynn.”

Llynn smiled. "My folkswill be glad to see me stay away from a certain ex-boyfriend. I'll remind them of
that. They won't ask many questions.”

"But Lloyd'sfolkswill," Chanddlesaid. "And | can't blame them.”

For an ingtant Lloyd wavered, knowing it was true. Then he saw Shree, and al doubt faded. "1 can fool
my folkswith agtory. I've doneit before.”

Penn frowned. "Y ou would deceive them? | can't pprovethat.”
Lloyd met hisgrandfather's gaze. "Y ou want to tell them the truth?!

Therewasabrief silence. Then Chandelle smiled. "He's got you,Penn. | think we have to suffer this
degree of corruption, for the greater good.”

Penn spread his hands. Then hefixed LIoyd with amenacing Sare. "But in no other case will such logic
preval."

Lloyd fet mixed victory and guilt. "Got it, Grandpa. Just this one bad patch.”

Penn nodded. "Now we shall vote." He questioned each in turn, but the result was foregone. They were
unanimous. He turned to Abner. "We are agreed. We want to tour the universe.”

"I have been unableto visit dien worlds," Abner said. "Because | could not risk any one moment of
inattention until my job was complete. Heresfter, if one of you will watch my body, | will on occason be
touring mysdlf. Thisisthe most immediate benefit your acceptance brings me: my retirement. | will now
at last be free to seek afemae companion of my own. Otherwise, | will not intrude on your portion of
the house"

"What of your dien resdent?' Penn asked.

"He, too, will be ableto retire and return to his home. It has been along and at times difficult tour, but
now we are ready to passit along to the next generation. To you."

"Tous" Chandelle agreed. "We will try not to disappoint you."

"Y ou have not disappointed me. Many prospects before you did not work out, but from the first you
did. I watched and helped wherever | could, touching the minds of those who might help you.” Abner
glanced at Kailash and Shree. "But you will be the ones to select future recruits, using Smilar techniques.
[twill & timesbeachalenge"

"Welook forward to it," Penn said.

Shree squeezed Lloyd's hand. Her problem, and his, had just been solved. They would remainin the
house. He knew that thiswas just the beginning.
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