Ant hony, Piers - The Apprentice Adept - 2 - Blue Adept

CHAPTER 1 - Unicorn.

A lone unicorn galloped across the field toward the Blue Castle. It was a
male, with a glossy dark blue coat and red socks on his hind feet and a
handsomely spiraled horn. As he noved he played a nmel ody through that holl ow
horn, sounding like a mell ow saxophone. The notes floated across the field
ahead of him

Stile wal ked to a parapet and | ooked down. He was an extrenely small but fit
man, a forner jockey who remmined in shape. He was dressed in a blue shirt and
bl ue jeans, though there were those who felt that neither became his station
H s station was such, however, that he could ignore it with inmpunity-to a

degr ee.

"dip!" he exclained, recognizing the visitor. "Hey, Neysa-your brother's
here!"

But Neysa already knew it. Her hearing was better than his. She trotted out of
the castle and met Cip at the front gate, crossing horns briefly in greeting.
Then the two went into their nore extended ritual of reunion, prancing out
side by side in unison as they played a duet. Neysa's horn had the sound of a
harmoni ca, and it bl ended beautifully with the rmusic of the saxophone.

Stile watched and |istened, entranced, and not by nagic. He had al ways been
fond of horses, and he Iiked unicorns even better. He was of course biased,;
Neysa was his best friend in this frame. Still-

The two equines intensified the beat, their hooves striking the turf
precisely. Now they went into the syncopation of the five-beat gait, the
Unicorn Strut, their nusic matching it. Stile, unable to resist, brought out
hi s good harnoni ca and matched the tune, tapping the beat with his heel as
wel |l as he could. He had a natural flair for music, and had sharpened his
skill recently because it related so intimately to his magi c. Wien he pl ayed,
i ntangi bl e magi ¢ formed around him But he refused to let that inhibit him
the magi c only becane tangi bl e when he invoked it in his special fashion

When the unicorns finished their dance of delight, they trotted back to the
castle. As they approached the gate they shifted to human-form beconmi ng a
handsome young man and an elfishly small but also quite pretty woman. Stile
hurried down to neet themin the courtyard.

"A greeting. Adept, and a nessage fromthe Herd Stallion,”" Cdip said. He was
hol di ng hands with his sister, somewhat to her mute enbarrassnent; he was nore
expressive than she. Both wore the garb of archaic Earth as interpreted by
nonhuman vi ewpoi nt, nmore or |ess matching their natural equine colors.

"Thy greeting is welcone. Cip," Stile said. "And thy nmessage too, be it in
peace. "

"It is. Adept. The Stallion is pleased to sunmon Neysa the Mare this season to
be bred." He paused, then appended his own remark: "At long |last."

"That's great!" Stile exclained. "After three seasons denied, she will finally
get her foal!"

Then he saw that Neysa was not reacting with the delight expected. Stile



| ooked at her with concern. "Dost this not please thee, oath-friend? | thought
it was thy fondest ambition to-"

Cip, too, was glancing at her with perplexity. "Sibling, nethought | bore
great tidings."

Neysa averted her gaze. She was a well-formed girl an inch or so shorter than
Stile-a stature that appealed to himthough he knew this was foolish. She was
the small est of mares, barely fourteen hands; any shorter and she woul d have
been classified as a pony: a nenber of the equine Little Fol k. Her human-form
nmerely reflected this, with only the tiny button-horn in her forehead
signifying her true nature.

Stile had long since learned to live with the fact that nmost wonen and all nen
were taller than he, and of course Neysa was not human at all. That did not
prevent her from being his closest conpanion in ways both human and equi ne.
Though she coul d speak, she was not nuch on verbal comunication. Vivacity was
not her way, though she had a certain filly hunor that manifested subtly on
occasi on.

Cip and Stile exchanged gl ances. Wat did this nmean? "Wuld a feral e know?"
dip asked.

Stile nodded. "One would." He raised his voice only slightly. "Lady."

In a noment the Lady Bl ue appeared. She was, as always, garbed in variants of
bl ue: blue corduroy skirt, pale blue blouse, dark blue slippers and star-blue
tiara. And, as always, her beauty struck Stile with special force. "Mster,"

she nur nur ed.

Stile wished she wouldn't do that. In no way was he her master, and she knew

that well. But he was unable to take effective issue with the conventions of
this frame-or with the half-subtle rem nders she gave him She considered him
to be an inmposter in the Blue Demesnes, a necessary evil. She had cause.

"Lady," he said, maintaining the formality she required of him "Qur friend
Neysa i s sunmoned to be bred by the Herd Stallion, and have her foal at

| ast-yet she seens not pleased. Canst thou fathomthis, and wilt thou
enlighten us nal es?"

The Lady Blue went to Neysa and enbraced her. No aloofness in this

acquai ntance! "Friend of mine oath, grant ne leave to explain to ny lord," the
Lady said to Neysa, and the unicorn-girl nodded.

The Lady faced Stile. "It be a private matter,"
fromthe court.

she said, and wal ked sedately

She hadn't even asked; she had known intuitively! "I'll be back," Stile said
and qui ckly followed.

When they were al one, they dropped the pretenses. "What's the nystery?" Stile
snapped. "She's ny best friend -a better friend than thou. Why won't she tel
ne?"

"Thy magic is strong," the Lady replied. "Thy conprehensi on weak. Left to
t hi ne own devices, thou wilt surely conme to grief.”

"Agreed," Stile said easily, though he was not pl eased.

"Fortunately | have Hul k and Neysa and thee to | ook after ne. Soon will |



elimnate the major threat to ny tenure as Adept, and will stand no |longer in
need of such supervision."

What irony there was rolled off her without visible effect. The fairness and
sof tness of her appearance conceal ed the inplacable skill wth which she
fought to preserve the works of her | ate husband. There was nothing soft about
her dedication to his nmenory. "Be that as it may-the mare feels un-free to

| eave thee at this tine. Hul k may depart and | amnot conmitted to thee as
Neysa is. Therefore she prefers to postpone breeding until thou'rt secure."

"But this is senseless!" he protested. "She nust not sacrifice her own welfare
for mne! | can offer her only hard- ship and danger."

"Aye," the Lady agreed.

"Then thou nust talk to her. Make her go to the Stallion."
"Who is as masculinely logical as thee," the Lady said. "Wth every bit as
much conprehensi on of her concern. Nay, | shall not betray her thus."

Stile grimaced. "Didst thou treat thy husband |ikew se?"
Now she col ored. "Aye."

Stile was i medi ately sorry. "Lady, | apol ogize. Well | know thou didst |ove
hi m al one. "

"Not enough, it seens, to save his life. Perhaps had he had a unicorn to guard
him"

There it was, that needl e-sharp acuity. "I yield the point. There is no
guardi an |i ke Neysa. What nust | do to oblige her?"

"Thou must arrange postponenent of the breeding, until she feels free to | eave
thee. ™

Stile nodded. "That should be feasible. | thank thee, Lady, for thine
i nsight."

"What thou askest for, thou hast," she said coolly. "Thou art now the Bl ue
Adept, the | eading nagician of the realm Only have the human wit not to
offend the mare in the presentation of thy decision."

"And how do | find the wit not to offend thee, bride of my defunct self? Thou
knowest his tastes are nmine."

She left him not deigning to answer. Stile shrugged and returned to the
courtyard. He wanted the Lady Blue nore than anything he could i magi ne, and
she was aware of this. But he had to win her the right way. He had the power
to convert her by magic, but he would not use it; she knew this too. She
understood himin certain ways better than he understood hinself, for she had
experienced the |l ove of his other self. She could handle him and she did so.

Cip and Neysa had reverted to unicorn-formand were grazing on the patch of
rich bluegrass maintained beside the fountain for that purpose. The two were a
beautifully matched set, his blue against her black, his red socks

conpl ementing her white ones. Clip was a true unicorn in coloration; Neysa had
been excluded fromthe herd for sone years because her col or resenbled that of
a horse. Stile still got angry when he thought about that.



Neysa | ooked up as he approached, black ears perking forward, a stem of grass
dangling fromher nmouth. As with nost equi nes, her chew ng stopped when her
attention was distracted.

"I regret the necessity,"” Stile said briskly. "But | must after all interfere
with Neysa's opportunity. The Blue Adept has, as we know, an anonynous eneny,
probably anot her Adept, who has nurdered hi monce and seeks to do so again.
have no second life to spare. Until | deal with this eneny, | do not fee
secure wi thout conpletely conpetent protection and gui dance. No one can do
that as well as the mare. Therefore | nust seek a postponenent of the
Stallion's inperative until this crisis abates. | realize this works a
hardshi p on Neysa, and is selfish of nme-"

Neysa snorted nusically, pleased, and not for a nonment deceived. She resuned
chewi ng her nouthful. Cip angled his horn at her in askance, but saw that she
was satisfied, so kept silent.

One probl em had been exchanged for another, however. It was not any nare's
prerogative to gainsay the Herd Stallion. Stile would have to do that hinself,
as the Blue Adept. In the informal but rigorous hierarchy of this world,
herd- | eaders, pack-Ileaders, tribe-leaders and Adepts were roughly equival ent,
t hough the ultimate power lay with the Adepts. Stile would deal with the Herd
Stallion as an equal .

First he had to settle things at the Blue Denmesnes. Stile talked with his
human bodyguard fromthe other franme, Hul k. Hul k was as big as Stile was
small: a towering mass of mnuscle, expert in all manner of physical conbat but
not, despite the assunption of strangers, stupid.

"It is necessary that | leave this castle for a day or so," Stile told him "I
must negotiate with the unicorn Herd Stallion, and I cannot summon him here."

"That's for sure,” Hul k agreed. "He never did have nmuch of a liking for you.

Uh, for thee. 1'd better go with thee. That unicorn is one tough character."
"Nay, friend. | amin no danger fromthe unicorns. It is the Lady Blue |I worry
about. | wish thee to guard her in mine absence, |est ny nanel ess eneny strike

at me through her. Thou hast not magic-at |east, thou hast not practiced it;
but if no others know | am gone there should be no hostile spells. Against
el se, thy skills suffice as well as mine."

Hul k made a gesture of acqui escence. "She is surely worth guarding.”

"Yes. She nmmintained the Blue Denesnes after her lord, mne alternate self,
was murdered. Wthout her help | could not fill this office of Adept. | have
t he power of magic, but |ack experience. | amremnmnded daily of this." Stile
smled wyly, remenbering how the Lady Blue had just set himstraight about
Neysa. "And-"

"And she is an extraordinarily attractive woman," Hul k finished. "A magnet for
m schief.”

"Mne alternate self had excellent taste.”
"That's one thing | don't quite understand yet. If only a person whose double
in the other frame is dead can cross the curtain that separates one frame from

the other, what about me? Do | have an alternate self here who di ed?"

Stile considered. "Thy tenure in the other frame of Proton was for twenty
years. Was thy fanmily there before thee?"



"No. | cane at age fifteen for ny enlistment. My time would have been up in a
few nore nonths. My famly never set foot on Planet Proton. They live fifteen
light years away."

"So thy existence on this planet stens only fromthy tenure as a serf," Stile
concl uded. "Thou hast no natural existence in this other frane of Phaze. There
is no alternate self to fill thy place in the alternate schenme. So thou art
free to cross the curtain.”

"So | was not nurdered," Hul k concluded. "That's a relief."

Stile smled. "Who could murder thee? Thou coul dst pul p any normal man with
the grip of one hand."

"Except thee, when we played the Gane."

"The fortunes of chance," Stile said. "How could | match thee, in fair
conbat ?"

Hul k | aughed good-naturedly. 'Tease me not, little giant. Thy stature is as
mne, in martial arts.”

"I'n mne own weight-class,"” Stile qualified. It was good to talk with someone
who understood Stile's home-world and the CGane.

They started off within the hour. Stile played his harnonica, accumnul ating his
magi ¢, then sang one of the spells he had worked out: "By the power of magic
vested in me, make nme bl ank so none can see."” He was unable to heal hinself or
cure hinself of illness, but he could change his aspect before other people.
He held up his hand, then waved it before his face: nothing. He was invisible.

Neysa, of course, knew him by snmell and sound. She was not spooked. "This
way, " he explained, "it will not be obvious that | am departing."

"A wat cher could see that the mare carries a burden,"” the Lady pointed out.
"That's right," Stile agreed, surprised. He considered a nonment, then sang:
"By the power of magic vested in nme, make ne as light as | can be." He felt
t he wei ght of his body dissipate. "Excellent."

Both Hul k and the Lady | ooked perpl exed. Stile laughed. "I shall answer thy
qguestions in turn. Lady, thou knowest by nmy voice that | remain standing on
the floor; howis it that | do not float to the ceiling? Because ny spell is
very simlar to the last, and since no spell may be used tw ce in succession
much of its force was abated. | amnot as light as | can be; ny weight is
perhaps a fifth normal. About twenty pounds, or a trifle nmore. Hulk, howis it
that I do not glow like the sun, since that is also a nmeaning of the term!|l

used, 'light'? Because ny words only vocalize what is in my mnd, and nmy mnd
provided the definition of my ternms. Had | wished to |ight brightly, despite
al ready being invisible, | could have used the sanme spell, shifting only ny

mental intent, and it woul d have worked that way."

"Methinks Stile likes magic," Hulk rmuttered. "Personally, | do not believe in
it."

"El se mghtest thou be Adept too," Stile said, |laughing to show the hunor,
t hough he suspected there was some truth in it. Every person could do sone
magi ¢, but few could do strong magic. Stile's own magic talent was refl ected
in the science frane of Proton as considerable ability in other things, such



as the Gane, and Hul k was al nost as capable there. Hul k mi ght be able to learn
to be a magician, if he ever cared to try. Perhaps there were many others who
could be simlarly conpetent at magic, if they only believed they could and
worked to perfect their techniques. But only one person in perhaps a thousand
bel i eved, so there were very few Adepts. O course, the established Adepts
ruthlessly elimnated any devel oping rivals, so it was safer to opt out of
that arena entirely. The enmity of an Adept was a terrible thing.

Stile bid his final farewells, nounted Neysa, needing no saddle or bridle, and
they joined Clip. The two unicorns trotted briskly out the gate. To an
observer it would seem Cip was conducting his sibling to the breeding site,
as required. The little bit of weight Neysa carried hardly made a difference.

It was good to travel with his unicorn again. Stile was not sure whether he
could transport hinmself magically fromplace to place. If that canme under the
headi ng of changi ng his aspect before others, then probably he could; if
instead it cane under the headi ng of healing or changing hinself, then he
probably could not. So far he had deened it expedient not to experinent; magic
gone wong could be fatal. So he needed transportati on, and Neysa was the best
he coul d ask for. She had been his first steed in this magic frane, and his
first true friend. His I ove of horses had translated instantly to unicorns,
for these creatures were horse's: plus a nusical horn that was also a
devast ati ng weapon; plus special gaits and acrobatic abilities beyond the

i magi nati on of any horse; plus human intelligence; plus the ability to change
shape. Yes, the unicorn was the creature Stile had been searching For all his
life without realizing it until he net one.

Neysa, in girl-form had becorme his | over, before he had net the Lady Bl ue and
realized that his ultimate destiny had to lie with his own kind. There had
been sone troubl e between Neysa and the Lady Blue at first; but now as
oathfriend to the Blue Adept, the unicorn needed no further reassurance. In
this magic frane, friendship transcended nere nale-femal e relations, and an
oath of friendship was the nost binding conmtment of all.

It was ironic that now that Neysa coul d achi eve her fondest w sh-to have her
own foal -that oath of friendship interfered. Neysa's |ogic was probably
correct; Stile did need her to protect himfromthe pitfalls of this barely
famliar world until he could deal with his secret eneny. Unicorns were inmune
to nost magic; only Adept-class spells could pass their threshold. Stile had
reason to believe his eneny was an Adept; his own Adept nmagic, buttressed by
the protective anmbi ence of the unicorn, should safeguard hi magai nst even that
| evel . As the Lady Bl ue had pointed out, the original Blue Adept had not had a
unicorn to guard him and that m ght have nade the difference. He really did
need Neysa.

They noved into a canter, then a full gallop as the two uni corns warned up
Cip and Neysa ran in perfect step, playing their horns. She took the soprano
t henme on her harnonica, he the alto on his saxophone. It was another |ovely
duet, in counterpoint, augnented by the strong cadence of their hooves. Stile
wi shed he could join in, but he had to preserve his anonynity, just in case
they were being observed. There were bal eful things lurking in these peaceful
forests and gl ades; the unicorns' famliarity with the terrain and reputation
as fighters nade the | andscape beconme as peaceful as it seemed. But there was
no sense setting up the Blue Adept as a lure for trouble.

Cip knew the way. The unicorn herd grazed wherever the Herd Stallion decreed,
nmovi ng from pasture to pasture within broad territorial limts. Qher herds
grazed other territories; none of themintruded on these |ocal demesnes. Human
bei ngs mght think of this as the region of the Blue Adept, but animals
thought of it as the region of this particular herd. Wrewl ves and goblins



and other creatures al so occupied their niches, each species believing itself
to be the donminant force. Stile made it a point to get along as well as he
could with all creatures; such detente was much nore inportant here in the
frame of Phaze than it was in any nonmagi cal frame. And he genuinely respected
t hose other creatures. The werewol ves, for exanple, had hel ped himto discover
his own place here, and the entire | ocal pack was oath-friends with Neysa.

They gal | oped west across the terrain where Stile had first encountered Neysa;
it was a spot of special significance for them both. He reached around her
neck to give her an invisible hug, and she responded by tw tching ear back and
rippling her skin under his hands as though shaking off a fly. Secret

conmuni cati on, inexpressibly precious.

To the south was the great Purple Muntain range; to the north the Wite
Mount ai n range. There was surely a great deal nore to Phaze than this broad
val l ey, but Stile had not yet had occasion to see it. Once he had dealt with
his eneny and secured his position, he intended to do sone w der explorations.
Who coul d guess what wonders might |lie beyond these horizons?

They noved west for two hours, covering twenty mles. This frane used the
archaic, magic-ridden units of neasurenent, and Stile was still schooling
hinself in them Twenty niles was roughly thirty-two kilonmeters in his nore
famliar terms. Stile could have covered a simlar distance in sinmlar tine

hi nsel f, for he was anobng other things a runner of marathons. But for himit
woul d have neant a great effort, depleting his resources for days; for these
animals it was nerely pleasant |ight exercise. Unicorns could travel tw ce
this speed, sustained, when they had to, and faster yet for shorter distances.

Now t he sun was descending, getting in their eyes. It was tine to graze.

Uni corns, |ike horses, were not sinple running machines; they had to spend a
good deal of their time eating. Stile could have conjured grain for them but
actually they preferred to find their own, being stubbornly independent

beasts, and they rested while grazing. Neysa slowed, found a patch of bare
rock, and relieved herself in the equine manner at its fringe. This covered
any sound Stile mght make as he di snounted. Then she wandered on, grazing the
rich grass, ignoring himthough she knew exactly where he was. She was very
good at this sort of thing; no observer would realize that an invisible man
was with her, and the rock conceal ed any footprints he made.

Stile had brought his own supplies, of course; the Lady Blue had efficiently
seen to that. No sense requiring himto rmake hinsel f obvious by performng
unnecessary magic to fetch food, apart fromthe general caution against
wast i ng one-shot spells. He would sit on the rock and eat, quietly.

Stile levered hinmself down, careful not to put strain on his knees. Knees, as
he had | earned the hard way, did not readily heal. Magic mght repair them
but he could not operate on hinmself and did not as yet trust the task to any
ot her Adept. Suppose the Adept he asked happened to be the one who wanted to
kill hin He could get along; his knees only hurt when flexed al nost doubl e.
He could still walk, run and ride confortably. His forner abilities as an
acrobat had suffered, but there was still a great deal he could do w thout
flexing his knees that far.

After grazing, Neysa cane to the edge of the rock and stood snoozing. Stile
mount ed her, as she had intended, and slept on her back. She was warm and safe
and smell ed pleasantly equine, and there was hardly a place he woul d have
preferred to sleep-unless it were in the arnms of the Lady Blue. That, however,
was a privilege he had not yet earned, and m ght never earn. The Lady was true
to her real husband. Stile's double, though he was dead, and in no way did she
ever mistake Stile for that other man.



Next norning they were off again. They cantered gently until noon, when they
spied the herd. It was grazing on a broad slope |eading down to an extensive
swanp. Beyond that swanp. Stile remenbered, lay the palace of the Oracle, who
answered one and only one question for any person, in that person's life. The
Oracl e had advised Stile to "Know thysel f"-and despite the seemn ng

unhel pful ness of it, that had i ndeed been the key to his future. For that self
he had come to know was the Bl ue Adept.

A | ookout unicorn blew a trunpet blast, and the nenbers of the herd lifted
their heads, then trotted together to forma large semcircle open toward the
two approachi ng uni corns. Perceiving that formi dable array of horns. Stile was
gl ad he was not approaching as an enemy. Neysa had drilled himin the use of
his rapier by fencing with her horn, and he had cone to appreciate what a
deadly weapon it could be. This was another respect in which unicorns were
fundamental ly different from horses: they were arned-nore properly, horned-and
were as likely to attack as to flee. No sensible tiger, for exanple, would
attenpt to pounce on a unicorn

They trotted into the open cup of the semcircle. The Herd Stallion stood in
the center, a nmagnificent speci men of equine evolution. H s body was pearly
gray deepening into black legs, his mane and tail were silver, and his head
gol den. He stood sone eighteen hands tall, and was splendidly nuscled. H's
horn was a glinting, spiral marvel: truly a shaft to be reckoned with. He

pl ayed a nel odi ¢ accordion chord on it, and the circle closed in behind the
new arrival s.

Stile felt his weight increasing. He saw his arns before him Hi s spells of
lightness and invisibility were abating, though he had not terninated them

The Stallion snorted. dip and Neysa hastily spun about and retreated to the
rim Stile sprang to the ground before the Stallion. Stile was now fully solid
and vi si bl e.

The Stallion shifted to man-form He was huge and muscul ar, though not to
Hul k's extent. He had a short horn in his forehead. "Wl cone to the Herd
Dermesnes, O Blue Adept," he said. "To what do | owe the dubious pleasure of
this encounter?"

So the closing of the unicorn circle nullified even the spells of an Adept!
Stile's magic could prevail over a single unicorn, but not over the full
herd-except in special cases. O course his two spells were now a day old and
must have weakened with tine and use, since no spell was eternal. Still, the
effect was worth noting. Stile was not in danger from hostile magic here,
because the unicorn ring would also nullify the spells of any eneny Adept. He
retained the basic privacy of his mssion. "A greeting, Stallion. | come to
negoti ate. "

The man-Stallion put three fingers to his nmouth and bl ew anot her chord that
still sounded |ike an accordion. Two unicorns trotted in, supporting a
structure on their horns. They set it down and retreated. It was a table
fashi oned of old unicorn horns, with attached seats. It was surely far nore
val uabl e than ivory, for much of the magic of unicorns was associated with
their horns.

The Stallion sat, gesturing Stile to do the sane. "What has an Adept to
negotiate with a sinple aninmal |ike nme?"

Stile realized this was not going to be easy. The Herd Stallion was not
partial to him since Stile had enmbarrassed the creature in the course of



their first encounter. He would have to explain carefully. "Thou knowest | was
mur dered not | ong ago."

"Thou hast no need to negotiate for recognition of thy status or right to thy
Demesnes, " the Stallion said, surprised. "W honor the way that is. Only this
herd and Kurrel gyre's werewol f pack know thou art not the original Adept. W
accept thee in lieu, since thy nmagic is equivalent and thou'rt a being of
integrity, as are we. No news of thy condition has escaped the herd."

Stile smled. "It is not that. Sire. | have not made a secret of ny status. It
is that | nust secure my position and avenge ny nurder."

"I ndubi tably."

"I believe it is an eneny Adept | seek. Therefore |I must approach the matter
cautiously, and trust nyself only to ny nost reliable conpanion. That, of
course, is mne oathfriend Neysa. Therefore-"

"Now | chew on thy gist. A gravid nmare would not be fit for such excursion."

"Exactly. | therefore seek a postponenent of her breeding, until nmy mission is
done. ™

The Stallion frowned. "She has nmissed two seasons-"

"Because she was excluded fromthe herd-because of her color," Stile said
grimy. "Her color has not changed."

"Ah, but her status has! She has connections she | acked before. The ani mals of
nmy herd have taken a fancy to her, and the wol ves of the pack we oft have
fought no | onger attack, because of her. In all the herds of all the valleys
of Phaze, none save her is steed to an Adept."

"Steed and friend," Stile said. "A friendship well earned.”
"Perhaps. In any event, that makes up for her deficiency of-"

"Deficiency?" Stile demanded om nously, reaching for his harnmonica. He had
i ntended to keep this civil, but this was a sore point.

The Stallion considered. They were within the unicorn circle, but it had not
been proven whether that would stop a newy fashioned spell perforned in the
heat of the Blue Adept's ire. No creature insulted an Adept, or anything dear
to an Adept, carelessly. The Stallion retreated half a step, figuratively.
"Shall we say, her color pleases me now, and what pleases ne shall not be
cause for coment by any other unicorn."

"An excellent statenment," Stile agreed, putting away his instrunent. He had

di scovered that one unicorn sel dom objected to praise or defense of another

It woul d be beneath the Herd Stallion's dignity to stud an inferior mare. "Her
presence at ny side pleases nme now," Stile continued. "Wo in thy herd can
travel the flying | eague faster than she?"

The Stallion raised his human eyebrow in an el egant gold arch. "Who besi des
nme, thou neanest?"

Now Stile had to back off diplomatically. "Of course. | neant anong mares-"

"]l concede that for her size-"



"I's aught amiss with her size?" This was another powerploy, for Neysa was no
smal | er anbng unicorns than Stile was anbng nen

"It is a serviceable size. | amcertain she will bear a fine foal."
They were sparring, getting nowhere. The Stallion still intended to breed
Neysa

"I think thou didst not entirely withstand the oath of friendship," Stile
renmarked. "The mare is nbre attractive to thee than she was before."

The Stallion shrugged. It had been Stile's potent spell that caused the other
uni corns and the werewol ves to swear friendship with Neysa, and the Stallion
did not like to adnmit to being simlarly affected. Yet he was proof against
such gi bes. "Perhaps. But here thy power may yield to m ne, even as nine pal ed
before thine in thy Denesnes."

Stile had set the unicorn back, during that prior encounter. Now the Stallion
was having his satisfaction. One offended a creature of power at one's own

ri sk, even if one had the power of an Adept. "I need Neysa, this season. How
may | obtain postponenent of the breedi ng?"

"This is a matter of honor and pride. Thou nmust contest with ne in mne own
manner, weapon to weapon. An thou dost best nme in fair conbat, thou w nnest
thy plea. An thou dost fail-"

Stile had a notion how savage such an encounter could be. "If?" he pronpted.

The Stallion smled. "An thou dost fail, | win nmne. W contest not for life
here, but only for the proper priority of our claims. | claimthe right to
breed my mares as | see fit and in mne ow tinme; thou clainest the bond of
friendship to this mare. It ill behooves us two to strive agai nst each other
on any except a civil basis."

"Agreed." Stile certainly had no need of a life and death conbat here! He had
hoped a sinple request would suffice, but evidently he had been naive. "Shal
we proceed to it now?"

The Stallion affected amazenment. "By no neans. Adept! | would not have it
bruited about that | forced nmy suit against one who was ill-prepared. Protoco
requires that a suitable interval elapse. Shall we say a fortnight hence, at
t he Unol ynpi cs?"

"The Unol ynpi cs?"

"The annual sportive event of our kind, parallel to the Canol ynpics of the
wer ewol ves, the Vanpol ynpi cs of the batmen, the Ghonol ynpics of-"

"Ah, | see. Is Neysa to conpete therein?"

The Stallion evidently hadn't considered that. "She has not before, for
reasons we need not discuss. This year | believe she would be wel cone.™

"And no apology to be made for any nuance of color or size that any |ess
di scrimnating creatures m ght note?"

"None, of course."

Stile did not like the delay, but also knew he had no serious chance agai nst
the Stallion, who | ooked to weigh a full ton, was in vibrant health, and had



quite a nunber of victory notches on his horn. The creature was in fact
providing himtinme to reconsider, so that Stile could change his m nd and
yield the issue without suffering humliation in the field. It was a decent
gesture, especially when coupled with the agreenent to |l et Neysa enter the
general conpetition if she wanted to. Stile knew she could performthe typica
uni corn maneuvers as well as any in the herd, and this would give her the
chance to prove it at last. She had suffered years of shame; now she could
publicly vindicate herself. "A fortnight," he agreed.

The Stallion extended his hand, and Stile took it. Hi s own hand was engul f ed
by the huge and call oused extremity with hooflike nails. Stile fought off his
automatic resentnment and feeling of inadequacy. He was not inadequate, and the
Stallion was being honorable. It was a fair conprom se.

The Stallion shifted back to his natural form He bl ew another chord on his
horn. The unicorn circle opened. Stile began to feel lighter. H's body faded.
H's spells were returning, as the anti-magi c power of the unicorns diffused.
That al so was worth noting: his spells had never ceased operating, they had
nerely been danmped out tenporarily.

Neysa stepped forward hesitantly. "The Stallion invites thee to participate in
the Unolynpics in two weeks," Stile told her as he nounted.

She was so surprised she alnost shifted into girl-form which would have been
awkward for himat the nonent.

She bl ew a querying note, hardly daring to believe the news. But the Stallion
made a chord of affirmation

"And | will go there too, to nmeet the Stallion on the field of honor," Stile
added, as though this were an afterthought.

This time she did change shape. Stile found hinself riding the girl-form
pi ggy-back, his legs around her tiny waist. Hastily he disnounted. "Nay-" she
sai d.

"Neigh indeed! If | weren't invisible and featherlight, thou woul dst have been
borne to the ground by ny weight in nost indelicate fashion. Get back to thy
proper form mare!"

Hastily she conplied. He renpbunted, and she gall oped away fromthe herd. It
seened that none of the unicorns had noticed anything-until one nocking
saxophone peal of music sounded. Cip had been unable to hold back his nmirth
any | onger.

Neysa fired back an angry concatenati on of notes, then galloped harder. They
fairly flew across the slope. Soon they were well away. "Just for that, thou
shoul dst nake him participate in the Unol ynpics too," Stile suggested, and she
snorted affirmatively.

But now his own problemcanme to the fore. "Maybe | can ask the Oracle howto
handle the Stallion," Stile rmused al oud. But that was no good; he had used up
his single Oacular query before, in the process of discovering his Phaze
identity.

"One other thing bothers me," Stile remarked after a bit, as they gall oped
across the lovely plain. "Why is the Herd Stallion being so polite about it?
He could easily have insisted that |I fight himtoday, and he surely woul d have
won. He has no special brief for me, yet he treated me with extraordi nary
fairness."



Neysa veered to approach an island copse of oat trees. Safely inside the
tangl e of growmh, she nmade a shrug that hinted he should di snbunt. \Wen he
did, she shifted to girl-formagain. "It is thy spell,"” she said. "Al the
herd is oath-friend to nme, and if he took ne unfairly, humliating thee, they
woul d turn against him"

Stile struck his head with the heel of his unseen hand.
"OfF course! Even a king must consider how far his subjects can be pushed." So
his magi ¢ had i ndeed affected the Stallion, albeit circuitously, by affecting

those the Stallion had to deal wth.

Neysa stood, not yet shifting back, |ooking at himexpectantly though of
course her eyes could not focus on him Stile took her in his arms. "I believe

these are nore words than thou has spoken to ne in thy life before,” he said,
and ki ssed her.
He turned her | oose, but still she waited. He knew why, yet could not act.

They had been | overs, and she remained, in girl-form the nicest and prettiest
girl he knew, and he was not turned off by the knowl edge that she was in fact
a unicorn. But their relationship had changed when he nmet the Lady Blue. He
found himself not constitutionally geared to have nore than one |lover at a
time in a given frame. The irony was that he did not have the Lady Bl ue as

| over or anything el se, though he wanted everything else. If conpani onshi p,
loyalty, and yes, sex sufficed, Neysa was his resource.

And there it was. His aspirations had made a di nensional expansion. He was not
certain that he could ever have all of what he wanted, yet he had to proceed
as if it were possible. And he had to explain this to Neysa wi thout hurting
her feelings.

"What we had before was good," he said. "But now | rnust | ook forward to a
femal e of mine own kind, just as thou nust |ook forward to the breeding and
foal that only a male of thine own kind can give thee. Qur friendship endures,
for it is greater than this; it has nerely changed its nature. Had we any
continui ng sexual claimon each other, it would conplicate my friendship to
thy foal, when it cones, or thine to nmy baby, if ever it conmes.”

Neysa | ooked startled. It was alnost as if her human ears perked forward. She
had not thought of this aspect. To her, friendship had been nmerely a conplete
trusting and giving, unconplicated by interacting rel ationships of others.
Stile hoped she was able to understand and accept the newreality.

Then she | eaned forward to kiss himagain, locating himwth uncanny
accuracy-or was his spell weakening?-and as their |ips touched, she shifted
back to equine form Stile found hinself kissing the unicorn. He threw his
arnms about her neck and yanked at her lustrous black nane, | aughing.

Then he mount ed, hugged her again, and rode on. It was all right.

CHAPTER 2 - Lady.

Back at the Blue Denesnes, Stile uninvited the spells, becane visible and
full-weight, and turned Neysa out to graze. Then he talked to Hulk and the
Lady Bl ue.

"I must meet the Stallion in ritual battle a fortnight hence," Stile said. "At



their Unol ynpics celebration. This is for honor, and for the use of Neysa this
season-yet | know not how | can match him and am bound to suffer
hum | i ation,"

"Which is what he wants,"” Hulk said wisely. "Not thy blood, but thy pride. He
wants to take a thing of value fromthe Blue Adept, in public, not by theft or
by technicality but by right."

The Lady's blue eyes flashed. In this frane, it was literal: a nmonentary glare
of light came fromthem She was no Adept, but she did have some magi c of her
own. Stile remained new enough to Phaze to be intrigued by such little
effects. "No creature humiliates the Blue Adept!" she cried.

"I amnot really he, as the Stallion knows," Stile rem nded her unnecessarily.

"Thou hast the image and the power and the office," she said firmy. "It is
not thy fault that thou'rt not truly he. For the sake of the Demesnes, thou
canst not let the unicorn prevail in this nmanner."

The preservation of the Blue Denesnes was of course what this was all about,
to her mnd. Stile was nerely the figurehead. "I am open to suggestions,"” he
said mldly. "I would ask the Oracle how | might prevail, had | not expended
my question in the course of achieving nmy present status."

"The Oracle,” Hull; said. "It answers one question for any person?"

"Only one," Stile agreed.

"Then | could ask it!"

"Thou shoul dst not waste thine only question on a concern not thine," Stile
said. "Ask instead about thine own future here in Phaze. There may be an idea
situation awaiting thee, if thou dost but inquire as to its whereabouts."

"Nay, | want to do it," Hulk insisted. "Neysa is ny friend too, and it was
t hou who showed me how to cross the curtain into this marvel ous and
not -t o- be-bel i eved world. The least | can do is help thee in this matter."

"Let himgo," the Lady murnured.

Stile spread his hands. "If thou truly dost feel this way, go with ny
bl essing. Hulk. | shall be in thy debt. I will arrange for thee a magic
conveyance-"

"Nay, | can wal k. "

"Not that far, and return in tine to be of much help. | need to know how to
prepare as soon as possible. If | nust master a special skill-"

"Ckay," Hul k agreed. "But |1'mnot good at riding unicorns.”

The Lady smiled, and there seened to be a nmonentary glowin the room "Only

two | know of have ever ridden a unicorn, except at the unicorn's behest: ny
lord Stile and I. The Adept will sumon for thee a traveling carpet-"

"Ch, no! Not one of those flying things! I'd be constantly afraid its magic

woul d poop out right over a chasmor near a nest of dragons. |'mnot the

lightest of creatures, thou knowest. Can't we find a notorcycle or sonething?"

"A notorcycl e?" the Lady asked bl ankly.



"A device of the other frame," Stile explained. "A kind of traveling wheel
rather like a lowflying carpet. It is an idea. Science is inoperative here,
yet | night fashion a nagic wagon."

They went about it, and in the end Hul k had his notorcycle: two wooden wheel s,
a steering stick, a seat, a windshield. No notor, no fuel, no controls, for it
was notivated by magic. Hulk had only to give it key verbal conmmands and steer
it. Both men were clinically interested in the construction, determ ning how
far magi c would go, and where the |ine between functional magic and
nonfunctional science was drawn.

Hul k boarded the magi ¢ machine and rode away in a silent cloud of dust. A
flock of grouse took off, startled by the apparition. "I just hope he foll ows
the map and doesn't drive into a chasmor neet a nonster," Stile said. "He

m ght hurt the nonster."

"Nay, Hulk is kind to creatures,"” the Lady said, overlooking the hunmor. "He is
a gentle man, under all that muscle. A clever and honorable man."

"True. That is one reason | brought him here."

The Lady rose and turned about, her blue gown flinging out sedately. Every
nmoti on she made was el egant! "Now we are alone, | would talk to thee. Adept."

Stile tried to still his suddenly racing pul se. She could not nmean she had had
a change of heart about him he remained an inposter in her eyes. Her loyalty
to her true love was a thing he envied and | onged for. Should such loyalty
ever be oriented on him... "Any time," he agreed.

They went to her apartnent, where she bade himbe seated in a confortable bl ue
chair. She maintained the blue insignia of these Demesnes with | oving

determ nation. It was a wonder, he thought with fond irritation, that she did
not dye her fair hair blue. "Thy friend Hulk told me of thy life in
Proton-frame," she said. "I bade himdo it during thine absence, as it
behooves ne to know of thee."

Pumpi ng Hul k for information: a natural pastinme. "I would have told thee,
hadst thou asked." But of course she had wanted to obtain a reasonably
objective view Wat was she | eading up to?

"Now | know, fromthat third party, that thou art nuch the way ny husband was.
A man of great honor and skill, yet one who has suffered abuse because of
size. Neysa, too, has told nme of thy qualities.”

"Neysa tal ks too much," Stile nmuttered. It was a joke; the unicorn was a
marvel of brevity.

"Thou art a good man, and | wong thee by mne al oof ness. Yet nmust | amthe
way | am | feel it only fair to acquaint thee with the way | was."

"I do not seek to force information fromthee. Lady," Stile said quickly. But
he really wanted to hear anything she wanted to tell him

"Then it comes to thee unforced,"” she said, with a fleeting snmle that nelted
his heart. Could she, could she really be starting to soften toward hinf? No,
she was not; she was nerely doi ng what she felt was right, giving him
necessary background.

Stile listened to her narration, closing his eyes, absorbing her dulcet tones,



picturing her story in full living color and feeling as it unfol ded.

Long and | ong has our real mof Phaze endured apart from other worlds, from
that time when first it separated fromthe science frame of nythol ogy. Three
hundred years, while our kind slowy spread across the continent and

di scovered the powers that existed. The animal kingdons too expanded and
warred with each other and found their niches, the dragons to the south, the
snow demons to the north, the giants to the far west and so on. Soon the nost
tal ented among the Human Fol k became adept at magic, restricting others from
its practice except in specialized ways, so that no nore than ten ful
magi ci ans exi sted at any one tinme. Only tal ent distinguished them not honor
or personal nerit, and any who aspired to Adept status but was | ess apt at
sorcery than the nasters were destroyed by the established magi ci ans. Today
t he common fol k eschew all save el ementary enchantnments, and associ ate not
with Adepts; likewi se the animals keep largely to thensel ves.

| grewup in a village of fifteen famlies to the east, near the coast, far
renoved from strong magi ¢ except the natural spells of the deepwoods.

thought | might marry a local boy, but my folks wanted nme to wait, to neet a
wi der range before deciding. | realized not their reason, then; they knew ne
to be fair, and thought | might waste nyself on some farmer's boy or fisherman
if I chose quickly. Had they known whom | was destined to marry, they would
have thrown me at the nearest pigherder! But they knew not that an Adept
sought me, and we were well off, with good fields and aninmals, so that there
seened no need to go early into matrinmony. My father is sonmething of a healer
whet her by nature or effort I know not, and | amtoo. W helped the ill or
injured animals of the village, never making show of our talent, and never did
the dire attention of a hostile Adept focus on us for that.

When | was nineteen the |lads and | asses of mine age had al ready nostly been
taken. But | loved the animals, and felt no loss. It has been said that the
worren nost attractive to nmen are the ones who need them|least, and so it
seened to be in ny case. Then ny horse's foal wandered too far afield,

returning not to our stable. | called her Snowfl ake, for her color was white
as snow though her spirit was hot as peppercorn. Ever was she wont to take
that extra step, and this tinme she was lost. | rode out on ny good mare

St arshi ne, Snowfl ake's dam searching, searching, but the prints we foll owed
led into the deepwoods. Then | knew in ny heart that Snowflake was truly in
trouble, but | was nineteen and | |loved that foal, and I went into that jungle
though I knew it was folly.

And in that wood | canme upon noss that shrouded whol e trees and reached out
for me, all green and hissing, and sand that sucked at ny horse's feet, and
t here were shapes and shadows | oonmi ng ever-near and nearer, and | was afraid.

Then did | know | nust turn back, that Snowfl ake was dooned, and | would be in
dire strait too an | not give over this hopel ess task presently. But still |
adored ny foal, as | adore all horses, and the thought of Snowfl ake al one and
in straits in that wilderness tormented ne, and | made pretexts one after

anot her to quest beyond yet another tree or yet another |oom ng rock. |

t hought | heard a tremul ous neigh; gladly | dismounted and ran, but there was
not hing, only a branch creaking in the rising w nd.

A stormwas coning, and that meant m schief, for in our region the trolls cone
out in foul weather, yet |I dallied foolishly afoot. This time | was sure

heard a plaintive neigh. | pursued it, but again found naught; it was a
will-0'the-w sp.

Then the brooding sky let down and in a nonment | was drenched with the chil
spi |l age of the heavens. A crack of thunder spooked Starshine, and she bolted



for hone, forgetting nme, nor could I blame her. | fled for honme nyself,
shivering with nmore than cold, but the reaching branbles tore at ny skirts and
the gusts buffeted me so harshly I could not see. | cried out, hoping to be
heard at home, but this was futile in the fury of this storm

It was the trolls who harkened, and when | saw the grim apparitions | screaned
wi t h much-hei ghtened force. But the gross nonsters caught hold of nme, all gape
and callus, and | knew | was done for. | had not saved the life of ny pet; |
had sacrificed mne own.

A troll clutched me by the hair, dangling ne above the ground. | was now too
terrified to scream | feared for death, assuredly; nore | feared for that
whi ch woul d surely precede it, for the troll folk ever lust after human fol k.

Then came the beat of hooves, approaching. Now did | manage to cry out again,
faintly, hoping Starshine was returning, perhaps ridden by ny father. And the
beat canme nigh, and it was no horse | knew, but a great blue stallion wth
mane of purple and hooves |ike blue steel, and on it a manchild in bl ue-

"The Blue Adept!" Stile exclaimed, interrupting her. The Lady nodded soberly,
and resuned her narrative.

| knew not who he was, then. | thought hima lad, or perhaps one of the Little
Fol k. | cried out to him and he brandi shed a blue sword, and the trolls

gi bbered back into the shadows. The small youth cane for me, and when the
trolls saw what he sought, they let ne go. | dropped to the ground, unhurt in
body, and scranbl ed toward him

The [ ad put down a hand to help me mount behind him and | did, and then the
blue stallion leapt with such power the trolls scattered in fear and | near
slid off his rear, but that | clung desperately to ny rescuer

It seened but a noment we were out of the wood, pounding toward our village
honmestead. The rain still fell

| shivered with chill and nmy dress clung chafingly to ne, but the boy seened
not affected. He brought me to mine own yard and halted the stallion without
ever inquiring the way. | slid down, all wet and relieved and girlishly
grateful. "Young man," | addressed him in nmy generosity granting himthe

benefit of a greater age than | perceived in him "Thou' rt soaked. Pray cone
in to our warm hearth-"

But he shook his head politely in negation, speaking no word. He raised a
little hand in parting, and suddenly was off into the storm He had saved ny
honor and ny life, yet dallied not for thanks.

| told nmy family of mine experience as | dried and warned within our homne
before the merry fire. O ny foolish venture into the wood, the storm the
trolls, and of the boy on the great blue stallion who rescued ne. | thought
they woul d be pl eased that | had been thus spared the consequence of ny folly,
but they were horrified. "That is a creature of nmagic!" ny father cried,
turning pal e.

"Nay, he is but a boy, inches shorter than |I," | protested. "Riding his
father's charger, hearing ny cry-"

"Did he speak thus?"

| admitted reluctantly that the blue | ad had spoken naught, and that was no
good sign. Yet in no way had the stranger hurt ne or even threatened ne; he



had rescued me fromcertain horror. My parents quelled their doubts, glad now
to have ne safe.

But the foal was still mssing. Next day | went out again to search-but this
time my father went with ne, carrying a stout cudgel. | called for Snowfl ake,
but found her not. It was instead the blue | ad who answered, riding across the
field. I saw by sunlight that the horse was not truly blue; it was his harness

that had provided the cast. Except perhaps for the mane, that shone
iridescently. "What spook of evening goes abroad in the bright day?"
murmured gl adly, teasing nmy father, for apparitions fear the sunlight.

My father hailed the youth. "Art thou the lad who rescued ny daughter
yest er day?"

"I am" the lad replied. And thereby dispelled another doubt, for few nonsters
are able to converse in the tongues of man.

"For that ny deepest thanks," ny father quoth, relieved.
"Who art thou, and where is thy residence, that thou conest so conveniently at
our need?"

"I was of the village of Bront, beyond the low mdvalley hills,” the Iad
replied.

"That village was overrun by trolls a decade past!" ny father cried.

"Aye. | alone escaped, for that the nonsters overl ooked me when they ravaged.
Now | ride al one, ny good horse ny hone."

"But thou nmust have been but a baby then!" ny father protested. 'Trolls eat
babies first-"

"I hid," the lad said, frowning. "I sawmy fanly eaten, yet | |acked the
courage to go out fromny hiding place and battle the trolls. | was a coward
The nmenory is harsh, and best forgotten."

"OfF course," my father said, enbarrassed. "Yet no one would termit cowardice
for a child to hide fromravaging trolls! Good it is to renmenber that nature
hersel f had vengeance on that particular band of trolls, for that |ightning
struck the village and destroyed themall in fire."

"Aye," the lad nurnmured, his small face grim "All save one troll cub." At
that nmy father | ooked startled, but the lad continued: "Thou searches! for the
| ost foal? May | assist?"

My father thought to dermur, but knew it would draw bl ane upon hinself if he
declined any avail abl e hel p, even in a hopel ess quest. "If thou hast a notion
W know not where to begin."

"I amon tolerable terms with the wild equines,” the lad said. "If the Lady
were to ride with me to the herds and question those who may know ..."

| was startled to hear nyself defined as "Lady," for | was but a grown girl
and | saw ny father was sinmilarly surprised. But we realized that to a |lad as
small as this | mght indeed seem nature.

"This is a kind offer," my father said dubiously. "Yet | would not send two
young people on such a quest alone, and | lack the tinme nyself-"



"Ch, please!" | pleaded, wheedling. "How could harm come on horseback?" | did
not find it expedient to remind ny father that | had gotten into trouble on
hor seback very recently, when | dismounted in the wood near the trolls. "W
could range carefully-" Also, | wanted very nuch to see the wild horse herds,
a thing seldomprivileged to villagers.

"Thy mare is in nmourning for her foal," my father said, finding another
conveni ent objection. "Starshine is in no condition for such far riding. She
knows not thy nission.”

| clouded up in ny nost appealing manner. But before | spoke, the lad did. "I
know t he steed for her, sir. It is the Hnny. The mare of |ightest foot and
keenest perception in the wilds. She could sniff out the foal, if any could."

| clapped nmy hands in that girlish way I had. "Ch, yes!" | knew not hi ng about
t hat horse except that a hinny was the sterile issue of stallion and jenny,
nost like a rmule but prettier, yet already | was eager to ride her

My father, nore sensible than I, brooded. "A hinny, and wild. | trust this
not. Such crossbreeds bear little good will to nmen."
"True," the blue | ad said. He never contradicted nmy father directly. "But this

is not any hinny. She is the H nny. She can be bred, but only by my bl ue
stallion. For that price she will be the best nount anyone could ask. She is
fit and wise in the ways of the wlderness; no creature durst cross her, not
even a troll or dragon. Like unto a unicorn she is, alnost."

My father wavered, for he had a deep respect for good horses. To encourage his

acqui escence, | threatened to cloud again. | had a certain talent at that, and
my father had a certain weakness for it; oft had we played this little gane.
"Canst thou sumon this hinny here?" he inquired, tenporizing. "I would

exanm ne this aninmal."

The lad put fingers to his mouth and whistled piercingly. Imediately, it
seened, there was the sound of gall oping, and an ani nal cane. \What a creature

it was! She was shades of gray, lighter on the flanks and withers, darker at
the extremities with a mane of both shades a good yard long that rippled
| anguorously in the breeze. Her tail, too, was variegated gray, |ike carven

onyx, and flowed like the waves of an ocean

My father, prepared to be skeptical, gaped. "The speed of that horse!" he
breathed. "The lines of her!"

"Thy daughter will be safe on her," the blue | ad assured him "Wat the H nny
cannot defeat she can outrun, except for the unicorns, who | eave her al one.
Once she accepts the conmi ssion, she will guard her rider with her life."

But my father was already lost. He stared at the Hi nny, the nost beautifully
structured mare ever to be seen in our village. | knew he woul d have given his
left hand to own such a nount. "And she hearkens to thy summons," he said,
awed.

"Nay," the lad demurred quickly. "Only to ny stallion.™

Then he approached the Hi nny and extended his hand, slowy, as one nust do for
a strange horse, allowing her to sniff it. Her ears were angl ed hal fway back
silken gray. Wen they tilted forward, reassured, he addressed her directly.
"Hinny, | require a service of thee, for the price thou knowest." The mare
switched her nacreous tail and lifted her head.



She was by no nmeans | arge, standing about fifteen hands tall, but she had a
sl ender el egance that nade her classic. She glanced sidelong at the blue
stallion, and it was as if magic electricity lifted her mane. She was

i nterested.

"A service for a service," ny father murmured, intrigued. He contenpl ated the
lines of the blue stallion, recognizing in this creature the very finest of
the breed. The foal of such a union would be special

"Thou must bear this Lady," the blue lad said, indicating ne. "Thou nust carry
her on her search for her lost foal, and bring her back safely to her father

I will travel with thee, assisting. An we find the foal not, but the Lady is
safe, paynent will be honored. Agreed?"

"How can a horse conprehend all that?" ny father nmuttered skeptically. But the
H nny surveyed himw th such uncanny certainty that he could not protest
further.

The Hi nny now oriented on nme. | held out ny hand and she smelled it, then
sniffed along the length of ny arm across nmy shoulder and up to ny face. Her
muzzl e was gray velvet, her breath warmmnist with the sweetness of cured hay.
| loved her that nonent.

The Hi nny turned back to the blue | ad, one ear nmoving forward wi th agreenent.
My father found hinself unable to protest; he too was enthralled by the mare.
And it seemed but a nmonent until arrangenents were conplete and we were riding
out, the Hinny's canter so gentle | could close nmy eyes and hardly know we
were noving, yet so swift that the wind was like that of a storm | had never
before ridden a steed like her! It seemed but another nonent, but when |
opened mne eyes we were mles fromny village, proceeding west toward the
interior of the continent where the greatest nmagic lay. The groves and dal es
were passing like the wind. No horse could nmaintain such a pace, so
snoot hl y-yet the H nny ranged beside the blue stallion, now and then covertly
turning a sleek ear on hiny she desired the service only he could serve. |
wondered fleetingly whether it could be like that for ne as well, with only
one nman destined to be ny husband. Little did | know how close to the truth
that was, and that he was as close to ne then as the stallion to the H nny.

"Whither do we go?" | asked the I ad.

"The wild horses should know where thy foal has strayed,"” he replied. "They
range wi dely, but ny steed is searching themout."

"Aye," | said. "But will they not flee at the approach of our kind?"

He only smled. Soon we spied a herd, and its stallion lifted his head toward
us, and stomped the ground in warning. But the blue lad put his two hands to
his mouth, forming a conch, and blew a whistle-note, and at that signal al

t he horses rel axed, and remained for our approach

"They respond to thy whistle?" | asked, perplexed.

"They know mmy stallion," he said easily.

So it seened. The wild stallion was a great buckskin with dark |egs, not as

| arge as the blue stallion. The two sniffed noses and thereafter politely

i gnored each other. The Hi nny was ignored fromthe start; she was not quite

their kind, being half-breed.

The | ad disnmounted, and | followed. It had been a long, fast ride, but both of



us were excellent riders, and both our steeds were easy to use. They grazed,
for horses are ever hungry. W passed anong the snmall herd-and strange it was
to be around these wild horses, who never ordinarily tol erated the nearness of
man. | was in young delight. They were nostly fine, healthy mares, with a few
foal s, but one anong themailed. The blue lad went to this one, a spindly
colt, and ran his hands over the aninmal's body, and the dam watched wi t hout
interference while | stood amazed.

"What's wong with hinP" | asked, for | could not determ ne the malady. |, who
t hought | knew hor ses.

"Spirit wornms," the | ad responded absently. "A nagical infestation, comon in
this region." Then he said to the colt in a singsong lilt: "Conest thou to ne,
the worms will flee." It was nonsense verse, a joke-yet suddenly the colt
perked up, took a step toward the lad, and there was a ripple in the air as

i nvisible yet ugly sonethings wiggled away. Instantly the colt seened
heal t hi er, and his dam nickered gratefully. | realized that a little

encour agenent was all the colt had needed; he was not really sick, nerely
under nouri shed.

The blue | ad approached the herd stallion and said: "W search for a | ost
foal, that went astray yesterday. Hast thou seen it, or dost thou know aught
of it?"

The stallion glanced at me as though requiring news fromne, and | said: "It
is afilly, only a month old, pure white and |ovely and hel pless. | call her
Snowf | ake. "

The stallion snorted.

"He says he has not seen the foal," the blue Iad said. "But he knows of one
who collects white foals, and found one in this area, and that is the Snow
Hor se. ™

"Where is this Snow Horse?" | asked

"He knows not, for the Snow Horse ranges far and associates not with ordinary
equines. Only Peg can tell where he m ght be now "

"Peg?" | asked, perplexed.
"I will take thee to her." We rempunted our steeds and were off again like the
wi nd. W ranged south across plains and woods, fording streans and surnounting
hills as if they were nothing. W passed a young unicorn stallion grazing; he
had pretty green and orange stripes, and his hooves were ebony, and his horn
spiraled pearl. He started up, approaching us, and |I grew nervous, for that
the unicorn is to the horse as the tiger is to the housecat. But he nerely ran
besi de us, and then drew ahead, racing us. He wanted to play.

The blue lad smled, and | eaned forward, and the blue stallion | eaped ahead as
t hough he had been nerely idling before, and the H nny set back her ears and

| aunched herself after him Ch, these fine animals | oved a race! Now the
ground shot behind in a green blur, and trees passed |like arrows, and | clung
to the Hi nny's quicksilver mane for fear | would fall, though her gait

remai ned wonderfully smooth. W passed the unicorn

Now t he uni corn | engthened his stride and nmade great |eaps, passing right over
bushes and rocks while we had to go around them He recovered the |ead,
flinging his tail up in a mrthful salute. But again the blue stallion bore
down, and the Hinny's body becane |ike a hawk flying through a gale, and we



pounded out a pace that passed the honed stallion again. Never had | travel ed
at such velocity! Athird tine the unicorn accel erated, and now his body was
shimering with heat, and fire blasted fromhis nostrils, and sparks cast up
from his hooves, and slowy he nmoved ahead of us once nore. This tine we could
not match him for that our steeds carried burdens and were nerely physica
equi nes, not magical. Yet had we given that unicorn a good race, and nmade him
heat before he bested us. Very few natural horses could do that.

W eased off, cooling, and | patted the Hinny's shoulder. "Thou'rt the finest
mare | ever net," | murnured. "1 could ride with thee forever and never be
bored." And so | believed.

Then we came to the purple slope of the great southern range of nountains,
ascending until the air was rare and the growi ng things were stunted. There on
a crag was a huge nest, and in it lay what at first | took to be a nonstrous
bird, for that | saw the feathers on it. Then the creature stood, perceiving
our approach, and spread its wings-and lo, it was a horse!

"Peg," the blue lad called. "W crave the favor of information. WIst thou
trade for it?"

Peg |l aunched into the air, circled briefly, spiraled to the ground and fol ded
her pinions. The white feathers covered her whol e body so that only her |egs
and tail and head projected, and the tail also had feathers that could spread
for aid in navigation in air. |I had not before imagi ned how | arge such w ngs
woul d be! She nei ghed, her nose flicking toward the nest.

"Mayst thou have what's best for thy new nest, the |ad said appreciatively,
again in that lilt.

Then | noticed what | had not seen before: a pile of vines, perchance the
refuse of some farner's harvest, too |long and tough to be ground for fodder
Peg went to them as though she too had only now beconme aware, tuggi ng one out
with her teeth, delighted. This was ideal fiber for her nest. She nei ghed
agai n.

"She says the Snow Horse is noving toward its fastness in the Wite Muntains,
and will be there by dawn tonorrow," the lad said. "For us it will be a ride
of nmore than a day; we shall have to canp the night."

' Thou dost understand the | anguage of horses?" | asked, renenbering how he had
seem ngly conversed with the stallion of the herd, too. There was so much
knew not, then!

He nodded. "How could | love themas | do, and not converse with then? Wio is
better conpany than a horse?" And of course | could not gainsay that.

W nmounted and rode north. It was noon, and we had far to go; we slanted north
and west, wending toward the white range. We halted for an hour when we cane
across a grove of apple trees; we fed ourselves and our steeds on delicious
appl es. The H nny ate fromnmy hand, and how | w shed she could be m ne for
life, but I knew she was only on loan. | was not sorry this quest was
stretching out; | wanted to save Snowfl ake, but | wanted also to be a little
longer with the Hinny, and to experience nore of the magic of the interior
wi | ds of Phaze.

In the early afternoon we halted again, for our steeds had to graze and rest.
The blue | ad found raspberries growing on a slope, and a streamet with
freshest water, and sone ripe grain. He gathered dry wood and made a smal |
fire; fromhis saddl ebag he brought a pot. W boiled the grain until it was



tender. | did not realize then that he had used magic to facilitate things;
the farthest thing fromny mnd was that he could be Adept. He was only, after
all, a boy!

He brought next from his saddl ebag-he had a bag without a saddl e, oddly-sone
material that he formed into a canopy for ne beside the fire. I lay down to
sleep feeling quite safe, for feww |d creatures brave the fire, and the two
horses were grazi ng near.

But at dusk, as | was nodding off, glare-eyed little nonsters erupted froma
trapdoor in the ground and swarned toward nme. They were goblins, huge of head
and foot, vicious, out for human flesh. They feared not the fire, for they
used it in their subterranean denesnes. | screaned

The Hi nny was nearest ne, for | had been placed in her care. Now | discovered
what that meant. She squeal ed and charged, her hooves striking |ike dubs, each
strike crushing a goblin's head, while | huddl ed beside the fire in tenor. The
goblins fought her, for they liked equine flesh alnpbst as well as human; they
scranbled up her tail, clung to her mane, and tried to grab at her feet. There
were so nmany! | saw one get on her head, and open its big frog nmouth to clanp
its sharp alligator teeth on her sweet soft gray ear- and suddenly | was on ny
feet and there, nmy hands on its grotesque rat body, hurling it off her and
away.

Then the blue stallion arrived, his hooves naking the very ground shudder, and
he bell owed a battl e-challenge that nearly blasted the hair fromny head and
cowered in terror though I knew it was not nme he fought. The goblins pani cked
and fled, the stallion pursuing; where his foot struck, the broken body of a
goblin flew twenty feet across the flickering night and dropped |ike a clod of
dirt. The stallion's eyes flashed |ike blue fire and the snort fromhis
flaring nostrils was |ike tenpest-wind and the sheen of his great nuscles
danced about his body as he plunged and reared and ki cked. In a nonent the
last living goblin had vani shed down the hole, and the trapdoor clanged shut.
The stallion stonped it again and again until naught save rubble remained. It
woul d be I ong before the goblins used that exit again!

| collapsed in reaction. Never in ny life had | been so horrified, except

per haps during the episode of the trolls, for goblins cone not into the
villages of the man-fol k. The Hi nny cane and nuzzled me, and | was ashamed for
that | had let her fight while | did naught. But the blue lad told ne: "She

t hanks thee for casting the goblin fromoff her ear; she knows what courage it
required of thee for that goblins terrify young ladies.” Then | felt better

t hough by no nmeans proud, and resolved to be | ess squeam sh in future.

stroked nmy hands over the bruises and scratches and bites on the H nny's body,
hel ping to heal them and abate the disconfort, and she nudged me wth that
so-soft nose and everything was nice

The goblins cane not agai n-and who woul d have, after tasting the wath of the
blue stallion? | slept safely until dawn. The blue | ad was up before ne, and

had found ripe pears fromwhence | knew not, and we ate and nounted and were

of f again. | thought | mght be sore fromthe prior day's riding, but the

H nny's gait was so gentle | suffered not at all. | wondered what the w nged

horse's gait was |ike; what was the cadence of footfalls in air?

In due course we cane to the Wiite Muntains that bound our land ill the
north, and ascended their foothills. The way grew steep, and there was hardly
any easing as we crested ridges and drove on up. For the first time the

H nny's gait became rough, as she |labored to carry ne on swiftly, and even the
blue stallion was sweating, his nostrils flaring and pulsing with the effort.
We clinbed slopes | would not have cared to navigate on foot, rising into the



nmount ai n range proper. The air grew chill, and wind came up, and | gathered ny
cape about me, shivering.

The blue lad gl anced at me. "May | speak bol d?" he inquired nel odiously. "Thou
art not cold."

"Not cold," |I agreed bravely, for | knew that if we desisted this quest now,
never would | find Snowfl ake, and evernmore would | curse mnyself for ny

negl ect. And, strangely, | no longer felt the chill; it was as if ny clothing
had becone doubly insulative. It was of course his magic, that | did not
recogni ze. I was so young then, and so innocent! W clinmbed on into the snows,
and there in a cave halfhid in the white we found the lair of the Snow Horse.
He stood there awaiting us expectantly, a fine albino stallion whose mane and
tail resenbled glistening icicles and whose hooves were so pure white | could
hardly tell where they left off and the packed snow beneath them began.

The | ad di smounted and wal ked to the Snow Horse. | nade to disnmount too, but
the H nny swung back her head, warning nme "no" with a backward gl ance, so
obeyed her and stayed put. | was learning already that here in the w | derness
the final word was not m ne.

In a noment the |lad returned. "The Snow Horse did lure thy foal," he said to
me. "He thought her of his kind, for her color, but when they reached the snow
she was cold, and he knew she was no snow filly and he | et her go, never

i ntending harmto her. But the snow denons cane and took her ere she could
return to thee.”

"The snow denons!" | exclaimed, appalled. Never had | heard good tidings of
that ilKk.

"Pray we are in tine," he said.
"In time?" | asked blankly. "Snowflake is |ost forever! W can not brace snow
denons, even if they have not yet eaten her." | felt the hot tears burning

m ne eyes. "Yet if there is a chance-"

"A white foal they will save-for a while." He nounted and | ed the way al ong
t he sl ope.

W made our way deeper into the snowy region, and the breath plumed out from

the nostrils of our steeds, but still | was not cold. Then the blue stallion
halted, sniffing the snow, and pawed the slope. | knew we were near the lair
of the denons, and | shivered with fear, not with cold. Alnpst, | preferred to

let the foal go-but then | thought of the denons devouring her shivering
flesh, and horror restored nmy faint courage.

A snow demon appeared on a | edge above us. "Woo00?" it demanded, w th sound
like winter cutting past a frozen crag.

The blue lad did not answer in speech. He stood upon the back of his stallion
and spread his arns, as if to say "Here amI!" | was both inpressed and
concerned. It was clever of himto keep his balance |like that, but he could so
readily fall and hurt hinself. Though he acted as if the denon shoul d
recogni ze himand be awed, in fact it was a foolish posturing. An ogre or a

gi ant mght awe a denon; the lad was pitiful in his insignificance.

To ny astoni shnent, the denmon drew back as if con- fronted by a giant.
"Whiiiy?" it demanded.

The I ad pointed to the H nny, then noved his hands together to indicate snall



size. He had cone for the foal

The denon scratched its icicle-haired head in seening confusion: no foal here!
The blue lad then did sonething strange i ndeed. He brought out a |arge

har moni ca-1 had not known he carried such an instrunent-and brought it to his
nmout h. He pl ayed one note-and the denon reacted as if struck. Sleet fell from
it like droplets of perspiration, and it pointed down the slope. | |ooked-and
there, in a patch of green in a narrow valley, stood ny bel oved Snowfl ake. The
poor little filly was huddl ed and shivering, for nowhere in the Wite
Mountains is it warm

The denon faded back into its crevice, and we nmade our way down the steep
slope to the valley. The way was tortuous, but the blue stallion picked out

f oot hol ds where | thought none existed, and slowy we descended. It was |ike
being | owered into a trenendous bow, whose sides were so steep our every
nmotion threatened to start a snowslide that could bury the foal. Oh, yes, we
nmoved cautiously! At |ast we reached the patch of green. | dismunted and ran
to Snowfl ake, and she recognized ne with a whinny. The warnth that enconpassed
me seemed to encl ose her too, and she becane stronger. "Ch," | cried, hugging
her. "I'mso glad thou art safe! | feared-" But ny prior worries were of no
account now. The blue |lad had enabled nme to rescue Snowfl ake, even as he had
prom sed.

Then | heard a runble. Alarmed, | | ooked up-and saw t he snow denons on high
pushi ng great balls of snow off |edges. They were starting an aval anche-and we
were at the base of it! It was a trap, and no way could we escape.

For the first tine | saw the blue lad angry. Yet he neither swore nor cowered.
I nstead he brought out his harnonica again and played a few bars of nmusic. It
was a rough, aggressive nel ody-but what good it could do in the face of the
onrushi ng doom | knew not. Soon the sound was drowned out by the converging
aval anche.

The snows cane down on us like the lashing of a waterfall. | screanmed and
hugged Snowfl ake, knowi ng our end had cone. But as | braced myself for the
i nevitabl e, sonething strange happened.

There was a blinding flash of |light and wash of heat, |ike as an expl osion
Then warm wat er swirled around ny feet.

Warmwater? | forced open mne eyes and | ooked, unbelieving. The snows had
vani shed. All the valley, high to the tallest surrounding peaks, was bare of
snow, with only water coursing down, and steamrising in places. W had been
saved by sone nassive invasion of spring thaw

"I't nust be magic!" | cried, bewildered. "Unless this is a volcanic region
But what a coinci dence!"

The lad only nodded. Still | recognized not his power!

W wal ked up the slope, escaping the valley and the deepening | ake that was
formng at its nadir. | rode the H nny, and Snowfl ake wal ked beside. It was a
long clinb, but a happy one.

At the high pass leading to the outside the cold intensified. Fromout of a
crevice a snow denon cane. "Yyoooo!" it cried windily, and with a viol ent
gesture hurled a spell like a jag of ice at the blue Iad.

But the H nny | eaped forward, intercepting that scintillating bolt with her
own body. It coal esced about her front legs, and ice formed on her knees, and



she stunbl ed, wheezing in pain. | |eaped off, alarned.

The blue lad cried out in a singsong voice, and the foul dermon puffed into
vapor and floated away. Then the boy came to minister to the H nny, who was on
t he ground, her knees frozen
"That bolt was neant for ne," he said. "Hinny, | can cure thee not conpletely,
for knees are the nost difficult joints to touch and thou canst not rest them
now, but I will do what | can." And he played his harnonica again, a few bold
bars, then sang: "Hinny's knees-now unfreeze."

The ice vani shed fromher |egs. The Hinny haul ed herself to her feet. She
tested her knees, and they were sturdy. But | could see some discol oration
and knew t hey had been weakened sonmewhat. It seemed she could walk or run on
them but special maneuvers ni ght now be beyond her.

Then | realized what | should have known before. | turned to the lad. "Thou
didst that!" | accused him "Thou canst do magic!"
He nodded soberly. "I concealed it not fromthee," he said, like as a child

caught with hand in cookie-jar. He was so shanefaced and penitent | had to
| augh.

| put mine armabout his small shoul ders and squeezed himas a big sister
mght. "I forgive thee," | said. "But do not play with magic unduly, |est thou
dost attract the notice of an Adept."

He nade no coment. Shanmed am | to recall now the way | patronized himthen

in mne ignorance! We renpunted and went on out of the mountains, slowy, in
deference to the Hinny's al nost-restored knees and the weakness of the foal

At | ast we reached the warmh of the | ow ands, and there we canped for the

ni ght. Snowfl ake grazed besi de the Hi nny, who watched out for her in the
manner of a dam and | knew the foal would not conme to harm W foraged for
berries and nuts, which fortunately were plentiful and delicious. Such fortune
was ever in the presence of the blue lad, for he preferred to use his nagic
subtly.

At dusk the sunset spread its splendor across the western sky, and in the east
a blue noon rose. The | ad brought out his harnoni ca again, faced the noon, and
pl ayed. Before, he had produced only single notes and brief strident passages.
This time he started gentle, as it were tuning his instrunent, warnmng it in
hi s hands, playing a scale. His little hands were hardly | arge enough to
enfold it properly, yet they were nmarvel ously dexterous. Then, as the noon
waxed and the sun waned, he essayed a nel ody.

| was tired, not paying real attention, so was caught by surprise. Fromthat

i nstrument emnerged nusic of such beauty, such rare rapture as | had never

i magi ned. The tune surrounded me, enconpassed nme, drew nme into itself and
transported ny spirit up, high, into the ambience of the blue nmoon. | sailed
up, as it were, into the lovely bluetinged clouds, riding on a steed nade of
nmusi ¢, wafting through blue billows toward the magic | and that was the face of
the nmoon. Larger it grew, and clearer, its |andscape ever-better denned. As |
cane near it | sawthe little blue men on its surface, blacksmths hamrering
out blue steel. Bluesmths, |I suppose. Then | saw a |lady in blue, and her hair
was fair like nine, and she wore a |ovely blue gown and blue slippers set with
bl ue gens for buttons, and on her head a blue tiara, and she was regal and
beautiful beyond belief. She turned and fixed her gaze on ne, and her eyes
were blue Iike mine-and she was ne.

Amazed, flattered and alarmed, | retreated. | flew back past the blue msts



like a feather-shafted arrow, and suddenly | was on the ground again. The boy
st opped pl ayi ng, and the nel ody faded hauntingly.

| realized it not then, but he had shown ne the first of the three foundations
of my later love for him his rmusic. Never in all Phaze was there a man who
coul d make such-

The Lady Bl ue paused, resting her head agai nst her hand, suffering. Stile
started to speak, but she cut himoff savagely. "And thou, thou inmage, thou
fal se |ikeness! Thou conmest to these Denesnes bearing his harnonica, using
it-"

"Hi s?" Stile asked, astonished.

"Has it not the word 'Blue' etched upon it?" she demanded. "He had it inported
fromthe other frame, to his order."

Stile brought out the harmonica, turning it over. There, in small neat
letters, was the word. "I conjured his instrunent,”" he rmurnmured, awed and
chagrined. "I rmust return it to his w dow"

She softened instantly. "Nay, it is thine. Thou art the Blue Adept, now. Use
it well, as he did." Then she returned to her narrative.

| shook ny head. "Never have | heard the like, thou darling child!" | said.
"How could a lad thine age master nusic so wel | ?"

He thought a nonment, pensive in his concentration, as though pondering sone
wei ghty ethical matter. Then he replied: "May | show thee ny village on the
morrow? It is not far out of our way."

"Was not that village destroyed?" | asked thoughtlessly.
"Aye, it was."

| was sorry for ny question. "OF course we can go there, if it please thee
Unl ess the trolls remain-"

"No trolls remain," he assured ne gravely, and | renmenbered that |ightning had
destroyed the trolls.

Next day we cane to the site. It was nothing, only a gl ade of greenest grass
and a few nmounds. All had been destroyed and overgrown. | was vaguely

di sappoi nted, having antici pated sonmething nore dramatic-yet what is dramatic
about | ong-past death?

"May | show thee how it was?" he inquired, his small face serious.

"OfF course," | said graciously, not understandi ng what he neant.
"Go and graze;" he said to our steeds. They noved out gladly, and little
Snowf | ake wi th them

Then the blue | ad played his harnoni ca again. Once nore the absolutely |ovely
nmusi ¢ | eaped out, enconpassing us, and some intangible presence formed. | saw
a cloud about the glade, and then it thinned to reveal a village, with people
goi ng about their business, washing clothing, eating, hanmmering horseshoes,
playing. | realized that this was a vision of his honme as it had been, years
ago, before the disaster. A village very like mne own.



The village was perhaps a little better organi zed than nine, however, nore
conpact, with the houses in a ring and a central court for socializing and
supervi sion of the children. Mne was a sea-village, mainly, open to the
water; this was an inland establishnent, closed against the threats of the

| and. The sun was shining brightly-but then the shadows noved visibly, and
knew this was to show ti ne passing. Night fell, and the village cl osed down.

Then in the stillness of dark the trolls came, huge, gaunt and awful. Sonmehow
t hey had broken through the enchantment that protected the village, and they
descended on it in a ravening horde. Faintly | heard the screans as the

nmonst ers pounced upon sl eeping villagers. Men woke fighting, but each trol

was | arge and strong, and there were many of them | saw a woman torn apart by
two trolls who were fighting over possession; they |aughed with great
grotesque guffaws as her left armripped out of its socket, and the trol
hol di ng that arm was angry because he had the small er share, and cl ubbed the
other troll with it while blood splattered everywhere. But then a scream ng
child ran by, a little girl, and the troll caught that child and brought her
to its face and opened its awful nouth and- and bit off her scream ng head.

Then the image faded, nercifully, for |I was screaning nyself. Never had | seen
such horror! The darkness covered all. After a pause, the dawn cane. The
trolls were hidden in the houses, gorged; they would not go abroad by |ight of
day, and suffered no fires, for that they were the opposite of goblins in this
respect and the light was painful to them They had buried thensel ves under
pil ed bl ankets, shutting out all signs of the day. They were safe; no villager
remai ned alive.

No- one remmined. A child, a boy-he emerged fromthe trunk of a hollowtree. It
seened he had been playing in it when the trolls descended, or doing sonething
he wasn't supposed to, like practicing spells, then had hi dden frozen in
fright until dawn nmade it safe to energe. Now he stood, surveying the ruin-and
it was the blue |ad.

"Thou!" | exclaimed. "Thou didst witness it all! Thy village, thy famly, nost
brutally destroyed!"

"Have no synpathy for me," he replied grimy. "I was transforned that hideous
night fromyouth to enchanter. | realized that no force but magic could
restore the bal ance, and so-" He spread his hands. "Look what | did."

| |1 ooked-and saw the figure in the imge raise his hands, and | heard him
faintly singing, though I could not make out the words. Then, suddenly, a ring
of fire appeared, encircling the village, blazing ferociously. Mgic fire,
knew, but still fierce and hot. It burned inward, not outward, while the blue
| ad wat ched. He nust have spent his sl eepless hours in hiding devising that
terrible spell, perfecting it. It ignited the outer thatch cottages. Now the
trolls woke, and ran about in the fire, burning, terrified- but they could
escape only inward toward the center of the village. And there the fire
pursued them itself a ravening denon.

Now it was the trolls who gibbered in horror, and were granted no reprieve, as
they huddled in the center of the village, heads covered, backs to the fire.
Inevitably it closed on them torturing thembefore it consunmed them and then
fain would I have felt sorry for the trolls, but that | remenbered the wonman
torn apart and the decapitated child. No nercy for the nmerciless! The trolls
fought each other, trying to keep place in the closing circle, show ng not the
fai ntest conpassion for their fellows, only selfishness.

At last the dread fire burned itself out, its nmagic consuning flesh as readily
as wood. Only mounds and ashes remained. Al of the trolls had been destroyed.



Except- except there was a stirring in a nmound, and fromit cane a little
troll, that nmust have been deeply buried by its nmother, so that it al one
survived. Now it | ooked about and wailed, afraid of the comi ng day.

The blue lad spied it, and knew that this one could not have killed any
peopl e, and he cast a spell of darkness that clothed it, and let the little
troll go. "Thou'rt like me," the blue |ad quoth. Then he turned his back on
what had been his honme, and wal ked away. The nusic stopped and the vision

di ssipated. | |ooked across at the blue lad. He had shown ne his second mgj or
conponent: his power. Yet | did not realize, or perhaps refused to let nyself
know, the significance of this deadly ability.

"Thou-thou wast as thou art now " | exclainmed. "Thou hast not changed, not
grown. But the destruction of thy village occurred ten years ago! How coul d-"

"I was seventeen," he replied.

"And now thou'rt-twenty-seven?" | asked, realizing it was true. "I thought
thee twel vel"

"I amsmall for ny size," he said, smling. He was as much ol der than |, than
| had t hought himyounger. No child of twelve, but a full-grown man. "I-" |
began, nonpl ussed.

"Thou di dst ask how a person nmy age could play the harnonica so well," he
rem nded ne.

"Aye, that | did," | agreed ruefully. Now that the joke was turned on ne, |
felt at ease.

The bl ue | ad-bl ue man- sutmoned our steeds, and we proceeded on. W nmade good
progress, and arrived the next day at mne own village. Al nost, | had been
afraid | would find it a snoking ruin, but of course this was a foolish
fantasy born of the horror | had viewed. My fol ks rushed out to greet me in
sheer gl adness, and Snowfl ake was reunited with her dam Starshine, and all was
gl adness and relief.

Then the blue nman said to his blue stallion: "Go service the H nny; she has
conpl eted her pact with me." And the stallion went off into the privacy of the
forest with the Hi nny, who nust have been in heat-aye, in heat fromthe first
time she spied that stallion!-and | was glad for her. She would have her foal
and wel|l had she earned it.

My father's gaze followed them "Wat a stallion! What a mare!" he nurnured
"Surely that foal shall be like none known anong us."

The bl ue man shrugged, and said to me: "Lady, an thou ever needest ne, sing
these words: 'Blue to ne-I sumon thee.'" Then he turned to ny father

thinking ne distracted by nmy tearful nother, for that ny days-long absence had
worried themnmuch. "Sir, may | marry thy daughter?" he asked, as if this were
a question about the weather

My nout h dropped open in sheerest surprise, and | could not speak

"Art thou the Blue Adept?" my father asked in return.

| was stunned again, knowi ng suddenly the answer. How could | have missed it,
I who had seen his power!

Then the Bl ue Adept shook hands with ny father and wal ked in the direction the



horses had gone. No answers had been given, for none were needed. Normal
peopl e associated not with Adepts, and married them never

The Lady Blue finished her narrative and | ooked up at Stile. "Now canst thou
go about thy business. Adept," she said.

"I thank thee, Lady," Stile said, and departed her presence.

CHAPTER 3 - Proton.

Neysa carried Stile across the fields to the forest where the nearest usable
fold of the curtain passed. "Wile Hulk remains away, and | amin the other
frame, do thou protect the Lady Blue fromharm" Stile nurnured as she
gal l oped. "I have no better friend than thee to do this bidding."

The unicorn snorted nusically. He hardly needed to tell her! Wre they not
oat h-friends?

They reached the curtain, where it scintillated faintly in the shadowed gl ade.
"I will try to return in a day," Stile said. "If | do not-"

Neysa bl ew a word-note: "Hulk."

"That's right. Send Hulk after ne. He knows the frame, he knows the Gane.
Shoul d anyt hi ng untoward happen to nme in Proton-frane-"

She bl asted vehenment negation. Her horn could sound quite enphatic on
occasi on.

"Ch, I'll look out for nyself," he assured her. "And Sheen is ny bodyguard
there. She has saved ne often enough. But in the rempte chance that-well, thou
canst go and get bred inmediately, and raise thy foal-"

Neysa cut himoff with a noise-note, and Stile let the subject drop. It had
been difficult enough getting her to accept the fact of his Adept status; she
was not about to accept the prospect of his denise. He hoped he woul d not

di sappoi nt her.

Stile faced the curtain. Through it he nade out the faint outline of a lighted
hall, and piles of crates. A person was wal king down the hall, so Stile waited
until it was clear. Mst people had no awareness of the curtain, and there was
a tacit agreement anong curtain-crossers that the ignorance of such people be
allowed to remain pristine. Then he hummed an i npronptu tune as he undressed
and folded his clothing carefully and hid it away in the crotch of a branch

As he stood naked, Neysa shifted into naked girl-form enbraced him kissed
him and |laughed. "I amlike Proton!"

"Takes nore than nakedness to be part of Proton frame," Stile said gruffly.
"Thou'rt full of mschief, unicorn."” He di sengaged from her and resuned his
hunm ng before the curtain.

"Send me all into that hall," he singsonged, stepping forward.

He felt the tingle as he passed through. He was in the hall, naked, alone. He
turned around and faced Neysa, who was faintly visible beyond the curtain. She
had shifted back to her natural form "Bye, friend," he called, and waved to
her.



Then he went resolutely back and wal ked rapidly down the hall. It was strange
bei ng bare again, after getting accustoned to the nores of the other frane.

Soon the hall intersected a nain travel route, where many naked serfs wal ked
swiftly toward their places of enploynment. He nerged with them beconing

| argely anonynous. He was smaller than all the men and nost of the wonen and
sone of the children, but he was used to this. He still resented the

di sparagi ng gl ances sonme serfs cast at him but reni nded hinself that a person
who made a val ue judgnent of another person solely in consideration of size
was in fact advertising his own inconmpetence to judge. Still, Stile was gl ad
to get out of the public hall and into his private apartnent.

H s handprint keyed open the door. Stile stepped inside.

A naked man | ooked up, frowning. For a nonment they stared at each other. Then
the other stood. "Sheen did not tell me you would return this hour. | shal
retire.”

"One monent," Stile said. He recognized the nan as his double: the robot who
filled in for himwhile he was in the magic franme of Phaze. Wthout this
machine. Stile's absences woul d becone too obvious, and that coul d make

m schief. "I have not encountered you before. Does Sheen treat you well?"
"Sheen ignores ne," the robot said. "Except when others are present. This is
proper in the circunstance."

"Yet you are programmed to resenble ne in all things. Don't you get bored?"
"A machine of ny type does not get bored unless so directed."

"Not even when you are put away in the closet?"

"l am deactivated at such tinmes."

This bothered Stile, who felt synpathy for all oppressed creatures. "If you

ever do feel dissatisfied, please let me know I'll put in a word for you with
the mstress.”

"Thank you for your courtesy," the robot said wi thout enotion. "It does not
fit my present need. | ama machine. Should |I retire now?"

"When is Sheen due back?"

"In four mnutes, fifteen seconds from... mark."

"Yes, retire now I'll cover for you."

The robot, of course, did not assimlate the hunor. Robots came in many types
and levels, and this one was rel atively unsophisticated. It had no

consci ousness feedback circuits. It walked to the wall, |ooking conpletely
human; it bothered Stile to realize that this was exactly the way he | ooked to
others, so small and nondescript. The robot opened a panel and stepped into
the cl oset-aperture behind. In a noment it was out of sight and deacti vat ed.

Stile was rem nded of the golemthat had inpersonated him or rather

i npersonated his alternate self the Blue Adept until he. Stile, arrived on the
scene to destroy it. Wiat was the difference, really, between a golemand a
humanoi d robot? One was activated by nagic, the other by science. There were
nore parallels between these two frames than geographical Stile sat down at



the table the robot had left. A game of cards-solitaire-was laid out. If the
robot did not experience boredom why was it playing cards? Answer: because
Stile himself would have done this, if bored, sharpening obscure Gane-skills.
The robot probably followed Stile's program of acrobatic exercises, too,
though it could hardly benefit fromthese. It was emulating him so as to

i nprove verisimlitude-the appearance of authenticity.

He anal yzed the situation of the cards, then resuned play. He was deep in it
when the door opened and Sheen appear ed.

She was beautiful. She was only slightly taller than he, with over-perfect
proportions-breasts slightly larger and firnmer and nore erect than the

conput er-standard ideal for her size and age; waist a trifle smaller, abdonen
flatter, hips and buttocks fuller-and luxuriantly flowing fair hair. The
average man wanted a better-than-average worman; in fact he wanted a
better-than-ideal woman, his tastes distorted by centuries of conmercialized
propaganda that claimed that a woman in perfect health and fitness was sonehow
less than lovely. Stile's tastes were average- therefore Sheen was far from
aver age.

She rem nded hi m noderately of another girl he had known, years ago: a wonman
smal l er than hinmself, a femal e jockey he had thought he | oved. Tune had been
her name, and fromthat encounter on he had been addicted to nusic. Yet Sheen
he knew objectively, was actually a prettier and better wonman. She had only
one flaw and he was not inclined to dwell on that at the noment.

Stile rose and went to her, taking her in his arms. "Oh- is sonmeone here?" she
asked, surprised.

"No one," he said, bringing her in for a kiss. "Let's make |ove."

"Wth a robot? Don't be silly." She tried to break free of his enbrace, but he
only held her nmore tightly.

"It is best with a robot," he assured her

"Ch." She considered nonentarily. "Al right."

Qops. She was going along with it! "Al'l right?" he demanded. "Just how far do
you go w th robots?"

"My best friends are robots," she assured him "Cone to the bed."

Angry now. Stile let her go. But she was | aughing. "You anpbrous idiot!" she
exclaimed. "Did you think I didn't know you?" And she flung her arns about him
and ki ssed himw th consi derably nore passion than before.

"What gave me away?" Stile asked.

"Aside fromthe differences between man and robot that I, of all people,
know?" she inquired mschievously. "Things |ike body radiation, perspiration
heartbeat, respiration and the nuances of living reactions?"

"Aside fromthose," Stile said, feeling foolish. He shoul d have known he
couldn't fool her even a nmonent. "Your hands are tanned," she said. He | ooked
at them Sure enough, there was a distinct demarcati on where his

Phaze-cl othing term nated, |eaving his hands exposed to 'the strong rays of

t he outdoor sun. All living-areas on Proton were domed, with the sunlight
filtered to nondestructive intensity, so that only noderate tanning occurred.
And of course there were no demarcati ons on the bodi es of people who wore no



clothing. Not only did this uneven tanning distinguish himfromthe robot, it
di stingui shed himfromthe other serfs of Proton! "I'Il have to start wearing
gl oves in Phaze!"

"No such heroic nmeasures are necessary," she assured him She brought out sone
tinted hand Iotion and worked it into his hands, converting themto untanned
col or.

"I don't know what |1'd do without you," Stile said gratefully.

"You'd stay in Phaze the whole time, with that blue lady."

"No doubt."

"Well, this is another world," she informed him "I had a piece of you before
you ever knew she existed. You have a good six hours before the first Game of
t he Tourney, and |I know exactly how to spend it."

She did, too. She was as anorous as she was lovely, and she existed only to
guard and to please him It was easy to yield to her. Mre than easy.

Afterward, as they lay on the bed, she inquired: "And how exactly are things
in Phaze?"

"I killed the gol emwho was inpersonating ne, and gave ny friend Kurrel gyre
the werewol f advice on how to regain his standing in his pack-"

"I know about that. You returned here for the final pre-Tourney qualifying
Gane, remenber? What did you do on your last trip there?"

"The werewol ves and the unicorns helped me to establish nmy identity as the

Bl ue Adept," Stile said, grossly sinplifying the matter. "I do magi c now. But
| have to fight the unicorn Herd Stallion to preserve Neysa from breeding for
a season."

"I like Neysa," Sheen said. "But doesn't she get jealous of the Lady Bl ue?"
"No, they are oath-friends now. Neysa knows ny destiny lies with nmy own kind."

"Wth the Lady Bl ue," Sheen said.

Stile realized he had carelessly hurt Sheen. "She is not of this world, as you
poi nted out."

"That's what you think. It's a different world, but she's here too. She can't
cross the curtain, can she? So she nust have a double on this side."

Stile suffered a shock of amazenent. "That's right! There nust be another self
of her living here. My ideal wonan, all the time right here in Proton." Then
he caught hinself. "An ideal-"

"Ch, never mind," Sheen said. "W both know I'm not your kind, however nuch
m ght wish to be."

"But why did you tell me-"
"Neysa hel ped you reach the Lady, didn't she? Can | do | ess?"

There was that. Sheen identified with Neysa, and tried to emul ate her
reactions. "Actually, | can't afford to go | ooking for her now and what woul d



|l doif | found her?"

"I"msure you'd think of something," Sheen said wyly. "Men usually do."

Stile smled. "Contrary to appearances, there is nore than one concern on this
male mind. | amfated to |l ove the Lady Blue, though she may not be fated to

| ove ne-but how can | love two of her? | really have no business wth her
Proton-alternate.”

"You don't want to see her?"
"l don't dare see her."
"My friends can readily | ocate her for you."

"Forget it. It would only conplicate my life, and it is already sonewhat too
conplicated for equanimty. How long can | continue functioning in tw franes?
| feel a bit like a bigam st already, and |I'm not even married."

"You really ought to settle this."

He turned on her. "Wy are you doing this?" But he knew why. He had hurt her
and she was expiating the hurt by exploring it to the linmt. There was a
certain logic in this; there was always logic in what Sheen did. They both
knew he coul d never truly |love Sheen or marry her, any nore than he could have
| oved or married Neysa. Sheen would always | ove him but could never be nore
to himthan a tenporary mistress and guardi an

"You're right," she said, her pursuit abated by his pointed question. "It is
best forgotten. | shall store it in the appropriate nmenory bank."

"You don't forget something by remenbering it!"

"W have a Tourney to win," she reminded him aptly changing the subject in
the manner of her sex.

"You understand,"” he cautioned her. "I can not reasonably expect to win the
Tourney. |I'mnot at ny peak Gane capacity, and in a | arge-scale
doubl e-elim nation conmpetition like this I can get lost in the crush."

"And if you lose early, your tenure as a Proton serf ends, and you'll have to
stay in Phaze, and I'Il never see you again," Sheen said. "You have reason to
try. We need to find out who has been trying to kill you here, and you can
only pursue an effective investigation if you becone a Gtizen."

"There is that," he agreed. He thought of the anonymous Citizen who had had
his knees | asered and gotten hi mwashed out as a jockey. The series of events
that action had precipitated had paradoxically enriched his life i measurably,
introducing himto the entire frame of Phaze-yet still an abiding anger

snoul dered. He had a score to settle with soneone-and Sheen was right, it was
an incentive to win the Tourney if he possibly could. For the w nner would be
granted the ultimate prize of Proton

Citizenship. Runners-up would receive extensions of their tenure and the
chance to conpete again in a subsequent Tourney. So he did have a chance, a
good chance because of his Ganme abilities-but the odds of final victory
remai ned substantially agai nst him

He wondered, coincidentally, whether the history the Lady Blue had recently
rel ated had any bearing. A snow denon had fired a freeze-spell at the Bl ue



Adept, and it had caught the Hi nny and danmaged her knees. Stile had been

| asered in the knees while riding a horse. Was this an exanple of the
parallelismof the two franes? Things did tend to align, one way or another
but sonetinmes the route was devious.

"One Gane at a tine," Sheen said. "If and when you lose, I'll just have to
abide by that. | know you'll try."

"Il try," he agreed.

They reported on schedule to the Game Annex. Sheen coul d not acconpany him

i nside; only Tourney entrants were permitted now She would go to a Spectator
Annex and tune in his gane on holo, unless it happened to be one in which a
live audi ence was permtted. She would | end her applause and opi ni on when

f eedback opportunity occurred.

There was a line at the entrance. There was hardly ever such a crowd-but the
Tourney came just once a year. Six hundred serfs had to report at once, and
t hough the Gane facilities were extensive, this was a glut.

When he stepped inside, the Gane Conputer interviewed himefficiently.
"lIdentity?" a voice inquired froma hol ographic i mge of the capital letters
CC suspended a neter before himat head height. The computer could make any
i mmge and any sound enmnate from anywhere, but kept it token. Proton was
governed by G tizens, not by machines, and the smart machi ne maint ai ned t hat
in menory constantly.

"Stile, serf, ladder 35M Rung 5." That gave his name, status, age, sex and
the fact that he had qualified for the Tourney by holding the fifth rung of
the conpetitive |ladder for his bracket: the mininmumentry requirenent. He
could have been first on his | adder had he gone for it earlier; he was
actually one of the best players extant. But all that really counted was
qualification. Al had equal Tourney status.

"Stile 35M5, assigned nunber 281 for Round One only," the voice of the Gane
Conputer said. A decal emerged froma slot. Stile took it and set it agai nst
his forehead. Now he was marked, for the purpose of this Round, with the
nunmber and name: 281 STILE. "Proceed to the 276300 sub-annex and encounter
your opposite nunber. Your Game will be announced in due course. Respond

i medi ately or forfeit."

"Acknow edged," Stile said. The floating GC faded out and he proceeded to the
desi gnat ed annex. For this Round, a nunber of waiting roonms and hall al coves
had been converted to rendezvous points. After the first few Rounds many of
these would revert to their nornmal uses, as the nunber of entrants decreased.

Al ready the annex was filling. Each person wore the decal on his or her
forehead, all nunmbers in the 276-300 range. Mst were naked nen and wonen,
some famliar to him But before Stile could fully orient, a clothed man
stepped forward. "Sal utation, opposite nunber," the nan said.

Stile was taken aback. This was a Citizen, fully garbed in tan trousers, white
shirt, jacket and shoes. But he did bear the nunmber on his forehead: 281, with
no nane. Citizens were generally anonymous to serfs. Anonymity was a privil ege
of status that showed nost obviously in the clothing that conceal ed bodily
contours. Serfs had no secrets.

"Sir," Stile said.

"We are all equal, ad hoc," the Citizen said. He was handsone and tall, a good



decade ol der than Stile, and as self-assured as all Citizens were. "Cone
converse in a nook." He put his hand on Stile's el bow, guiding him

"Yes, sir," Stile agreed nunbly. His first match was against a Gtizen! O
course he had known that Citizens participated in the Tourney; he just had not
thought in terns of playing against one hinmself. On Proton there were two
classes: the Citizens and the serfs. The Haves and the Have-nots. Stile

hi nsel f was enployed by a Gtizen, as every serf was; no unenpl oyed serf was
permtted on the planet beyond a brief grace period, and no enpl oyed serf
could remai n beyond his twenty-year tenure-with certain very limted
exceptions. This was part of what the Tourney was about.

The Citizen guided himto a bench, then sat down beside him This alleviated
his third-of-a-neter advantage in height, but not his i measurabl e advant age
in status. "I am popularly known as the Rifl eman. Possibly you have heard of
ne."

Stile suffered a second shock. "The Tourney wi nner-fifteen years ago!
wat ched that Game ... sir."

The Rifleman smled. "Yes, | was a serf like you. I won ny Citizenship the
hard way. Now the perennial lure of the Gane brings nme back. You never do get
it out of your systeml Wo are you?"

"Sir, | am

"Ah, now | connect! Stile is the designation of one of the top current
Ganesnmen! | had not realized your tenure was expiring."

"It had three years to go, sir. But | had a problemw th ny enpl oyer."

"Ah, | see. So you had to go for double or nothing. Well, this is a pleasurel!
I've entered ot her Tourneys since ny ascent, but the nmonment | matched with a
serf he would throw it into CHANCE, and two or three of those in succession
washed me out early. It is hard to beat a person unless he thinks he can beat
you. I"msure you will give nme an excellent gane."

"Yes, sir," Stile agreed. "I don't like CHANCE." He didn't like having to play
a Citizen either, but that could not be said here. O all the people to
encounter this early! A former Tourney wi nner! No wonder the Rifleman's
opponents in other Tourneys-a Citizen could enter anything he wanted, of
course, being inmune to the rules governing serfs-had avoi ded honest contests.
CHANCE was at |east a 50-50 proposition, instead of a virtually guaranteed
loss. It was axiomatic that the poorer players preferred CHANCE, while the
better ones disliked it, and the top players wished it would be abolished as a
cat egory.

Stile had been twenty years old, already an avid follower of Tourneys, when
the Rifl eman fought his way up to ultimte victory by shooting six target
ducks agai nst his opponent's three. A highly skilled player, who had of course
taken a name reflective of that victory.

But that had been a long tine back. The man could be out of practice and out
of shape. Unl ess he had been practicing privately. Yet why should a Citizen
bot her? He had nothing to win in the Tourney. A Citizen, alnpbst by definition
had everythi ng. Fabul ous weal th, power, and prestige. If a Citizen saw an
attractive serf-girl, he could hire her and use her and fire her, all within
the hour. It would not even occur to her to protest. A Citizen could have a
househol d of humanoi d robots, virtually indistinguishable fromliving people
(until one got to know them which did not take long) to serve his every need.



The finest creature conforts of the galaxy were his, and the npost exotic
entertai nnments. Small wonder that many Citizens grew i ndol ent and fat!

"I can virtually read your thoughts,” the Citizen said. "And | will answer
them | amnot in the shape I was when | won, but | have practiced sonmewhat
and remain reasonably form dable. O course |I lack notive, now, victory wll
not benefit me, and defeat will not harmnme. Yet it would be satisfying to win

it again."

Stile was spared the awkwardness of answering by the Gane Conputer's

i ntroductory announcenent. "Attention all entrants. The Tourney roster is now
conplete: four hundred Citizens, six hundred serfs, and twenty-four aliens.
Pairing for individual matches is random each Round. The Tourney is

doubl e-elimnation; only entrants with two | osses are barred from furt her

conpetition. Serfs anong the final sixty-four survivors will receive one year
ext ensi on of tenure. Those proceeding beyond that |level wll receive
commensurately greater rewards. The Tourney wi nner will be granted Proton

Citizenship. Judging of all matches in the objective sphere is by conmputer
subj ective judging is by tabul ated audi ence-response; special cases by panels
of experts. Bonus awards will be granted for exceptional Games. Malingerers
will forfeit." There was a nonmentary pause as the conputer shifted from
general to specific. Now it would be addressing the annexes individually.
"Ganmepair 276 report to grid."

Hastily two serfs rose, a man and a wonan, and wal ked to the grid set up in
the center of the room They began the routine of Gane-sel ection

"Ah, this is like old times," the Riflenman said appreciatively.
"Yes, sir," Stile agreed. He woul d have liked to follow the first couple's
progress, but of course he could not ignore the Citizen. "Not old to ne, sir."
"Contenporary times for you, of course,” the Citizen said. "I have foll owed
your progress intermittently. You have played sone excellent Games. Perhaps |
m srenenber, don't you happen also to be an excell ent equestrian?"

"I was a winning jockey, yes, sir," Stile agreed.

"Ah, now it conmes back! You were |lasered. Anonynously."

"Through the knees, yes, sir.

"That had to have been the action of a Ctizen."

"Yes, sir.

"Citizens are a law unto thenselves.” The Rifleman smled. "Don't forget, |
was a serf for nineteen years, and a Citizen only fifteen. My fundanental

val ues are those of the serf. However, | doubt that even nost birthright
Citizens would approve such vandalism There are licit and illicit ways to do
busi ness, and no Citizen should need to resort to the illicit. A rogue Citizen

woul d be a nenace to other Citizens, and therefore should be dealt with firmy
for a practical as well as |legal reason.™

"Yes, sir."

"As you know, | amin this Tourney nerely for titillation. I now perceive a
way to increase that interest. Allow nme to proffer this wager: if you
overmatch nme in this Round, | shall as consequence make an investigation into

the matter of the lasering and report to you before you depart the planet.



Agr eed?"

No serf could lightly say no to any Citizen, and Stile had no reason to denur.
He wanted very nmuch to know the identity of his eneny! Yet he hesitated. "Sir,
what woul d be ny consequence if you defeat ne?"

The Rifl eman stroked his angul ar beardl ess chin. "Ah, there is that. The
st akes must equate. Yet what can a serf offer a Citizen? Have you any persona
asset s?"

"Sir, no serf has-"

The Citizen waggled a finger at himadnonishingly, snling, and Stile suddenly
found hinmself liking this expressive man. No serf could afford to like a
Citizen, of course; they were virtually in different worlds. Still, Stile was
noved.

"Of course a serf has no material assets,"” the R flenan said. "But serfs often
do have information, that Citizens are not necessarily aware of. Since what |
of fer you is information, perhaps you could offer ne information too."

Stile considered. As it happened, he did have news that should interest a
Citizen-but he was honor-bound not to inpart it. He happened to know that a
nunber of the nost sophisticated service robots were self-willed, acting on
their own initiative, possessing self-awareness and anbition. Theoretically
there could eventually be a machine revolt. But he had sworn not to betray the
interests of these machines, so long as they did not betray the wel fare of

Pl anet Proton, and his word was absolute. He could not put that information on
the line. "I regret I can not, sir."

The Citizen shrugged. "Too bad. The wager woul d have added luster to the
conpetition.”

As though the future of a serf's life were not luster enough? But of course
the Citizen was thinking only of himself. "Yes, sir. I'msorry, sir. | would
have |iked to make that wager, had | a stake to post."

"Are you not aware you could make the wager, and renege if you | ose? You
really don't have nmuch to | ose.™

Stile, under tension of the Tourney, was suddenly angry. "That's
reprehensi ble!" Then, belatedly, "Sir."

"Ah, you are an honest nman. | thought as nmuch. | like that. Mst top Ganesnen
do value integrity."

Stile was spared further conversation by the interjection of the conputer.
"Game-pair 281 report to grid."

The Rifl eman stood. "That's us. Good luck, Stile." He proffered his hand.

Stile, amazed, accepted it. He had never heard of a G tizen shaking hands with
a serf! This was an extension of courtesy that paralleled that of the Herd
Stallion in Phaze: the disciplined encounter of respected opponents.

Phaze! Suddenly Stile realized what he had to offer. The know edge of the

exi stence of the alternate frame! The information mght do the Gtizen no
good, since nost people could not perceive the curtain between franes, |et
alone cross it, but it would surely be of interest to the nan. There was no
absol ute prohibition about spreading the word, though Stile preferred not to.



But if he won the Game, he wouldn't have to. This seemed to be an acceptable
risk.

"Sir," Stile said quickly. "I do have information. | just renenbered.
believe it would interest-"

"Then it is a bargain," the Gtizen said, squeezing Stale's hand.

"Yes, sir. Only | hope you will not share the information with others, if-"

"Agreed. This is a private wager and a private natter between us-either way."

"Yes, sir.

"Second call for Gane-pair 281," the conputer announced. "Appear at the grid
within ten seconds or both forfeit."

"You bucket of bolts!" the R fleman snapped. "Wiom do you suppose you are
addr essi ng?"

A lens swng about to fix on the Ctizen. The response was instant. "Abject
apologies, sir. Tine limt is waived."

The Rifl eman's gl ance swept across the silent room "You nmay |augh now. "

The remai ning serfs burst into | aughter
"Rank hath its privileges," the Rifleman said. He put his hand on Stile's

el bow, guiding himto the grid. This was a public mark of favor that awed the
serfs present. Stile included. This Citizen had been friendly and reasonably
solicitous throughout, but now he was being so when all eyes were upon him
"You lout," another G tizen said, |aughing. "Now well all have to show favor
to our serfs!”

"What is Proton conming to?" a third Gtizen inquired. This one was a woman,

el aborately gowned and coi ned, with sparkling sapphires on her wists and

ankl es and a nugget of Protonite on her forehead, reminding Stile of Neysa's
snub-horn in her girl-form Parallelismagain, perhaps. This Ctizen, too, was
smling, seenming alnost |ike a person

It occurred to Stile that even Citizens mght get bored with their routine
exi stences, and appreciate comc relief on rare occasions. The Tourney was a
great equali zer!

Now he faced the Rifleman, the grid unit between them This was a col umm i nset
wi th panel s on opposite sides. The weight of the two men beside it caused the
panels to illumnate. Stile's showed four categories across the top: 1.

PHYSI CAL 2. MENTAL 3. CHANCE 4. ARTS. Four nore were down the side: A NAKED
B. TOOL C

MACHI NE D. ANIMAL. The latter facet was highlighted:
Stile had to select fromthe letters.

He experienced the usual pre-Ganme tension, nade worse by the fact that this
was no routine Game, but a Round for the Tourney. And nade worse yet by the
fact that his opponent was a Citizen. What columm would the Rifleman choose?
PHYSI CAL or MENTAL, surely; he was neither a ganbler nor an artist, and he
want ed a good gane. He would want to get into 1B or 1C, tool- or



machi ne- assi sted physical ganmes |like tennis or shooting, where his ngjor
expertise lay, or into 2B where he might get into chess. He had won a Tour ney
Gane dramatically in chess. Stile remenbered now, on his way up; in fifteen
years he had probably inproved his ganme. It was necessary to stay clear of
this: Stile could play chess well hinself, but he had not had fifteen idle
years to practice

He was up agai nst someone who really could play the Gane. This could be the

t oughest opponent he would face in the entire Tourney. A good Gane that he
lost in a contest was no good; he needed a likely winner. His only real course
seened to be ANl MAL. Then he could get into horseracing or liontamng. H's
knees were weak, but this only becane acute when he flexed them conpletely; he
could do ordinary riding better than anyone he knew, and remnai ned pretty good
at trick-riding. His smaller weight would give himan advantage, for the
Tourney made no all owances for size or sex. Al ganmes were unhandi capped. And
he liked animals, while the Rifleman, an expert hunter, probably did not have
as cl ose rapport. Yes.

Stile touched D. Inmmediately a new grid showed: 1D, PHYSI CAL/ ANl MAL. The
Ri fl eman had chosen as expected.

Now the top line was 1. SEPARATE 2. | NTERACTIVE 3. COVBAT 4. COOPERATI VE, and
the sideline was A FLAT B. VARIABLE C. DI SCONTINUITY D. LIQUD. Stile had the
letters again, which was fine. Horseracing was on a flat surface, and he had
control of the surfaces. He did not want to get involved with trained sharks
or squid westling in the LIQU D medium and feared the Rifl eman m ght be
experienced in falconing in DI SCONTINU TY, i.e., air. Muntain Rodeo would be
all right, in the VAR ABLE surface; Stile had bull dogged nountain goats
before. But that category al so included python tug-of-war in trees, and Stile
did not care for that. So he stuck with A FLAT.

The Rifl eman sel ected 2. | NTERACTIVE. So they were in box 2A. No horseracing,
but there could be two-horse polo or-

The new grid was upon them nine squares to be filled in by turns. Lists of
ganes and ani nal s appear ed.

The Rifleman nmet Stile's gaze over the colum. "Take it," he said, smling. He
was giving Stile the advantage of first selection, rather than requiring the
Gane Conputer to designate the turn randomy. Such mnor courtesies were
permtted; they facilitated the sel ection process.

"Thank you, sir." Stile designated POLO HORSE in the center box.
The Citizen put BASEBALL/ANDRO D in the right upper box.

Oh, no! Stile had not considered that androids counted as aninmals for Gane

pur poses. Baseball was played by nodified twentieth-century rules: nine

pl ayers per team It was a ball game, but there was sone overlap in categories;
bal | games coul d appear in several sections of the master grid. This was an

ani mal - assi sted bal |l game, as was polo. The difference was, there were a nunber
of animals here, not used as steeds but as actual players. Qoviously the

Ri fl eman was expert at this sort of gane, while Stile was only fair. He had
wal ked into a trap.

Sure enough, while Stile filled in other individual aninmal contests, the
Rifleman filled in android team games: Soccer, Basketball, Football. And when
they played the grid, the Ctizen won: FOOTBALL/ ANDRO D.

Di saster! Stile had not played teamfootball in a long tinme. He could pass,



ki ck and catch a football, but an hourlong session with twenty bruisingly huge
androi ds? What a horror

There was no chance now to brush up on the antique Earth-planet Anericana the
Rifl eman evidently liked. Stile had to play i mediately, or forfeit. The
Citizen did not bother to ask himto concede, knowi ng he would not. For better
or worse, this had to be fought out on the field.

They adjourned to the bow -stadium It was sparsely attended by spectators,
since there were several hundred Games in progress and serf interest was

di vi ded. However, a nunmber began to file in as the news of a
Citizen-serf-android match spread. It was not that serfs were interested in
Stile, at this point; they nmerely hoped to see a Citizen get knocked about a
little with inmpunity.

"In the interest of econony of time and efficient use of facilities, this Gane

will be abbreviated to thirty mnutes playing tinme without interruption," the
Gane Conputer announced. "Each party will select twenty animal players, from
whi ch a continuous playing roster of ten will be maintai ned. Substitutions are

l[imted to one per team per play, perforned between plays. Proceed.”

The conputer was certainly noving it along! And no wonder, for a second
playing field was already being utilized, and the remaining two would surely
be in use before Stile's gane finished.

They reviewed the androids. The artificial men stood in a |ine, each hul ki ng
and sexl ess and stupid but well muscled. Each carried a placard labeling its
speci alty: FULLBACK, HALFBACK, QUARTERBACK, and an array of offensive and
defensive linemen. The capability of each was set within a standard tol erance;
an android could performexactly what it was supposed to do, no nore and no

| ess. Thus the outconme of the Gane woul d be determnmi ned by the managenent and

strategy and participation of the two human players, not the skill of the
andr oi ds.
The | argest inponderable was that of human skill. For this was not a

renote-control gane; the androids were there nerely to assist the rea

pl ayers, who could occupy any position on their teanms, but had to participate
continuously. A good contestant would enable his teamto prevail; a bad one
woul d drag his team down to defeat. Stile feared that the R fl eman woul d prove
to be good, while Stile himself, partly because of his size, would be

| ess-t han- good.

The Rifl eman sel ected four pass receivers and a solid offensive line. He was
going for an aerial offense, wthout doubt! Stile chose pass receivers too,
and a passing quarterback, then concentrated on his defensive line. He had to
hope for a stalled gane and errors; as he saw it, defense was the refuge of

i ncompet ence, and that was apt to be him He dreaded this Gane!

It began. Chance gave Stile's teamfirst possession of the ball. H's aninmals
were in white, the Rifleman's in black. The opposing teamlined up like
facel ess denons fromthe franme of Phaze, darkly form dable. They swept
forward, kicking the ball ahead, converging on its locale as it |anded.
Stile's receiver-android had no chance; he was down on the ten-yard line.

Yards, Stile thought. This was one of the few places where the old system of
nmeasurenents prevail ed on Planet Proton, because of the vintage and origin of
this particular game. It was easiest to think of themas scant neters.

Now t he onus was on himto devise a strategy of play that would bring the
football down the field and across the opposing goal line. Stile had a hunch



this would not be easy. He assigned hinself to be a pass receiver, and
schedul ed the play for his runner. That should keep Stile hinself fromgetting
crushed under a pile of android meat. O course he knew the androi ds were
programed to be very careful of human beings; Still, a tackle was a tackle,
and that could be bruising. He was thoroughly padded in his white playing
suit, of course, but he knew accidents coul d happen

The play proceeded. The pass receivers dodged the opposing |inenen and noved
out on their patterns. Stile got downfield and cut back as if to receive the
bal | -and found hinsel f thoroughly bl ocked off by the android pass defender
Catch the ball? He could not even see it! The only way he could hope to get
it, had it been thrown to him was if it passed between the animal's | egs.

Fortunately he knew no pass was coming. Stile's runner bulled into the line,
maki ng one yard before disappearing into the pileup. That, obviously, was not
the way to go.

Still, this first drive was nmainly to feel his way. The nuances were already
com ng back to him and he was getting a feel for the performance tol erances
of the androids. He should be able to devise good strategy in due course.

Next play he tried a reverse end run. He lost a yard. But he was watching the
Bl ack team s responses. The androids, of course, |acked inmagination; a really
novel play would fool them and perhaps enable his teamto nmake a big gain or
even score.

On the third play he tried a screen pass to one of his receivers. The pass was
conpl ete, but the receiver advanced only to the line of scrimmge before
getting dunped. No breakt hrough here!

Fourth down and time to kick the ball downfield. Stile signaled his kicker to
cone in-and realized belatedly that he had sel ected no kicker. None of his

ani mal s specialized in any kind of kick, and therefore could not do it. If he
had his quarterback make the attenpt, the job would surely be bungled, and the
other teamwoul d recover the ball quite near the goal line. Yet if he did not-

A whistle blew The referee, penalizing his teamfor delay of gane. Five
yards. He had to kick it away!

No help for it; Stile would have to kick it hinself. He would not have the
boom ng power of an android, and he dreaded the thought of getting buried
under a mound of tackling aninmals, but at |east he could acconplish sonething.
If he got the kick off pronptly, he mght get away without being bashed.

No tinme to debate with hinmself! He called the play, assigning the kick to
hinsel f. The teans |ined up, the ball was snapped, and the enornmous Bl ack |ine
converged on Stile |like a smashing stone wave.

Stile stepped forward quickly and punted. Distracted by the | oom ng |inemnen,
he dropped the ball alnost to the ground before his toe caught it. The bal
shot forward, barely clearing the aninmals, and nmade a | ow arch downfi el d,
angling out of bounds just shy of the fifty-yard line. Not bad, all things
consi dered; he had gai ned about forty yards. He had been |ucky, had the Bl ack
androi ds had the wit to expect an inconpetent punt, they m ght have bl ocked it
or caught it before it went out, and had an excellent runback

Luck, however, sel dom played consistent favorites. Stile had to do better, or
the first bad break woul d put hi m behind.

Now it was the Rifleman's turn on offense. The Citizen had stayed back during



the prior plays, keeping hinmself out of mschief. Now he nade his first
substitution, bringing in one of his pass receivers. Stile exchanged one of
his receivers for a pass defender. The first plays woul d probably be awkward,
since nost of Stile's players were offensive and nost of the Rifleman's

pl ayers defensive-but the |onger the drive continued, the nore qualified

pl ayers coul d be brought in, at the rate of one per play. O course the

of fensi ve and defensive lines were fairly simlar, for Gane purposes, so the
exchange of as few as three backfield players could transforma team Al the
same. Stile hoped the drive did not continue |ong.

The Rifl enman assuned the position of quarterback. His animals lined up. The
pl ay commenced. Stile's Iine charged in, but the Rifleman reacted with poise,
maki ng a neat, short bulletlike pass to his receiver on the sideline. It was
conpl ete; the pass had been too accurately thrown for the receiver to mss,
too swift for the defender to interfere with. The Ctizen had a net gain of
ei ght yards.

The Rifl eman-now Stile appreciated how this applied to football, too. The
Citizen was a superior player of this arcane gane, better than an android
passer. Therefore he had a superior teamwhile Stile had an indifferent team

Stile substituted in another pass defender-but the Citizen brought in another
receiver. Stile could not doubl ecover. Those passes were going to be trouble!

They were. The Rifleman marched his teamrelentlessly downfield. Not every
pass connected, and not every play was a pass, but with four tries to earn
each first down, the offensive teamhad no trouble. Al too soon the Riflenman
scored. Then the Rifleman substituted in his own placekicker and | et hi m make
the extra point. The score was 70, the Rifl enman's advant age.

Conpl ete team substitutions were permtted after a touchdown. It was a new
gane, with Stile receiving again, except that he was now in the hole. Five
pl ayi ng mi nutes had el apsed.

Stile's teamreceived the ball and attenpted a runback. H s ani mal got
nowhere. Stile had his first down on the twelve-yard line.

It was time to get clever. If he could fool the defenders and break an android
free, he m ght score on a single play. But this could be risky.

He set up the play: a fake run to the right, and a nassive surge to the left,
with every android |ineman noving across to protect the runner.

The result was a nonstrous tangle as stupid animals got in each other's way.
H s runner crashed into his own pileup, getting nowhere, and the referee

i nposed a fifteen-yard penalty for unnecessary roughness, holding, and

of fensive interference. Half the distance to Stile's goal Iine.

Second down, |ong yardage, fromthe six-yard line. So rmuch for innovation
Stile tried to conplete another pass, this tinme to hinmself; maybe the R fleman
woul dn't expect himto expose hinself that way, and the surprise would work. A
| ong bonmb, trying for the nmoons, double or nothing.

The play comenced. Stile ducked through the Iine and charged straight
downfield. The Rifleman cut across to guard him Together they turned at the
fifty-yard line, and Stile cut back to the appointed spot to receive the pass,
and the Rifleman cut in front of himand intercepted it while it remained too
high in the air for Stile to reach.

"Sorry about that, friend," the Citizen said as Stile hastily tackled himand



the whistle blewto end the play. "Height has its advantage."

It certainly did. Stile had | ost the ball again wi thout scoring. He heard the
roar of reaction and applause fromthe filling audi ence section of the
stadium the Rifleman had clearly made a good play. Now Stile would have to
def end agai n agai nst the devastating passing attack of his opponent.

He was not di sappointed. Methodically the R fleman noved the ball down the
field until he scored again. This tine he passed for the extra points, and
made them The score was fifteen to nothing.

The first half of the game was finished: fifteen m nutes of playing tine.
Stile had tried every device he could think of to stop his opponent from
scoring, and had only nanaged to slow the rate of advance and use up tinme. The
Ri fl eman had averaged a point per mnute, even so. Stile had to nove, and nove
well, in the second half, or rapidly see the ganme put out of reach. He needed
a dramatic, original system of defense and of fense. But what could he do?

Surprise, first. What could he do that really would surprise his opponent,
while staying within the clumsy rules of this gane? He couldn't run or pass or
ki ck the ball away-

The kick. It was possible to score on the kick. Field goals, they were call ed,
worth three points each. Except that he had no kicker other than hinself. That
was only slightly better than nothing, considering his near bungle of his
first attenpt to punt. The noment he set up for a placekick instead of a punt,
t hose Bl ack arnored ani mals woul d be upon him Even if he got the kick off,
even if he somehow scored, he would wi nd up crushed at the bottom of the pile
of meat. There was not any great future in that. If by some fluke he scored
several field goals, enough to win, he would still be so battered he woul d be
at a serious disadvantage in other Ganes of the Tourney. It would really be
better to forfeit this one; it took two losses to elimnate an entrant, so he
could afford that gesture.

No! He was not about to forfeit anything! If he lost, it would only be because
he had been fairly beaten

Still, the lack seenmed to be his best chance. A surprise punt on first or
second down, catching the Rifleman with his guard down. Then an attenpt to
force an error, an interception, or a funble. Playing for the breaks. It would
take nerve and luck and determination, but it was a chance.

Stile's teamreceived the kickoff. This tine the ball bounced into the end
zone, and was brought out to his twenty-yard line for play.

Stile called for the punt, after a fake pass. H s quarterback would sinmply
fade back and hand the ball to Stile, then serve as interference to the
| adders while Stile got the kick off.

It worked. Stile got a beautiful-for himpunt off, escaping unscathed hinsel f.
The ball was | ow and fast, skinmm ng over the heads of the animals, bouncing,
and rolling rapidly onward. No one was near it.

The Rifl eman, playing the backfield, was first to reach the ball. But the
thing was still hopping crazily about, the way an unround and pointed ball was
apt to do, as if it were a faithful representative of its crazy period of
history, and it bounced off the Citizen's knee. Now, according to the
peculiarities of this sport, it was a "live" ball, and Stile's onrushing
animals had the linmted wit to pounce on it. There was a nonstrous pil eup-and
Stile's teamrecovered the football on the thirty-yard line of Black. A fifty



yard gain!

"Nicely played," the Rifleman said, smling. "I was beginning to fear the gane
woul d be unconscionably dull."

"No Tourney Gane is dull," Stile said. "Sir."

Now he had the ball in good field position-but could he seize the opportunity
to score? Stile doubted it. He sinply did not have the ability to advance the
bal | consistently.

So he would have to attenpt to score fromthis range. That nmeant a forty-yard

field goal. No, Stile doubted he had the power or accuracy for that. He would

nmerely be throwi ng the ball away, unless he could get closer to the goal. His

androi ds evidently couldn't do that, and Stile hinself was too small to carry

it; the pass interception had shown that. This was one game where no advant age
coul d be achieved fromsnall size.

O could it? These android brutes were accustonmed to dealing with creatures
their own size, and were slow to adjust. An agile, acrobatic man his size-why
not show them sone of the tricks he could do? Stile was small, but no
weakl i ng, and the androids were progranmed not to hurt real people. He just

m ght turn that into an advantage.

In the huddl e he had specific instructions for his center. "You will hike the
ball to ne-make sure you get it to nme, for I amsmaller than your regul ar
qguart er back-then charge forward straddl e-l1egged. | clarify: hike the ball,

then bl ock forward and up, your feet spread wi de. Do you understand?"

Dully, the android nodded. Stile hoped the creature would foll ow orders
literally. These androids were the match of real people physically, but

sci ence had not developed their brains to work as well as the human ki nd.
Androids cast in petite female forms were said to be quite popular with sone
men, who considered their lack of wit to be an asset. Specialized androids
were excellent for other purposes such as sewer cleaning. It just happened
that in this Game, Stile had to push to the intellectual limt of the type. In
a real gane of football, as played on Earth centuries ago, such an android
woul d have been fully conpetent: this was not that situation

The creature did as ordered. Stile took the ball, ducked down-and charged
forward between the animal's spread | egs. The sl owwitted opposi ng androids
did not realize what had happened; they continued to charge forward, | ooking
for a ball carrier to tackle. Stile scooted ahead five, ten, and finally
fifteen yards before the R fleman hinself brought hi m down. "Beautiful play!"
the Citizen said as they bounced together on the turf, their |ight arnor
absor bi ng nost of the shock of impact. Wth a fifteen-point |ead, he could
afford to be generous. But the grow ng stadi um audi ence al so cheered.

Stile had his first down on the fifteen-yard Iine, but he knew better than to
try the same stunt again. At any rate, he was now in field goal range, for his
kicking ability- except that he still did not relish getting crushed in the
blitz that woul d converge on the placekicker

Then he dredged fromhis nenory an alternative: the dropkick. Instead of
having the ball held in place by another player for the kick, the kicker
sinmply dropped it to the ground and kicked it on the bounce. A dropkick
unlike a punt, was a scoring kick. Its disadvantage was that it was |ess
reliable than a placekick, since the bounce could go wong; its advantage was
that it could be done on extrenely short notice. Short enough, perhaps, to
surprise the androids, and enable Stile to conplete it before getting tackled



and buri ed.

He decided to try it. He took the ball as quarterback, faded back a few yards,
then dropped it for the kick. The ball bounded up, and the androi ds ceased
their charge, realizing that this differed froma punt.

Stile watched with gratification as the football arced between the goal posts.
It was wobbly and skewed but within tol erance. The referee signaled the score:
t hree points.

"The drop kick!" The Rifleman exclained. "I haven't seen one of those in
years! Magnificent!" He seened nore pleased about it than Stile was.

But nowit was Stile's turn to kick off to the R fleman. He deci ded to ganble
again. "Do you know the onside kick?" he asked his teammates.

Bl ank stares were returned. CGood-the aninmals had not been programred for this
nuance. Probably the other team s androids would not know it either, so could
reasonably be expected to flub it. The Rifleman would know it-but Stile

i ntended to kick the ball away from him

He tried it and it worked. Stile's team had possession of the football at
mdfield. "Oh, marvelous!" the Rifleman exclainmed ecstatically.

Back in the huddle. "Nunmber One will field the ball," Stile told the animals,
referring to the Rifleman's shirt designation. "Charge him box himin, but do
not tackle him | will tackle him"

Unconpr ehendi ng, the androi ds agreed.

Stile punted on first down. This time he had the feel of it, and hung the bal
up high, giving his players time to get down to it before it |anded. The
Rifleman, alert to this play, caught the ball hinself, calling his own players
in around him Thus the two groups formed in a rough circle, Stile's aninals
trying to get past the Rifleman's aninmals wthout actually contacting the

Ri fleman

Perpl exed by this seemng diffidence, the Citizen started to run with the
ball. That was when Stile shot between two of his own players, took a
trenmendous | eap, and tackled the Rifleman by the right arm where the foot bal
was tucked. He made no bruising body contact, for that woul d have brought a
penalty call, but yanked hard on that arm

As the two twisted to the ground, the ball passed fromthe Ctizen's grasp to
Stile's. Stile was of course adept at westing control of objects from others;
he had specialized in this maneuver for other types of games. Once again, his
t eam had possession of the ball.

"Lovely," the Rifleman said, with slightly | ess enthusiasmthan before.
The ball was now just inside the twenty-yard line. Stile drop-kicked another
field goal. Now he had six points. And el even minutes remaining in the gane.

He knew he would not get away wi th anot her onside kick. The R fleman woul d
al ready have alerted his teamto that. This tinme Stile would have to play it
straight, and hope to stop the Citizen's devastating drive.

Stile kicked it deep, and it went satisfyingly far before being fielded by a
Bl ack android. Stile's androids were alert to this routine situation, and they
brought the carrier down on the twenty-yard |ine.



Now Stile had to stifle the passing attack. He decided to concentrate on
rushi ng the passer and hoping for an interception. He hinself would cover one
of the Rifleman's receivers, while doubl e-covering the other with androids.

This seemed to be effective. The Rifleman faded back for his pass, did not
like the situation, but did not want to run or get tackled. So he overthrew
the ball, voiding any chance for an interception. According to the quaint
conventions for this sport, all parties knew exactly what he was doing, and it
mandat ed a penalty for deliberate grounding, but none was call ed. Because if
del i berate groundi ng of the ball was done with discretion, it was presuned to
be a throwing error instead of what it obviously was. Presumably this sort of
thing added luster to the gane.

On the second down the Riflenman tried a pass to the doubl e-covered receiver,
but two androids were better than one and again it went inconplete. Good: one
nore such failure and he'd have to turn over the ball on a kick. Stile was at
| ast nmanaging to stifle the Citizen's passing attack

On third down, the Rifleman rifled the ball directly to the receiver Stile was
covering. He ained it high, to be out of Stile's reach, but reckoned w thout
Stile's acrobatic ability. Stile |leaped high to intercept it-and was banged
asi de by the receiver, who had not realized what he was going to do. No
androi d woul d have leaped like that. Areferee's flag went down.

The penalty was offensive pass interference. Stile's team had the ball again.
This time the Rifleman's congratul ati on was definitely perfunctory.

The ball was on the Black thirty-five-yard line. Time remai ning was ni ne
m nutes. Those inconpl ete passes had expended very little time. Still, Stile
was getting nervous; he really needed to break | oose and score a touchdown.

"Nunmber 81-can you receive a lateral ?" he asked. "Yuh," the animal agreed
after a brief pause for thought.

"Then follow me and be ready." Stile turned to a lineman. "Wen the ball is
hi ked, you turn, pick me up, and heave nme over the Black line." He seened to
renenber an ancient penalty for such a trick, but it was not part of the Gane
rul es.

"Duh?" the android asked. The concept was too novel for his intellectua
capacity. Stile repeated his instructions, making sure the ani mal understood
what to do, if not why.

When the ball was hiked. Stile tucked it into his el bow and stepped into his
lineman's grasp. The android hurled himup and over. Stile had been given such
alift in the course of gymastic stunts, and was pretty nmuch at honme in the
air. He flipped, rolled off a lineman's back, |anded neatly on his feet and
charged forward toward the goal Iine.

This time, however, the R fleman had a couple of guards in the backfield, and
they intercepted Stile before he had gone nore than ten yards.

Now Stile lateraled to Nunmber 81, who was right where he was supposed to be
What these creatures did, they did well! The android caught the ball and
bul | ed ahead for eight nore yards before being stopped.

They were within kicking range again. Stile decided not to gamble on another
runni ng play; he drop-kicked another field goal. The score was now 15-9, wth
eight minutes remaining. At this rate, he could do it-provided he had no bad



breaks. Unfortunately, he was overdue for one of those. He had been pl aying
extrenely chancy ball.

Shoul d he try another onside kick? No, that would only cost himyardage at
this stage. He had to nake the Rifleman travel as far across the field as
possi bl e, so that he had the nmaxi mum opportunity to make an error. So Stile
pl ayed it straight.

This time he managed to put the ball all the way into the end zone. The
Rifleman put it into play on the twenty-yard line. This time, wary of passing
into Stile's double coverage, he handed it off to his runner. But the android
proceeded without imagination and was downed at the |ine of scrimmge. Any
play left purely to the animals was basically wasted time; the capacities of
t he androids had evidently been crafted for that. The human players had to
make their physical and/or nental skills count.

Now Stile was sure the Citizen was beginning to sweat. The Rifleman knew t hat
if he failed to nove the ball, he would have to turn it over-and then Stile
woul d find sone devious way to score. A touchdown and extra point would put
Stile ahead in the closing mnutes. But the Gtizen was unable to advance the
ball. What was he to do?

What coul d he do? He risked anot her pass to his double covered android
receiver. It was perfectly placed, threading between the defenders to reach
its target. How that nman could pass! But one defender mamnaged to tip it, and
the receiver did not catch it cleanly. The ball squirted out of his grasp,
bounced on the ground, and one of Stile's animals, not realizing the ball was
dead, fell onit.

It was obviously an inconplete pass. But the referee signaled a funble. Now it
was Stile's ball on the thirty-two yard line.

"Now, wait," Stile protested. "That's a miscall. The receiver never had
control of the ball."

"Aren't you aware that these referees are programred to nmake at | east one
maj or miscall per game?" the Rifleman called to him "That's to enul ate the
original style of play, back on crazy Earth. You happen to be the beneficiary
of that error.”

The referees were robots, of course; Stile hadn't noticed. They could be set
at any |l evel of conpetence. "But that's luck, not skilll"

"There's an el enent of luck in nost ganmes. That | ends a special fascination
The human species |oves to ganble. Play, before you draw anot her del ay- of - gane
penalty." The Rifleman did not seem upset, perhaps because this change

of - possessi on was obviously no fault of his own.

Hastily, Stile played. He accepted the hiked ball, faded back for a pass,
found his receivers covered, saw three huge ani nal s beari ng down on him
dodged themall, circled behind one and safely overthrew his covered receiver.
The nonent he rel eased the ball, he hunched over as though still carrying it.
The turning android saw that and grabbed him not having seen the ball go.

The tackl e was bruising despite the arnor, but at |east the paddi ng protected
himfromnore than superficial abrasion. A flag went down.

Roughi ng the passer. Fifteen-yard penalty. First down. Once again Stile was
within field goal range



He drop-kicked again, of course. The audi ence cheered. The stadi um was al nost
full now, news of this gane was evidently spreading. But he had to keep his
attention on the field. Now he had twelve points, and six nminutes to go. Maybe
he could pull it out after all

But the Rifleman had the ball again, and now he was determ ned. There were not
going to be any nore breaks or m stakes.

Stile's msgivings were well taken. The Rifleman shot his passes too high and
fast for Stile to intercept, settling for swift, short gains. Wen Stile tried
too hard he got tagged for interference. Slowy and erratically, but
inevitably, the Citizen hamered out the yardage.

On Stile's thirty-yard line, the Rifleman's first pass attenpt failed. On
second down his run got nowhere. On third down Stile ganbled on a blitz,
sendi ng eight of his animals in to overrun the quarterback before he could
pass. It worked; the Rifleman was sacked. Loss of six yards.

Now it was fourth down, and the Rifleman had to kick out. He tried a pl acekick
and field goal, but was too far out; the ball fell short, to Stile's i mense
relief.

Stile had the ball again, with four m nutes remaining. Time enough-if he could
nove the ball

He noved it. He had his aninals open a hole in the center, and he slipped

t hrough for several yards. He had his passer send a screen pass to him and he
dodged and raced up the sideline for several nore yards. He was wise to the
ways of the androids, now, he knew their little individual foibles. Sone were
faster than others; sone were |less stupid. One android did not have the wit to
out maneuver another, but Stile did. He could get past them so long as he did
it hinself, not delegating the job to an aninmal of his own. So long as he
carried the ball hinself, he could progress; that was the key. That was why
the Rifl eman had succeeded so well in noving the ball at the outset, while
Stile floundered. The Rifleman had drawn on his own abilities, not limted by
those of the androids. Now Stile was doing it too-and had been doing it, every
time he kicked. Now, so late in the gane, understanding came. It really was a
gane of two, not of twenty-two.

But this was bruising. The constant exertion and battering were taking it out
of him and Stile could not maintain the drive. It stalled out on the
Rifleman's forty-yard Iine. Too far for another field goal. Stile had to punt,
regretfully.

He went for the coffin conmer, angling the ball out of bounds at the four-yard
line. That forced the Rifleman to play in his own end zone.

The Citizen was showi ng overt nervousness now. He did not |ike being backed up
this way. He tried a pass, but it was wobbly and off-target, inconplete.

Now it was time to strike. Stile caught the armof his center as the lines
reforned. "Make a hole to spring me through,"” he said, and (he creature
nodded. The androids were slow thinkers, but they did orient somewhat on the
needs of their supervisors. This one now understood what Stile wanted.

When the ball was hi ked, the android shoul dered into his opposite nunber,
lifting himentirely off the ground. Stile scooted through, so low that his
flexi ng knees hurt, and energed directly in front of the Rifleman.

"Ch, no!" the Citizen exclained. Losing his poise, he tried to run from Stile



i nstead of throwing the ball away. It was a mistake; he noved right into a
pocket of White |inenmen and was downed in his own end zone.

It was a safety: two points. The score was now 15-14, with two mnutes left to
play. And Stile's teamwould get the ball

It was put into play by a free kick fromthe Rifleman's twenty-yard line. The
ki cker, under no pressure fromthe opposing line, got off a boom ng spira
that lofted high and far. One of Stile's receivers took it on his thirty-yard
line and ran it all of two yards before getting buried.

Now Stile was highly conscious of the clock. He dared not give up the bal
again, for the Rifleman would surely consune the remaining tinme in a slow
drive and win by a single point. But how could Stile nove it down to field
goal range agai nst the desperati on defense he knew he woul d encounter?

Answer: he had to do it hinmself. He would get battered, but it was the only
way.

"Run interference for nme," he told his three nost conpetent animals. "You two
in front, you behind. R ght end run. You two receivers go out for a fake pass.
And you, you runner-you fake a run to the left." He was pulling out all the
stops. If the Rifleman anticipated his strategy, he would swanp Stile with a
blitz. It had to be risked.

But the GCitizen, too, was tiring. He was in fit condition -but Stile was not
merely fit, he was an excellent athlete in peak condition, strongly notivated.
H s toughness and endurance were counting nore heavily now. The Citizen stayed
wel | back, avoiding physical contact whenever possible. In effect, he had
dropped off his team That neant that not only did Stile have el even effective
pl ayers to ten, but he had the npost animted team Now he could put together a
sustai ned drive-theoretically.

Hi s aninmals bl ocked and Stile ran around the end. And -it worked. He nade
several yards before his escort fell in assorted tangles. Now a huge Bl ack
androi d pounced on himfor the kill-and Stile cut in under the brute and threw
himwith a solid shoulder boost. It was partly the disparity of size that
enabled Stile to come in low, and partly surprise that put himin close

i nstead of where the android expected him The creature went tunbling across
Stile's back and rolled to the turf.

Suddenly Stile was in the relative clear, and still on his feet. He

accel erated forward, drawing on his reserves of energy, deternined to nmake the
nost of his opportunity. Dimy he heard the roar of the crowd, excited by the
dramatic run. The stadi um had been constantly filling, and now nore than half
the seats were filled-and it was a fairsized chanber, sufficient for perhaps a
thousand. Stile knew these spectators didn't care who won the Gane; they
nerely responded to unfolding drama. Still, their applause encouraged him H s
brui ses and fatigue seemed to fade, and he shot ahead at full speed. Five
yards, ten, fifteen, twenty-

S

In the end it was the Rifl enan who caught him The nan was not to be tricked
by a martial arts throw, after all, he was a forner Tourney w nner who had to
be conversant with all forns of physical conbat. He caught Stile by one arm
and swng himaround and down. He tried to west the ball away, but Stile was
on guard against that, and plowed into the turf without giving it up

He was now on the Rifleman's forty-five-yard line with a first down. Hi s ploy



had paid of f handsonely.

On the next play Stile tried a short pass, fromandroid to android. Wile he
hi nsel f faked another run. This was not as spectacul arly successful as his

| ast play, but it was good for eight nore yards. Most of the attention had
been on Stile's fake, and the R fleman's pass defense had | oosened up

Then a quarterback sneak, good for three nore yards, and a first down on the
thirty-four-yard line. He was getting near field goal range-but now he had
only thirty seconds remaining. Wth no tine-outs, he had no time to spare for
fancy planning. "Gve ne the ball," he said. "Protect ne."

But this tine he got nowhere; his strategy had been too vague. Fifteen seconds
remai ning. Tine for one final desperation neasure. "Take a lateral," he told
his primary pass receiver. "Step clear and | ateral back to ne."

Stile took the hiked ball, stepped back, lateraled to his receiver, and
shrugged at the onrushing tacklers as they struggled to avoid him The
Rifl eman didn't want any gane penalties stopping the clock at this point!

The android | ateral ed back. Stile stood al one, having been forgotten by the
tacklers. As the pileup forned about the pass receiver. Stile dodged forward,
passi ng confused androi ds of both teans who sonehow t hought the play had
ended, and were slowto reorient. He cut to the left, getting clear of the
central .glut, then forward again. He had nade it to field goal range!

Then he heard the final gun. He had used up all his tine in the course of his
maneuvering, and now the gane was over. There would be no nore plays, no
chance to dropkick the winning field goal

Stile slowed to a wal k, disconsolate. So close-only to fail. To reach the
fifteen-yard line in the clear, and have to quit, defeated by a single point.

Then, fromthe front tier of seats, he heard Sheen's voice. "Run, you idiot!"
And he saw the animals of both teans convergi ng on him

Suddenly he realized that the game was not quite over. The play was still in
session. Until he was tackled, it was not finished.

But the Rifleman, nore alert to the situation than Stile had been, was now
bet ween him and the goal line. The Citizen was calling directions to his
troops. Stile knew he could not nmake it all the way.

He began running across the field, toward the center, where nmore of his own
animals were. "Protect nme!" he baw ed.

Dul ly, they responded. They started bl ocking off the pursuit. Stile cut back
toward the goal, naking it to the ten yard line, the five-

A Bl ack android crashed through the interference and caught Stile from behind.
Stile whonped down in a forward fall, and the ball squirted fromhis grasp. A
fumbl e at the worst possible tinme! The androids knew what to do with a | oose
ball. Animals of both teans belly flopped to cover it. In a nonment the
grandest pileup of the gane devel oped. The whistle blew, ending the play and

t he gane.

The delirious cheering of the crowd abruptly stilled. Cbviously the ball had
been recovered-but where, and by whon? It was inpossible to tell

Sl ow y, under the supervision of the referees, the androids were unpiled. The



bottom one wore a White suit, and lay just within the end zone.

Stile had six nore points.

Now t he crowd went absolutely crazy. Serfs and Citizens alike charged onto the
field. "Let's get out of here before we're both tranpled to death!" the

Ri fl eman excl ai med, heading for the exit tunnel

"Yes, sir!" Stile agreed.

"By the way-congratulations. It was an excellent Gane."

"Thank you, sir.

They drew up inside the tunnel. Here they were safe; the crowd was attacking
the goal posts in sone kind of insane tradition that went back before Pl anet

Proton had been colonized. "I have not forgotten our private wager," the
Rifl eman said. "You played fair and tough and nade a remarkabl e gane of it,
and you prevailed. | shall be in touch with you at another tine."

"Thank you, sir," Stile said, unable to think of anything better

"Now | et's get out of these uniforns."

"Yes, sir.

Then Sheen was trotting toward them her breasts bounci ng handsonely. She was
ready to assune control of Stile's remaining time in this frane. It would be
several days before all of the Round One matches cleared, since there were 512
of them But Stile would not be able to linger long in Proton-frame; he had to
get back to Phaze and find out how to handle the Unicorn Herd Stallion in
conbat. Otherwi se his tenure in Phaze coul d becone even shorter than his
tenure in Proton.

But Sheen was aware of all this. She took himin tow, stripping himof his
arnmor in literal and figurative fashion. Stile was able to tune out the

cont enmpor aneous proceedi ngs. How good it was to have a friend |ike Sheen here,
and one |ike Neysa therel

CHAPTER 4 - The Little People.

Stile stepped through the curtain into the deep and pl easant forest of Phaze.
He recovered his clothing, dressed, then hunmed up an ambi ence of magic. He
could signal Neysa with a spell, and she would conme for him

Then it occurred to himthat this would consune tinme that woul d be better
spent ot herw se. Wy not experiment, and di scover whether he could indeed
transport hinself? He pondered a nonment, finding hinmself quite nervous, then
singsonged a spell: "Transport this man to the Blue Castle's span.” It was not
good verse, but that didn't matter; abruptly he stood in the castle court.

He felt dizzy and nauseous. Either he had done an inexpert job, or
transporting himself was not good procedure. Certainly he would not try that
again in a hurry; it had gotten himhere, but at the expense of his feeling of
equi l i brium and wel | - bei ng.

Neysa was in the court, nibbling on the magic patch of bluegrass. Every bite
she took was inmmedi ately restored, so there was no danger of overgrazing,



despite the small ness of the patch. She |ooked up the nmoment he appeared, her
ears swiveling alertly. Then she bounded across to join him

"Careful! Thou wilt spear ne!" he protested, grabbing her about the neck and
hangi ng on to steady hinself.

She snorted. She had perfect control of her horn, and woul d never skewer
somet hing she didn't nmean to, or m ss sonething she aimed for. She blew a
guesti oni ng note.

"Nice of thee to inquire," Stile said, ruffling her sleek black mane with his
fingers. He was feeling better already; there was a heal i ng ambi ence about
unicorns. "But it's nothing. Next time I'll have thee carry nme; thou dost a
better job."

The uni corn nade anot her note of query.

"Ch, that," he replied. "Sheen took care of ne and got ne to the Gane on tine.
| had to match with a Citizen, a former Tourney wi nner. He nearly finished
ne."

She bl ew a sour note.

"No, he was a top Ganesnan," Stile assured her. "A player of my caliber. It
was |ike doing battle in this frame with another Adept! But | had a couple of

| ucky breaks, and managed to win in the last noment. Now he's going to help ne
find out who, there, is trying to wipe nme out." He tapped his own knee,

meani ngful ly. "And of course once we settle with the Herd Stallion, we'll set
out to discover who killed me here in Phaze. | don't |ike having anonynous
enem es." His expression hardened. "Nay, | like that not at all!"

The Lady Bl ue appeared. She wore a bathing suit, and was as always so |lovely
it hurt him It was not that she was of full figure, for actually she was | ess
so than Sheen, but that somehow she was exquisitely integrated, esthetically,
in face and formand nanner. The term "Lady" described her exactly, and she
carried its ambience with her regardl ess what she wore. "Wl cone back, ny
lord," she rnurnured

"Thank thee. Lady." He had been absent only a day, but the shift of frane was
so drastic that it seemed nuch | onger

"Thy friend Hul k has returned."

"Excellent," Stile said. He was sonewhat stiff fromthe bruising footbal
gane, but glad to be back here and quite ready to receive the Oracle's advice.

"Thou'rt weary," the Lady said. "Let ne lay nmy hands on thee."

"Not necessary," Stile demurred. But she stopped himand ran her soft hands
across his arms and around his neck, and where they touched, his remaining

di sconfort faded. She kneaded the tight muscles of his shoul ders, and they

| oosened; she pressed his chest, and his breathing eased; she stroked his hair
and the subconsci ous headache becane nonexistent. The Lady Bl ue was no Adept,
but she did possess subtle and potent healing magic, and the contact of her
fingers was bliss to him He did not want to | ove her, yet, for that would be
fool hardy; but only iron discipline kept himfromsliding into that enotion at
atime like this. Her touch was |ove.

"I would that my touch could bring the joy to thee that thy touch does to ne,"
Stile rurnured.



She stopped imediately. It was a silent rebuke that he felt keenly. She
want ed no cl oseness with him Not while she nmourned her husband. Perhaps not
ever. Stile could not blane her

They noved on into the castle-proper. The Lady preceded himto the bath, where

Hul k soaked in a huge tile tub set flush with the floor, like that of a Proton
Hamam The huge man saw t he Lady, nodded, then in an afterthought sought
ineffectively to cover hinself. "I keep forgetting this is not Proton," he

mutt ered sheepi shly. "Men don't go naked in mixed conpany here."

"Thou'rt clothed in water," the Lady reassured him "W be not overly
concerned with dress, here. My present suit differs not much fromnudity." She

touched the blue material nmonentarily. "I have myself stood naked before a
crowmd and thought little of it. The aninmals wear no clothing in their natura
forms, and oft not in their human shapes. Even so, | would not have intruded,

but that nmy lord is here and needs nust be inforned i mediately."

"That's right!" Hul k agreed. "Do thou step outside a monent. Lady, and I'|
get right out of this."

"No need," Stile said. "I amhere." He had been behi nd Hul k, whose attention
had been distracted by the prior entry of the Lady.

"Ch. Okay. | have the Oracle's answer. But thou dost not have rnuch tine.
Stile. May | talk to thee privately?"

"If the Lady is anenable,"” Stile agreed.
"And what is this, unfit for mne ears?" the Lady Blue demanded. "Well | know
you two are not about to exchange male hunor. |Is there danger?"

Hul k |1 ooked guilty. He used his fingers to nake a ripple in the bath water.
"There may be. Lady."

The Lady | ooked at Stile, silently daring himto send her away. She called him
"lord" and deferred to himin the presence of others, for the sake of
appear ances, but he had no private power over her

"The Lady has suffered |loss already,” Stile said. "I amno fit replacenent,
yet if the Oracle indicates danger for nme, she is rightfully concerned. She
must not again be forced to run the Blue Denesnes without the powers of an
Adept . "
"I'f thou wishest,"” Hul k agreed dubiously. "The Oracle says that thou canst
only defeat the Herd Stallion by obtaining the PlatinumFlute."

"The Platinum Flute?" Stile repeated, perplexed.
"I never heard of it either,” Hulk said, making further idle ripples with his
hand. The ripples traveled to the edges of the tub, then bounced back to cross
t hrough the new ripples being generated. Stile wondered passingly whether the
curtain that separated the frames of science and magic was in any way a
sim | ar phenonmenon. "But there was another querist there, a vanmpire-"

"The |ikes of us have naught to do with the |likes of them " the Lady Bl ue
pr ot est ed.

"Or with the unicorns or werewol ves?" Stile asked her, smling wyly.



She was silent, unnollified. Certainly her husband had not had nuch

associ ation with such creatures. The free presence of unicorns and werewol ves
in the Blue Denesnes dated from Stile's ascendance. He felt this was an

i mprovenent, but the Lady was evidently nore conservative.

"Actually, he was not a bad sort at all,"” Hulk said. "I lost nmy way, going in,
and he flew by in bat-form saw |l was in trouble, and changed to man-form and
offered to help. He hadn't realized | was human; he thought | was a snall

giant or an ogre, and those pseudonen sort of |ook out for each other. | think
he was rather intrigued by nmy motorcycle, too; not many contraptions |ike that
in Phaze! | was afraid | was in for the fight of my life, when | realized what
ki nd of creature he was, but he told ne they only take the bl ood of animals,
which they normally raise for the purpose and treat well. In war, they suck
the bl ood of enemies, but that's a special situation. They never bother
friends. He laughed and said it wasn't true that people bitten by vanpires
become vanpires thenselves; that's a foul nyth propagated by envious
creatures. Maybe that story originated froma misinterpretation of their

| ove-rites, when a male and a fenmal e vanpire share each other's bl ood. The way
he told it, it al nost sounded good. A fundanmental act of giving and accepting.
| guess if | loved a vanpire lady, I'd let her suck-" He broke off abruptly,
enbarrassed. "l didn't say that well. Wat | nean is-"

Stile laughed, and even the Lady sniled briefly. "There is no shane in | ove,
any form" Stile said.

"Uh, sure,"” Hulk agreed. "I got to talking with him and the nore |I knew him
the better | liked him He drewmnme a map in the dirt so | could locate the
Oracle's palace without getting in trouble. Then he changed back to a bat and
flew off. And you know, that route he pointed out for ne was a good one;

made it to the Oracle in a couple nore hours, when it could ve been days the
way | had been going."

Hul k made anot her wave on the water, one that swanped the pattern of wavel ets.

"I"'mfinding it harder not to believe in magic. | saw that man change, | saw
himfly. He was there when | arrived, and showed nme that room where the Oracle
was-just a tube sticking out of the wall. | felt sort of silly, but I went
ahead and asked 'How can Stile defeat-' | forgot to use thy Phaze title, but

it was too late, and it didn't seemto matter to the Oracle-' How can Stile
defeat the unicorn Herd Stallion in fair conbat at the Unol ynpics?' And it
replied 'Borrow the PlatinumFlute.' | couldn't understand that, and asked for
a clarification, but the tube was dead."

"The Oracle has no patience with fools," the Lady said. "It answers only once,
and considers all nen fools; no offense to thee, ogre.™

Hul k smled. It seened he had been ni cknaned after the nonster he nost
resembl ed, and he did not mnd. "So | discovered. But | feared | had failed
thee. Stile."

"I was as baffled when it told ne to 'Know Thyself,'" Stile said. "My friend
Kurrel gyre the werewol f was told to 'Cultivate Blue' and could not understand
that either. We all have trouble with Oracul ar answers, but they always make
sense in the end.”

"Not al ways desired sense,"” the Lady Blue agreed. "Wen it told nme 'None by
One,' | thought it spouted nonsense. But now | know to ny grief what-" She
turned away, but Stile had glinpsed the agony that transfixed her face before
she hid it. He had not realized that she had ever been to the Oacle. That
answer nust have related to the death of her husband.



Hulk filled in the awkward pause. "I tal ked again with Vaudeville
Vampire-that's his nanme-and we conpared notes. It seemed he had asked the
Oracle how to help his son, who was allergic to blood-that's no joke to a
vanpire-"

"l should think not!" Stile exclai ned.

Hul k was quite serious. "They don't live on blood all the time. But they need
it to be able to change to their batformand fly. The blood facilitates the
magi c. So his boy couldn't keep up with the famly, if-well, | guess I'd be
concerned too, in that situation."

"Of course, "
to this.

Stile agreed, sorry that he had even consi dered any hunorous side

"But all the Oacle told himwas 'Finesse Yellow. ' That made hi m furious,
because he said Yellowis an Adept, and vanpires don't deal with Adepts. They
live near one, and they're afraid of her and | eave her strictly alone. But if
they did have truck with Adepts, they wouldn't try to cheat them or anyone

el se, and Yell ow was the very worst one anyway. Several of their nunber have
been trapped by her and sold to other Adepts, who spell theminto blind

| oyalty and use them for spying and for terrorizing other captives. Gves the
whol e tribe a bad name. So he was goi ng honme without an answer he could use. |
couldn't help him | don't know anythi ng about Adepts. It was too bad."

"He sounds like a creature of character,” Stile said. "Wy should the Oracle
suggest to such a creature that he cheat? That's the same as no answer."
"Finesse is not the same as cheat," the Lady pointed out. "It inplies sone
artifice or devious mechani sm not dishonesty."

"Vodlevile is a very forthright person,” Hulk said. "No tricks in him Still
he hel ped ne. He told nme that nmost of the netal tools and weapons and nusica

i nstruments of Phaze are nmade by the Little People, the tribes of Dark Elves,
and that sone worked with bone, and some with wood, and some with silver, or
with gold, or with platinum So probably if thou canst find the right tribe of
el ves-"

"The Little Folk are not easy to find," the Lady Blue said. "They dwell mainly
in the Purple Muntains, and they dislike normal men and deal with them

sel dom Mbst of all they detest Adepts. Wien nmy lord desired an excell ent

musi cal instrument, he could not go to them but had to trade with a hawkman
who had a connection across the curtain. He said he would |ike to be in touch
with the Little Folk, but that they wanted naught he had to offer."

"So Vodlevile informed ne," Hulk said. "That's what | meant about danger. It
seens that the nmore precious the netal a tribe works with, the | ess use that
tribe has for nen, because nmen try to steal the artifacts. Especially they
hate big nmen. 1'd be dead the monent | set foot in their territory. And the
Bl ue Adept-" He shook his head. "So my Oracle answer isn't nuch use either
But | report it to thee, for what it's worth, and hope this doesn't cause

m schief.”

Stile was already deep in thought. "The advice of the Oracle is always
practical, if obscure. One has to work to understand it, usually. But it
surely makes sense-for both ne and the vanpire. And himl may be able to help,
inreturn for his help to thee."

"I had hoped thou woul dst see it that way," Hulk admitted. "It really is thy
m ssion he tried to facilitate."



"I like this not," the Lady said. "Thou nmeanest to go anong the Little Folk."

"Perhaps,"” Stile agreed. "That's the m schief Hul k feared, know ng m ne
inclination. But first | nust tackle the matter nearer at hand. It will take
me a nonment to devise a suitable spell. Let's neet in the courtyard in ten

m nutes. "

"No spell will take thee safely to the fastness of the Little Folk," she

protested. "Like the unicorns, they resist magic. Better thou goest anong
trolls or goblins; there at |east thou woul dst have a fair chance."

"I had in mnd sumoni ng the Yell ow Adept."
"The Yell ow Adept!" she cried, horrified. "In these Denmesnes?"

"I swore never to return to her Denesnes, so nust needs she visit mne. Thus
do | finesse the restriction. Come on-we have to give Hul k a chance to get
dressed."” Stile led the way out. The Lady was spluttering, but offered no
further resistance.

They met in due course in the courtyard. The Lady had evidently conmuni cat ed
the situation to the unicorn, for Neysa was noving her horn about angrily and
snorting just beneath the I evel of meaning.

Stile played his harnonica to bring the magi ¢ anbi ence. Then he i ntoned:
"Yel | ow Adept, | ask of thee, come to the Blue Denmesnes, to ne."

Abruptly the yell ow hag was there before them "Blue, nethought we were at
quits!" she snapped. "Seekest thou war between Adepts?"

"By no neans. Yellow. | only wish to bargain with thee, to mutual advantage
and may not invade thy Denesnes again."

Her sonmewhat beady eyes peered about. "There is that, ny handsonme. Thou'rt a
man of thy literal word. But | am not garbed for socializing. Gve ne |eave to
freshen up first." And she felt about her baggy old dress, searching for a
poti on.

"Allow ne, since thou'rt ny guest." Stile played a bar of nusic, then intoned:
"While Yellow visits Castle Blue, grant her youth, image and hue."

In place of the old crone stood a ravishingly beautiful young woman with an
hour gl ass configuration and | ong gol den-yell ow tresses, wearing a marvel ously
fetching evening gown. Hulk's jaw fell, and the Lady Blue's eyes w dened.
Neysa nerely snorted disparagi ngly; she had seen it before.

Lovely Yellow brought out a vial, shook out a drop, and caught it as it forned
into a mrror. "Ch, thou shoul dst not, thou darling man! Yes, thou hast
recaptured it perfectly, mny delicious!"

"Yet she remains a witch," the Lady Blue said tightly. Neysa snorted
agreenent .

Yel | ow shot a glance at them "Wtch, thou sayest? And aren't we all,
regardl ess of our shapes or magi c? What chance does any nan have, against a
vanmp of whatever col or?"

"None," Hulk muttered. Neysa made as if to stab himwi th her horn, and he
hopped out of the way.



"What | wish is this," Stile said briskly. "There is a vanpire nman, Vodl evil e,
whose son is allergic to blood. The Oacle told himto finesse Yellow. He
refuses to deal -"

"Aye, | have a potion to cure that mal ady,"
offer in return?"

Yel | ow agreed. "But what does he

"Nothing," Stile said. "The vanpire folk are wary of thee, for what reason
do not pretend to conprehend.”

She waggl ed a pretty finger at himwarningly, in much the way the Ri fl enan had
in Proton. "Play not the innocent with me, pretty man! | have back orders for
bats gal ore. Though | daresay their fear of female Adepts derives sonmewhat
from propinquity, since they reside near one the canines would term'woman.'

Hul k stifled a chuckle. Insults were very nmuch a matter of viewpoint, here.

"Vodlevile will not deal with thee," Stile said evenly. "But | will. If thou
woul dst trade favors with me, as one professional to another, this is the
favor | crave."

"What has the bat done lately for thee?"

"He hel ped ny friend Hul k, who was on a mission for ne. Never did the bat ask
for m ne assistance, nor does he know it is comng."

She shook her head. "The machi nations of honor and friendship are a
fascination to the |likes of nel Thy generosity to animals will cost thee yet.
Bl ue." She gl anced at Neysa, whose ears angl ed quickly back. "Yet '"tis a true
finesse that does appeal to ne. My livelihood is in dealing and wheeling, and
I will deal with thee. The bat shall have his potion."

"l thank thee, witch. And what favor dost thou crave in return?"

She considered prettily. "I could wish that thou woul dst come to see ne, as

once | thought thou wouldst-" Her eyes traveled to the Lady Blue, who gazed

di sdai nful ly away, and back again to Neysa, whose nostrils were beginning to
steam "Yet thine oath forbids, and if it did not, | think others would say

nay, or neigh."

Now a small jet of fire shot fromNeysa's nostril, and the tip of her horn
made a tiny notion suggestive of mayhem "Even so," Stile agreed,
straight-faced. He despised Yell ow s business of trapping and selling live
ani mal s, but he rather respected her personally. A romantic alliance was
certainly out of the question, as well she knew, Yellow was only teasing the
conpetition. Such lighthearted nalice was no doubt nore of a pleasure for the
men to note, than to the femal es agai nst whomit was directed.

"Then methinks | will take it on the cuff," Yell ow deci ded. "Sone day, when I
amin some minor way in need and call on thee for aid-"

"Agreed," Stile said. "Provided only that the service violates no ethic of
mne, and I amthen alive."

"There is that. Thou hast a veritable storntloud of a future." She pondered
again. "Then let nme protect mne investnent, and give thee a potion." She
fished a tiny bottle out of her bodice and presented it.

Stile accepted it, disregarding Neysa's fiery snort. "If | may ask-"



"No secret, ny scrunptious. This elixir renders the wearer |ess noxious to the
El ven fol k. "

"Thou vixen!" Stile exclained. "Thou conniving wench! Thou wert aware of ny
mssion all the tine!"

"Even so, on all counts,"” she said. "Though I prefer the term'foxy' to
"vixen.' " She vani shed.

"Some company thou keepest!" Hul k remarked appreciatively. "She is foxy!"

"Or bitchy," the Lady Blue nmuttered as she and Neysa wal ked stiffly away.
Stile smled. "She's not a bad sort, considering that she really is a hag and
a witch. She really did look Iike that, a century or so ago when she was
young." He considered briefly. "Hulk, | don't have nuch time for the probable
magni tude of this mssion, so I'll set off for the Purple Muuntains this
afternoon, as soon as | do some spot research to pinpoint the platinumworking
el ves. "

"I"ll go with thee!"

"Nay, friend! Thy appearance woul d only antagonize these folk, and | go not to
quarrel but to borrow | need thee to guard the Lady Blue, as thou hast done
so ably before.”

Hul k frowned. "I prefer not to do that. Stile."

Stile was perplexed. "Thou likest it not here? | would not hold thee-"

"I like it well here. That is the problem"”

"Something tells me | am bei ng opaque about sonet hing."

"Aye."

"Thou dost not get along with the Lady Bl ue?"

"The Lady is a wonderful person.”

"Then | don't see-"

"Thou needest an Oracl e?"

Stile shook his head. "I nust."

The big man paced the courtyard. "Thou and | strike others as quite different.
The giant and the dwarf. Yet we are simlar. The same age, the sane culture,

simlar Game skills, simlar honor." He paused. "Simlar taste in wonen."

Stile began to get the drift. "Thou didst |ike Sheen at the first sight of
her, and thou dost get along great with Neysa-"

"Yes. But for their special natures-" Hul k shrugged. "The Lady Blue is another
matter. It befits me not to guard her any nore."

Now Stile began pacing. "Thou knowest she is not nine."

"She sure as hell isn't minel" Hul k expl oded. "She may not be thine now, but



she is destined for thee and no other. Thou'rt the Blue Adept, the keeper of
t hese Demesnes, and she is the Lady Blue. She is the finest woman | have
known. Were there another Iike her-"

"There is another like her," Stile said, remenbering Sheen's coment. "And
owe thee for the manner in which thou hast given up thine only Oracle answer
to ny need.”

The two men exchanged gl ances, a remarkabl e noti on dawni ng. "Another-in
Proton," Hulk said. "OF course. Her alternate self. But that one too should
be_ "

"Nay. Not mine. | can not |love two."

"Wth all the qualities | have seen, but versed in Proton culture." Hul k
smled, liking the notion. "Then thou woul dst not oppose-7"

"That Proton-lady sure as hell is not mne," Stile said, snling as he echoed
Hul k' s expression. "Go to Proton. It is a different frame. Thou knowest thou
canst never bring her here."

"Yet even for brief visits-it is all | could ask."
"Cross the curtain, talk to Sheen. Her friends will locate the |ady for thee."

Hul k nodded. He stopped before Stile and put forth his hand. Stile shook it
gravely, knowing this was their parting. Hul k woul d not cone to the Blue
Demesnes again. Stile felt a certain snoldering resentnent that the big man
had taken an interest in this particular woman, and a certain relief that
there was in this case a solution, and a certain guilt for both the resentnent
and the relief. Hulk was a good man; he deserved the best, and the best was
the Lady Blue. Her Proton alternate surely had simlar qualities. So this was
a triunmph of fortune and commpn sense-yet it bothered him He was sinply not
as generous in his private heart as he was externally. He had sonme growing to
do, yet.

Now he had no guard for the Lady Blue. He could not |eave her alone for any

l ength of time; whatever eneny had struck down Stile's alternate self, the
true Blue Adept, would surely strike again now that it was known the Bl ue
Adept had been reconstituted. Stile had been constantly devising and
rehearsing spells and strategies to deal with such an attack, and felt
reasonably confident he could handl e the situation. But suppose the eneny took
t he Lady Bl ue hostage and used her against Stile? He could not risk that.

Whi | e he pondered, the Lady reappeared. "The ogre prepares to depart. Know ye
why ?"

"l know," Stile said.
"l like this not"

How di d she feel about this arrangenent? "He is a good man, worthy of the
i kes of thee, as | amnot."

If she grasped his hidden nmeani ng, she gave no sign. "Wbrth is not the issue.
| have a prenonition of doom about him™

"I confess to being uneasy. | thought it was jealousy or guilt."

"Those, too," she agreed, and then he was sure she understood. But she did not



el abor at e.

He changed the subject. "Now | fear to | eave thee here al one-yet nust | seek
the Flute, lest mne eneny nove against nme. Neysa will go with ne."

"Is it security thou seekest-or vengeance?"

Stile grimced, |ooking at her. "Howis it thou knowest nme so well?"

"Thou'rt very like ny love."

"Wul d he not have sought vengeance?"

"For hinself, nay. For those he held dear-" She halted, and he suspected she
was renenbering her vision of the fiery destruction of the trolls who had

wi ped out the Blue Adept's village. Then she met his gaze again. "Wthout Hul k
or Neysa, the Blue Denmesnes be not safe for ne now | rmust go with thee to the
Pur pl e Mount ai ns. "

"Lady, it nay be dangerous!"

"More dangerous with thee and thy magic than w thout thee?" she inquired
archly. "Have | m sjudged thee after all?"

Stile | ooked askance at her. "I had thought thou dost not crave ny conpany.
For the sake of the good work done by the Blue Adept thou callest nme |ord, but
in private we know it is not so. | do not nean to inpose ny presence on thee

nore than necessary."
"And with that understanding, rmay not the Lady accompany the Lord?"

Stile sighed. He had made due protest against a prospect that in fact
delighted himas nuch as it nade himnervous and guilty. "OF course she may."

The Lady rode a pale blue mare, the offspring of the foal of the H nny and the
Blue Stallion. As she had described, this mare's color was mainly an echo of
the blue harness, but the effect was there. The Blue Stallion had been alive
but agi ng when the Bl ue Adept was killed; the horse, it was understood, had
died of grief.

Stile rode Neysa. He had never ridden another steed since tam ng her. No horse
could match her performance, but it was nore than that. Mich nore

They crossed the fields south of the Blue Castle and entered the forest

adj acent to the Purple Muntain range. Soon they were in the foothills.
According to Stile's references, the geographical tomes collected by his other
self, the tribe of the Dark Elves who worked platinumlived on a nountain
about fifty mles east of where the convenient curtain-access to Proton was.
The ani mal s knew the way, once it had been determ ned; Neysa had ranged these
| ands for years and knew the | ocation by description, though she was not
conversant with the actual El ven Denesnes.

Here the lay of the land was gentle, and the air bal my, w th patchwork clouds
maki ng the sunshine intermttent. The ride becane tedious despite the pleasure
of the surroundings. Had Stile been riding al one, he woul d have slept,
trusting Neysa to carry himsafely, or have played his harnonica, or sinply
have tal ked to the unicorn. But the presence of the Lady Blue in her natura
spl endor inhibited him

"It was across this country |I rode the Hnny, so long it seens ago," she



remar ked.

Stile found no appropriate response. He rode on in silence, wi shing that the
tragedy of his other self did not |ie between them

"The Hi nny," she repeated nusingly. "How |l miss that fine aninmal!"

This was safer ground. "How is she now? Ten years is a fair span in the life
of a horse, about thirty of ours, but not intermnable."

"OfF course thou knowest not," the Lady said sonmberly. "The H nny was bred by
the Blue Stallion, and returned to her wilderness fastness alone. The blue | ad
went back to his business, about which we inquired not, but which | believe
was the neticul ous construction of the Blue Castle. | remained with ny fanmly
and with Snowfl ake, the white foal we had rescued. Sonetines out in the fields
we t hought we glinpsed the H nny, and our hearts yearned toward her, but never

cane she nigh. Yet | was ill at ease. The revealed identity of ny erstwhile
conpani on the blue |l ad astounded me, and | was shaned. Yet | was intrigued
too, and potently flattered by his suit. |I renmenbered the vision |I had had
whil e he played his music, the Lady in the blue nmoon, and the subtle appeal of
that notion grew. Later | learned that he had gone to inquire the identity of

his ideal wife, and the Oracle had naned ne. It had for once been not obscure
or circuitous or capable of alternate interpretation; it had told himexactly
where and when to find me. Hence he had cone at the designated nonent,
extremely fortuitous for nme as | hung dangling in the clutch of the troll, and
preserved ny life when else it would have ended there. He had done all that he
had done only to win ny favor, though | was his by right fromthe nonment he
rescued ne. And | only an ignorant peasant girl!"

"The Oracl e knew better,"” Stile murrmured. "Thy Lord's legacy lives on in thee,
when else it woul d have perished.”

She continued as if she had not heard him "Ah, what a foolish girl was | in
that time. Long and long was it before ever | gave himthe third Thee."

"I beg thy pardon. Lady. | don't follow"

She gestured negligently with one hand. "OfF course thou art from anot her
culture, so I needs nust informthee. |In Phaze, when a person |oves another
and wi shes to have it known without obligation, she onits the statenment and
repeats only the object. Thee, three times. Then that other may do as he

wi shes, without reproach.”

"I don't understand,"” Stile said. "Just to say to a person Thee, th-

Neysa nearly bucked himoff as she drowned himout with a blast fromher horn

"Say it not carelessly nor in jest,
force of an oath."

the Lady reproached him "It has the

Shaken, Stile apol ogi zed. "I have nmuch to learn yet of this culture. | thank
t hee. Lady, for educating me, and thee, Neysa, for preventing nme from
conprom sing myself ignorantly.” But it would not have been a lie if he had
said it to the Lady; this was a battle all but |lost at the outset. Still, it
woul d have put her in an awkward situation

"When next | saw the H nny," the Lady continued blithely, "she was in sad
state. Gravid, she had been beset by cowardly predators, jackals, and was nigh
unto death. She linped to our gate, remenbering ne, and | screamed and roused
my rather. Never did | see himso angry, for the H nny had been his admration



since the instant he saw her first. He took his cudgel and beat off all the
curs that harried her, while | tried to help her. But all was for naught; she
had | ost much bl ood, and expended her |ast store of vitality reaching us, and
the Hi nny died at our door.

"Then did | remenber the spell the blue lad had left nme. 'Blue to ne-1 sumon
thee!" | cried. And he was there. Wien he saw the H nny he gave a great cry of
agony and fell upon her, taking her head in his arns, and the tears flowed
down his face. But she was dead, her open eyes seeing naught, and all his
magi ¢ avail ed not.

"The | ad brought out his harnonica and played a tune, wondrously sad, and two
noons cl ouded over and the sun faded, and a shimrer formed in the air between
us. It made a picture, and it showed the H nny, as she had been in life, great
with foal, grazing near the wood. Then a pack of jackals charged, a foul

horde, surly ill-kenpt curs of scant individual courage, |like to wolves as
goblins be to men, seeking to overrun their quarry by sheer nass. She | eaped
away, but the weight of the foal within her nade her ponderous and sonmehow her
front feet stunbled, causing her to fall and roll, and the brutes were on her
inanotley pile, ripping at her flesh, tearing at her ears and tail. She
struggled to her feet, but they hung on her |ike despicable | eeches, and her
preci ous bl ood was flow ng. Gashed and weakeni ng, she struggl ed out of that
wood, the jackals constantly at her feet, |eaping at her, trying to drag her
down again, so that she left a trail of blood. So at |ast she came to nme, and
| saw nyself scream and throw ny hands to ny head, reacting hysterically

i nstead of hel ping her, and then nmy father cane with his cudgel, and the magic
vi si on faded.

"My father stood beside nme, watching the sorrow of Blue, and i ndeed we shared
it. Then did | conprehend the third of the great qualities about the Blue
Adept that were to be the foundation of ny love for him H's nmusic, his
power-and his abiding |ove for-" She hesitated nmonmentarily. "For equines."

Stile realized she had been about to say "horses" and had reconsidered, from
def erence to Neysa.

"At last the blue lad rose, and it was as if the bl ood had been drained from
himas it had fromthe Hi nny. 'Because her knees were weak, the jackals caught
her,' he said. "The knees she sacrificed for ne.' And | could not say nay, for
| had seen it happen

" 'Yet can | do sonmewhat,' he continued, and there was that in himthat
frightened nme, and | began to get a glinmer of the meaning of the sorrow and
anger of an Adept. Turn you both about, |est you see what pleases you not.'
And ny father, wiser than I, took mne armand nmade nme turn with him There
was a pause, then sweet, bitter nusic as the |ad played his harnoni ca. Then
the muttering of an incantation, and an expl osion of heat and odor. W turned
agai n-and the corpse of the H nny was gone, blasted by Blue's magic, and in
the swirling snoke the |lad stood, holding in his arns a newborn foal, |ight

bl ue in hue.

" '"The H nny be dead, but her foal lives,' he said. "This is why she cane to
thee.' Then before we could properly react, he addressed ny father. "This foa
is birthed before her tine. Only constant, expert care can save her. | amno
heal er; she requires nore than magic. | beg thee, sir, to take her off ny
hands, rendering that which only thou canst give, that she may survive and be
what she can be.'’

"My father stood berused, not instantly conprehending the request. "The Hi nny
cane to thee,' the lad continued, 'know ng thou coul dst hel p her. Mre than



all else, she wanted her foal to live and to be happy and secure. No right
have | to ask this favor of thee, knowing it will be years before thou art
free of this onus. Yet for the sake of the Hinny's faith-' And he stepped
forward, holding forth the foal. And | knew ny father was thinking of the

H nny, the finest mare of any species he had ever beheld, and of the Blue
Stallion, the finest stud, and seeing in this foal a horse like none in
Phaze-worth a fortune no man could neasure. And | realized that in the guise
of a request, the lad was proffering a gift of what was npost dear to ny
father's dreanms. It was Blue's way.

"My father took the foal in silence and bore her to our stable, for she needed
i mediate care. | remained facing the Iad. And somet hing heaved within ny
breast, not love but a kind of gratitude, and | knew that though he | ooked to
be a lad and was in fact a nefarious nagician, he was also a worthy man. And
he inclined his head to ne, and then he wal ked away toward the forest where
the jackals had attacked the Hinny. And in a little while there was a
brilliant burst of light there, and that whole forest was aflame, and | heard
the jackals screanming as they burned. And | renenbered how he had destroyed
the trolls, and was appalled at this act of vengeance. Yet did | understand it
also, for | too loved the H nny, and who anbng us wi t hhol ds our power when
that which is dear to us is ravaged? The power of an Adept is a terrible
thing, yet the enotion was the sane as mne. No creature aggravates an Adept
but at the peril of his kind. Yet when later | rode Starshine out to that
region, | found the forest alive and green. Only the charred skel etons of the
j ackal s remai ned; none other had been hurt. | marvel ed again at the power of
the Adept, as awesone in its discretion as inits ferocity.

"After that ny father made no objection to Blue's suit, for it was as if he
had exchanged me for the precious foal, and duly the banns were published and
| married the Blue Adept though I did not really Iove him And he was ever
kind to ne, and nade for ne the fine donmicile now called the Blue Denesnes,
and encouraged ne to devel op and practice ny healing art on any creatures who
stood in need, even trolls and snow denons, and what | was unable to heal he
restored by a spell of his own. Sone we heal ed were human, and sone of these
took positions at the castle, willingly serving as sentries and as neni al s

t hough no contract bound them But mainly it was the animals who cane to us,
and no creature ever was turned away, not even those known as nonsters, so

| ong as they weaked no havoc. It was a picture book nmarriage.™

She abated her narrative. "I thank thee for telling ne howit was," Stile said
careful ly.

"I have not told thee the half of howit was," she said with surprising
vehemence. "I loved himnot, not enough, and there was a geas upon our union
He knew both these things, yet he treated nme ever with consummate respect and
ki ndness. How | wonged him™"

This was a surprise. "Surely thou dost overstate the easel | can not imagi ne
t hee-"

But confession was upon her. Neysa nade a little shake of her horn, advising
himto be silent, and Stile obeyed. "The geas was inherent in his choice of ne
to wed. He had asked the Oracle for his ideal wife, but had failed to include

in that definition the ideal nother of his children. Thus | |earned when
queried the Oracle about the nunber and nature of ny children-to-be. 'None by
One,' it told me in part, and in time | understood. There was to be no child
by my marriage to him no heir to the Blue Denesnes. In that way | w onged

him And ny |love-" She shrugged. "I was indeed a fool. Still | thought of him
as a lad, a grown child though | knew himfor a man, and a creature of
i ncal cul abl e power. Perhaps it was that power that straitened ny heart agai nst



him How could | truly love one who could so readily destroy all who stood
agai nst hi n? What woul d happen if ever he became woth with ne? And he, aware
of this doubt, forced me not, and therefore had | guilt. So it was for years-"

She broke off, overcome by enption. Stile remained silent. This was an aspect
of her history that instilled msgiving, yet he knew it was best that he know
it.

"Those wasted years!" she cried. "And now too late!™

They had cone to rougher territory, as if the land itself responded to the
Lady' s angui sh of conscience. These were the nere foothills to the Purple
Mount ai ns, Stile knew, yet the ridges and gullies becane steep and the trees
grotesquely gnarled. The turf was thick and springy; the steeds were not
partial to the footing. Stile found the | andscape beautiful, original, and
somehow om nous-1i ke the Lady Bl ue.

"Can we skirt this region?" Stile asked Neysa.

The unicorn blew a note of negation. It seened that this was the only feasible
route. Stile knew better than to challenge this; the unicorn could have w nded
a dragon or sone other natural hazard, and be threading her way safely past.
So they picked their path carefully through the rugged serrations of the |and,
maki ng sl ow progress toward the major range.

The Lady's horse bal ked. She frowned and gently urged it forward, but the mare
circled instead to the side-and bal ked agai n.

"This is odd," the Lady commented, forgetting her recent enotion. "Wat is
bot heri ng thee, Hi nbl ue?"

Then the Lady's fair tresses lifted of their own accord, though there was no
wi nd.

Neysa made a doubl e musical snort. Magically Stile brought out his harnonica.
"Nay, play not," the Lady said hastily. She did not want himto show his power
inthe vicinity of the land of the Little Folk.

But her hair danced about and flung itself across her eyes |like a separately
living thing, and her horse fidgeted with increasing nervousness. Neysa's horn
began to lower to fighting range.

"Just a nmelody," Stile told her. "Neysa and | will play a little tune, just to
calmthy steed.” And to sunmon his magic-just in case.

They played an inmpronptu duet. Neysa's nusic was |ovely, of course-but Stile's
carried the magic. It coalesced like a forming storm charging the imredi ate
at nosphere.

And in that charge, dimfigures began to appear: small, slender humanoids,
with flowi ng hair and shining white robes. They had been invisible; now they
were translucent, the color slowy comng as the nusic thickened the magic
anbi ence. Stile's power was revealing them One of them was hovering near the
Lady, playing with her hair.

"The Sidhe," the Lady breathed, pronouncing it "Shee."

"The Faerie-folk. They were teasing us."

Stile squeezed Neysa's sides with his knees questioningly. She perked her ears



forward: a signal that there was no i nmedi ate danger

Stile continued playing, and the ethereal figures solidified. "O Sidhe," the
Lady said. "Wiy do you interfere with us? W seek no quarrel with your kind."

Then a Faerie-man responded. "W nerely played with thee for fun. Lady of the
Human Fol k, as we do so often with those who are unaware of our nature.

I nnocent mschief is the joy of our kind." H's voice was winningly soft, with
the nmerry tinkle of a nountain streanml et highlighting it. Stile could

appreci ate how readily such a voice could be mi staken for conpletely natura
ef fects-fl owi ng water, blow ng breezes, rustling | eaves.

"And thou," a Sidhe maid said to Stile as he played. "What call hast thou, of
El ven kind, to ride with a mundane woman?" Her voice was as soft as the

di stant cooing of forest doves, seductively sweet, and her face and formwere
simlarly w nsone.

Stile put aside his harnonica. The Sidhe renained tangible; now that they had
been exposed, they had no further need of invisibility. "I ama nman," he said.

"A man-on a uni corn?" she inquired derisively. "Nay, thou art nore likely a
gi ant kobol d, serving in the house of the human |ady. Thou canst not fool her
| ong, sirrahl

Conme, | will offer thee entertainnment fit for thy kind." And she did a little
skip in air that caused her white skirt to sail up, displaying her immorta
| egs to advant age.

"Thou'rt not my kind," Stile insisted, intrigued.

"Dost thou jilt me already?" she flashed, and evanescent sparks radiated from
her hair. "I will have thy fanny in a hoist, ingrate!"

Neysa shifted her horn to bear on the Faerie-lass, who skipped ninbly aside.
These nmmgical creatures mght not fear the weapons of human bei ngs, but the
unicorn's horn was itself magical, and would take its toll of any creature.

Stile lifted his harnmonica to his nouth again.

"Yea, play!" the Sidhe |ady exclained. "I will forgive thee thine indiscretion
if thou playest while we dance."

It was a face-saving maneuver on her part, but Stile decided to go along. He
did not want to have to use overt magic here. He played, and Neysa acconpani ed
him and the nusic was marvelously light and pretty. Stile had been a fair
nmusi ci an before he cane to Phaze, but he had inproved substantially since.

The Sidhe flocked in and forned their formation in midair. They danced,
wheeling in pairs, singing and clapping their little hands. The mal es stood
about four and a half feet tall, with calloused hands and curly short beards;
the fenmales were closer to four feet, and all were delicate of |linb and torso.
They whirled and pranced, the girls flinging their skirts out with delightful
abandon, the men doing el aborate dance steps. It was beautiful, and | ooked

i ke an extraordinary anmount of fun.

After a time, the Sidhe dansel floated back down to Stile. She perched on
Neysa's horn, sonewhat to the unicorn's annoyance. She was breathing briskly,
her full bodice flexing rhythmcally. "Gve o' er, giant elf; thou'rt
forgiven!" she exclainmed. "Now cone dance with ne, before sunset, while thy
steed plays her horn." And she reached out a hand to him the tiny fingers



beckoni ng.

Stile glanced at the Lady Blue, who nodded affirmatively. Neysa shrugged. Both
evidently felt it was better to go along with the Faerie-folk than to oppose
them They were getting along well at the nmonent; better not to disrupt the
nmood, for such creatures could be unpl easant when angered, and their tenpers
were volatile. Stile had seen that in the nercurial reactions of this little

| ady.

Yet he denmurred, nore diplomatically this tine. "Elven lass, | can not dance
in air without magic." And he was not about to reveal his true nature now.

Al ready he understood that Adepts were held in as poor regard by the Little
Fol k as by ordinary human peopl e.

"Then shall | join thee below, " she said, descending lightly to the turf.
Then, abruptly shy: "I am Thistlepuff."

Stile dismounted. "I am Stile." He stood alnost a foot taller than she, and
really did feel like a giant now. WAas this the way Hul k saw the worl d?

"The bridge between pastures?" Thistlepuff exclainmed, correctly interpreting
his name. Then she did a pirouette, again causing her skirt to rise and expose
her fine and slender legs. This was a characteristic gesture with her. In the
frame of Proton, where all serfs were naked, no such effect was possible, and
Stile found it al nost enbarrassingly appealing. The brief glinpse seened
better than the constant view, because of the surprise and nystery. d othing,
he realized, was al so nagic.

Stile had played the Gane in Proton for nmost of his life. Part of the Gane was
the colum of the Arts, and part of the Naked Arts was Dance. He was an
athlete and a gymmast, and he had a good nenory and sense of pace. Hence Stile
could dance as well as any man, and a good deal better than nost. He had

wat ched and anal yzed the patterns of the Faerie dance, and now understood it
wel | enough. If this sprite thought to make a fool of himfor the

entertai nment of her peers, she woul d be di sappoi nted.

He went into a whirl of his own, matching Thistlepuff's effort. There was a
faint "Oooh" of surprise, and the other Faerie-fol k gathered about to watch.
Yes, they had thought to have sport with him The [ass stepped blithely into
his arms, and he swung her in Sidhe fashion. Her head topped at the |evel of
his shoul der, and she was light as a puff of snmoke, but she was also |lithe and
sweet to hold. She spun out and kicked one leg high in the manner of a

bal | eri na-oh, didn't she love to show those | egs!-while he steadied her by the
ot her hand. Then she spun back into his enbrace, making a little leap so that
her face met his in a fleeting kiss that struck and dissipated like a breath
of cool fog.

They noved into a small pronmenade, and he tossed her into the air for a
graceful flip and caught her neatly at the waist. Light as she was, it was
easy to do the notions, and he enjoyed it. He felt nmore and nore like the
gi ant he never had been, and privately he reveled in it.

When t he denonstration was through, the Sidhe spectators applauded gl eefully.
"Thou hast danced before!" Thistlepuff exclained, her bosom heaving with even
nore abandon. "Yet thou dost claimto be human!"

"Hurman bei ngs can dance,"” Stile said. "The Lady | serve could do as well." He
hoped that was the case; it occurred to himas he spoke that though he had
seen the Lady Blue ride marvelously well, he had never seen her dance. Yet of

course she could do it!



Neysa blew a note of caution. But it was too late. Stile, in his inexperience
with the Faerie-fol k had made anot her bl under. Thistlepuff was frowning
m schi evously at the Lady Bl ue.

"So thou sayest?" the Sidhe inquired, as sharply as the sound of the wood of a
tree-linmb snappi ng under too great a burden of snow. "Thou art of the Elven

ki nd, surely; but she is as surely mundane. W shall see how she can dance."
And the Sidhe recentered their ring on the |ady.

He had gotten her into this; he would have to get her out. Stile crossed to
the Lady as she disnounted. He could not even apol ogi ze; that would betray the
situation to the Faerie-folk. He had to bluff it through-and he hoped that she
could and woul d go al ong.

The Lady Blue smled enigmatically and took his proffered hand. Good; at | east
she accepted himas a partner. It would have been disaster with a m schi evous
four-and-a-half-foot-tall Sidhe male for a dancing partner! At least Stile
woul d keep his feet mainly on the ground.

It would have to be inpronmptu free-form for they had had no rehearsal. Stile
hoped the Lady had anal yzed the dancing patterns as he had. But he let her
| ead, so that she could show hi mwhat she want ed.

Suddenly they were in it. The Lady was taller than he and as heavy-but al so as
lithe and |light on her feet as a woman could be. Wien he swung her, she was
solid, not at all like Thistlepuff, yet she noved precisely. He did not try to
toss her in air, but she was so well bal anced he could hold her up readily,
and whirl her freely. When he noved, she matched him when he stepped, she

st epped; when he | eaped, she was with him In fact, she was the best dancer he
had encount er ed.

It was a fragnment of heaven, being with her like this. For the monent he could
al nost believe she was his. Wen they danced apart, she was a marvel of notion
and symetry; when they danced together, she was absolute delight. Now he

wi shed this dance could go on forever, keeping his dream alive.

But then Neysa brought her harnonica nmelody to a close, and the dance ended.
The Si dhe appl auded. "Aye, she can dance!" Thistlepuff agreed ruefully.
"Mayhap she has sone inkling of Faerie blood in her ancestry after all. Thou
hast shanmed us, and we nmust make anend. Cone to our village this night."

"We dare not decline their hospitality,” the Lady Blue nurnured in his ear
She was glowing with her effort of the dance, and he w shed he coul d enbrace
her and kiss her. But this was one blunder he knew better than to nake.

Now t he steep bank of a ridge opened in a door. There was |ight inside, and
war nt h. The passage into the hill was broad enough for the steeds, and these
were of course wel come. They wal ked into the Faerie village.

Inside it was amazingly large. This was technically a cave, but it seened nore
like a clearing in a deep wood at night, the walls invisible in their

bl ackness. A cheery fire blazed in the center. Already a feast was being laid
out: a keg of liqueur, nmany delicious-snelling breadstuffs, fresh vegetables,
pots of roasted potatoes and buckets of nilk and honey and dew. For the
animal s there was copious grain and fragrant hay and a sparkling stream

Then Stile remenbered sonmething fromhis chil dhood readings. "If a human bei ng
part akes of Faerie food, is he not doomed to |ive anpbng them forever? W have
busi ness el sewhere-"



Thi st epuff | aughed with the sound of rain spattering into a quiet pond. "Thou
really art not of our kind, then! How canst thou believe that myth? Thou hast
it backwards: if ever one of the Sidhe forsakes his own and consunes nundane
food, he is doonmed to become nortal. That is the true tragedy."

Stile | ooked at Neysa, enbarrassed. She blew a positive note-no danger here.
Thi st epuff had spoken the truth, or close enough to it to elimnate his
concern. So he had bl undered again, but not seriously; the Sidhe were anused.

Now they ate, and it was an excellent repast. Afterwards, pleasantly sated,
they avail ed thensel ves of the Faerie sanitary facilities, which were
concealed in a thick bed of toadstools, then accepted invisible hammobcks in
lieu of beds. Stile was so confortable that he fell alnmpst instantly to sleep
and remai ned in blissful repose until a beam of sunlight struck his face in

t he norni ng.

Startled, he | ooked about. He was lying in a bed of femin a niche in the
gully. No cave, no invisible hamock, no Faerie village! The Lady Bl ue was up
before him she had already fetched fruit from some nei ghboring tree. Neysa
and Hi nbl ue were grazing.

Stile was abashed. "Last night-what | remenber-the Sidhe-did | dream ?"

The Lady Blue presented himw th a pomegranate. "OF dancing with the
Faerie-fol k? Sharing their food? Consunming too rmuch of their nefarious dew so
that thou didst sleep like a rock forever in their invisible hamock? It nust
have been a dream for | renmenber it not."

There was a nusical, mrthful snort from Neysa
"Even so," Stile agreed, concentrating on the fruit. Was his face as red as
its juice? The Sidhe had had sonme sport with himafter all. But how gl ad he
was to note that the Lady's heavy nood had lifted.

"Yet dost thou dance divinely in thy dreams."” The Lady was for a nonent
pensive, then reverted briskly to business. "If thou dost not get thy lazy
bones al oft, never shall we locate the PlatinumEl ves in time for thee to go
divert thyself at thy next other frane game with thy nechani cal paramour.”

Barbed wit, there! The Proton Tourney was no fun diversion, but a matter of
life or nonlife on that planet. Stile rose with alacrity. "One nore day, one
nore night-that's all the time | have until | have to report for Round Two of
t he Tourney."

Soon they were on their way again. It had been a good night; hunman and equi ne
bei ngs had extra vigor. Neysa and Hi nblue stepped out briskly, hurdling the
ridges and gullies and hummocks. Neysa, conscious of the equine limtations of
the natural horse, did not push the pace too fast, but niles were traversed
swiftly. The Lady Bl ue, of course, rode expertly. Stile mght be the best
rider in Phaze, but she was the second best.

After an hour Stile becane aware of sonething fleeting. "Hold," he nurnured.
Neysa, feeling his bodily reaction, was al ready turning around.

"I's aught amiss?" the Lady Blue inquired, elevating an eyebrow prettily.
"The curtain,"” Stile said. "W just passed it. | need to note where it is, as

a matter of future reference. There nmay be good places to cross it to Proton
if only I can locate them™



"There are times when | wish | could cross that curtain,” she said wistfully.
"But hardly can | even perceive it."

"Ah-here it is," Stile said. "Proceedi ng northeast/ southwest, angling up from
the Purple Muuntains. O course it may curve about, in between reference
poi nts, but-"

The Lady waved a hand. "Cross it, my lord, and see where it |eads. Only forget
not to return, lest | abscond with thy steed."

Stile laughed, then spelled hinmself through

The ot her side was hot and bl eak. The ubi quitous cloud of pollution was

thi nner here, but the haze still shrouded a distant force-field donme. This was
not a good place to cross; he needed a section within a done, or very close to
one. Ah, well-it had been worth checking. He rel eased his held breath and

wi |l ed hinmself back into Phaze as he stepped back across the faint
scintillation.

It was a great relief to see the lush greenery formaround him What a ness
the Ctizens had nade of the surface of their planet, in the name of progress!
"I"msatisfied. Let's go"

"Yet if | could cross, it would mean there would be no one for Hulk," the Lady
concl uded.

By midnorning they had reached the fringe of the Platinum Demesnes; Elven
war ner - markers so inforned them

Now Stile uncorked the Yellow Adept's gift-potion and applied it liberally to
his face and hands. He offered some to the Lady, but she denurred; she did not
care to snell like an elf. Since she was obviously no threat to anyone, Stile
trusted it would be all right.

The Pl ati num Denmesnes were in the Purple Muntains proper. The access-pass was
mar ked by a neat wooden sign: PT78. Stile snmiled, recognizing the scientific
synmbol and atom c nunber of platinum surely some crossover fromthe frame of
Proton, here. Evidently these Little People had a sense of unity or of hunor.

They rode up the narrow trail. The nmountain slopes rose up steeply on either
si de, becomi ng al nbst vertical. It would be very easy for soneone to rol

boul ders down; the stones would flatten anyone m sfortunate enough to be in
their way. Except an ogre or an Adept. Stile kept his hand on his harnonica
and his mnd on a boul der-repul sion spell he had devised. He did not want to
use magi ¢ here, but he wanted even less to suffer death by stoning.

Then they encountered a hanging bridge. It crossed a deep, dark chasmtoo w de
for Neysa to leap, but the bridge was too narrow and fragile to support equine
wei ght. Neysa coul d change form and cross, but that woul d not hel p Hi nbl ue.
Stile considered casting a spell to transport the horse across, but vetoed it
hinsel f; the Platinum El ves coul d be watching. So-they would have to cross the
hard way, by navigating the chasm manual ly. Perhaps this was a deliberate
hurdle to test the nature of intruders, separating the natural fromthe
supernatural -or, nore likely, the Elven folk did not want nmounted visitors
charging into their Demesnes.

There was a precarious path down into the chasm and another rising on the far
side. Probably the two connected, below Stile and the Lady started down,
riding, because the steeds did not trust the people's ability to navigate such



a pass safely alone. But Stile kept his hand on the harnonica.

The touch of that rmnusical instrument rem nded hi mhe was com ng here for a
flute. Yet how could a musical instrument avail hin? Wiat he really needed was
a weapon. Well, he should soon be finding out!

Fortunately the path did not descend far. It reached a broad | edge that cut
into the chasm reducing it to a wdth that could be conveniently hurdl ed by
the steeds. The path continued on down into the chasm but they did not follow
it. They jumped across the ugly crack and started up the other side. Stile was
aware of a hot draft that cane up erratically fromthe depths, snelling of
sulfur. He did not like it.

They energed at the top of that chasm and continued on up the path. Now t hey
were higher in the nountain range, nearing the top-and they rounded the crest,
and the | andscape leveled, and lo! it was only a larger foothill. Ahead the
real nountains |ooned, sloping up into the clouds. They were tall enough to
mai ntain snow, but it was purple snow

On this brief level spot was a nound, overgrown by turf and vines. The path
led right toit; in fact there was a stone entranceway. "Methinks we have
arrived," Stile murmured, disnounting.

"Met hi nks thou shalt not swiftly depart,” a voice said behind him Stile
turned to find a small man in the path behind. He stood about four inches
shorter than Stile, but was broader in proportion. Hi s skin was an al nost
transl ucent blue, and his clothing was steel -gray.

"Thou rmust be of the Elven Folk," Stile said. "I come to beg a favor of the
wor kers of platinum"™

"We do work platinum™" the elf agreed. "But we do no favors for outsiders.
Thou art now our prisoner, and thy human conpanion." He gestured with his

shi ning sword. "Now proceed into the nound, the two of you. Thine animals wll
join our herds outside."

Neysa turned on the arrogant elf, but Stile laid a cautioning hand on her
back. "We canme to petition; we nmust yield to them" he murrmured. "If they
treat us ill, thou canst then act as thou see-est fit. An thou dost find ne
fettered, free ne to play ny nusic."

Neysa made an al nost inperceptible nod with her horn. Once Stile had access to
his music, he could bring his powers of nagic into play, and would then be
able to handle hinself. So the risk was less than it seemed. He and the Lady
suffered thenselves to be herded into the nound.

Inside it was gloonmy, with only wan light filtering in through refractive
vents. Several other arnmed elves were there, garbed like the first. Their

| eader stepped up and appraised Stile and the Lady as if they were newly
purchased animals. He sniffed as he approached Stile. "This one be El ven," he
pronounced. "But the woman is human. H mwe shall spare to |abor at our
forges; her we shall use as tribute to the beast."

"I's this the way thy kind wel cones those who cone peaceably to deal with
thee?" Stile asked. There was no way he would permt the Lady Blue to be
abused.

"Silence, captive!" the elf cried, striking at Stile's face with a backhand
swing of his arm



The bl ow, of course, never |anded. Stile ducked away fromit and caught the
elf's armin a punishing subm ssion hold. "I can not imagine the elders of thy
ki nd being thus inhospitable,” he said mldly. "I suggest that thou dost
sunmon t hem now. "

"No need,"” a new voice said. It was a frail, |ong-bearded old elf, whose face
and hands were black and winkled. "CGuards, begone! |I will deal with this
matter nyself."

Stile let go his captive, and the young el ves faded into the crevices and
cranni es of the chanber. The ol dster faced Stile.

"I am Pyreforge, chief of the tribe of Platinum Mund Fol k of the Dark El ves.
| apol ogi ze for the inhospitability shown thee by our inpetuous young. It is
thy size they resent, for they take thee to be a giant of our kind."

"Agiant!" Stile exclained, amused. "I'mfour feet eleven inches tall!"
"And | amfour feet five inches tall," Pyreforge said. "It is the odor of thy
poti on that deceives us, as well as thy size. To what do we owe this visit by
t he Lady and Bl ue Adept ?"

Stile smled ruefully. "I had thought not to be so obvious."

"Thou art not. | was del ayed researching ny references for thy description. |
pored all through the Elven species in vain. It was the unicorn that at | ast
betrayed thee, though we thought Blue recently deceased."

"Neysa woul d never-"

The old elf held up a withered hand. "I queried the 'corn not. But no nan save
one rides the unicorn, or travels with the fairest of human | adies. That be
the inposter Blue Adept-who | think will not be considered inposter |ong."

Stile relaxed. "Oh. O course. Those nust be conprehensive references thou
hast . "

"Indeed. Yet they are oft tantalizingly inconplete. Be it true that thou didst
cone recently on the scene in the guise of thy nurdered self, and when the

uni corns and werewol ves chal | enged thee perfornmed two acts of magic, the first
of whi ch was inconsequential and the second enchantnment |ike none known
before, that established thee as the nost powerful nmagician of the frane
despite being a novice?"

"It may be true," Stile agreed, taken aback. He had rather underestimted his
magi cal strength on that occasion! Probably it had been the strength of his
feeling that had done it, rather than any special aptness at magic.

Then, perceiving that the El der was genuinely curious, he anplified: "I am of
Proton-frame, cone to take up the mantle of my Phaze-self and set to right the
wrong of his nurder. When the unicorn Herd Stallion challenged me to show ny
magic, | made a spell to wall himin. Wen ny unicorn steed yiel ded her
anbition on ny behalf, | made an oath of friendship to her. It had a broader
conpass than | expected.”

The El der nodded. "Ah. And the 'corns and 'wol ves have not warred since. Thou
art indeed Adept."

"Yet not ommipotent. Now must | need neet the Herd Stallion again, at the
Unol ynpics, and I amnot his match wi thout magic. The Oracle sent ne to borrow



the Plati numFlute."

"Ah, now it cones clear. That would of course avail thee." Yet the elf seened

col d.

"That | amglad to hear,"” Stile said. "I have heard it said that nusic has
charmto soothe the savage breast, but whether it soothe the breast of a
beast - "

The El der frowned. "Yet it is forbidden for us to yield this instrunment,
however briefly, to a human person, and doubly forbidden to lend it to an
Adept. Knowest thou not its power?"

Stile shook his head. "I know only what the Oracle advised."

"No need for mystery. The wielder of the Flute is i mune fromthe negation of
magi c. There are other qualities about it, but that is the primary one."

Stile thought about that. For an ordinary person, the Flute would provide
little advantage. But for a magic creature, such as a werewolf, it would
protect his ability to shape-change, and that could on occasion be a matter of
life and death. For an Adept-

Wth the Flute in his possession. Stile could draw on his full powers of
magi c, even within the magi c-negating circle of unicorns. The Herd Stallion
woul d not be able to stand against him The Oracle had spoken truly; this was
the instrunment he needed.

But at the sane tinme, he could understand why the Mund Fol k did not want him
to have it. The existence of various magic-nullifiers prevented the Adepts
from bei ng overwhel mingly powerful. If an Adept obtained possession of the
Plati num Flute, there would be no effective limt to his wll.

"I appreciate thy concern," Stile said. "In fact, | agree with it. The |ikes
of me should not possess the likes of this."

The Lady Blue's head turned toward hi m questioningly. 'Thou dost not abuse thy
power . "

"How coul d the Muund Fol k be assured of that?" Stile asked her. "There is
corruption in power. And if the Flute were taken from me by anot her Adept,
what then would be the limt?"

"It is good that thou dost understand,"” the Elder said. "The Oracle oft does
gi ve unuseful advice, accurate though it be. We Elves have great pride in our
artifacts, and trade themfreely for things of equal value. But the Flute is
special; it required many years |abor by our finest artisans, and is our nost
preci ous and potent device. It has no equal value. No other tribe has its

mat ch; not the goldsmiths or the silversnmiths or the ironsmths or the

woodsm ths or bonesnmiths. W alone work the lord of nmetals; we alone contro
the platinum m ne and have the craftsmen and the nagic to shape it into usable
form Thou art not asking for a trifle. Adept."

"Yes," Stile agreed. "Yet is the Oracle wont to provide advice that can in no
wi se be inpl ement ed?"

"Never. | termed it unuseful, in the sense that surely there is sone sinpler
way to achieve thy mission with the Herd Stallion than this.

M sinterpretations nay abate the worth of an Oracle's nessage, but always the
essence is there and true. There nmust be sone pattern to this. Therefore mnust



we deal with thee, can we but find the way. Thou knowest that even for the
briefest | oan we must extract a price."

"I amprepared to offer fair exchange, though |I know not what that m ght be."
"There is little we need fromthy kind."

"I do have resources, shouldst thou choose to tolerate the practice of nagic
in thy Demesnes. |s there anything that requires the talent of an Adept?"

Pyreforge considered gravely. "There be only two things. The lesser is not a
task any man can perform and the greater is unknown even to us. W know only
that it rmust be perforned by the finest nortal nusician of Phaze."

"l do not claimto be the finest nusician, but | amskilled," Stile said.

The wi zened elf raised a shriveled eyebrow "Skilled enough to play the
Fl ut e?"

"I amconversant with the flute as an instrunent. | should be able to play the
Pl ati num Flute unless there be a geas against it."

The El der considered again. He was obviously ill at ease. "It is witten that
he who plays the Flute well enough to make our nountain trenble will be the
foreordai ned savi or of Phaze. Dost thou think thou art that one?"

Stile spread his hands. "I doubt it. I was not even aware that Phaze was in
j eopardy. "

"The Oracle surely knows, however. |If the Tine of Decision draws nigh . "
Pyreforge shook his head dolefully. "I think we nust try thee on the Flute,
though it grieves me with spreading nmisgiving." He glanced at a crevice, where
a guard lurked. "How be the |ight outside?"

The guard hurried outside. In a nmoment he returned. "Overcast, shrouded by
fog. It will not lift this hour."

"Then may we gather outside. Summon the tribe this instant.”

The guard di sappeared again. "This be no casual matter, Adept. The Flute
extends its force regardl ess, protecting the nmagic of the holder. An thou
shoul dst betray us, we nmust die to a man to recover it, killing thee if we
can. | think thou canst be trusted, and on that needs rmust | ganble; my life
be forfeit an | be in error.”

Stile did not like this either, but he was not sure howto alleviate the elf's
concer n.

"Let thy warriors fix their threats on ne," the Lady Blue said. "My Lord will
not betray thee."

Pyreforge shook his head. "This be not our way. Lady, despite the ignorance of
our commoners. And it would not avail against the typical Adept, who val ues
not hi ng nore than his power."

"Well | know the justice of thy concern. Yet would | stake my life upon ny
Lord's integrity."

The Elder smiled. "No need. Lady. Already have | staked mine. No | esser
host age preserves the peace in these Denmesnes, when an Adept nanifests here. |



do this only for that the Oracle has cast its inpact on us, and ny books
suggest the ponderosity of the situation. Fate draws the string on every
creature, inquiring not what any person's preference nmight be." He returned
his attention to Stile. "The Flute's full power is available only to the one
who can naster it conpletely, the one for whomit is destined. W made it, but
can not use it; only the Foreordained can exploit it ultimtely. Wen he
cones, the end of the present order will be near. This is why we can not give
up the Flute to any | esser person."

"I seek only to borrowit," Stile rem nded him But this did not |ook

prom sing. If he were not the Foreordai ned, they would not |et himborrow the
Flute; if he were, there was a great deal nore riding on this than his
encounter with the Herd Stallion

They wal ked outside. The cl oud-cover had intensified, shrouding all the
nmount ai n above their level, leaving only a lowceilinged |layer of visibility,
like a huge room The elves of the tribe had gathered on the knoll, conpletely
surroundi ng the nmound-young and ol d, wonen and children too. Most were sl ender
and handsone, and anong themthe wonmen were phenonenally lovely, but a few
wer e darkened and winkled |ike the Elder. Stile was the cynosure of all their
eyes; he saw them neasuring him disconfited by his large stature; he did

i ndeed feel like a giant, and no | onger experienced any exhilaration in the
sensation. All his life he had privately |onged for nore height; now he
under st ood that such a thing would not be an unm xed bl essing, and perhaps no
blessing at all. Hulk had tried to tell him The problemwas not height; it
was in being different, in whatever manner

"W can not bear the direct light of the sun, being Dark Elves," the El der
said. "Should a sunbeam strike us, we turn instantly to stone. That is why the
fog is so inportant, and why we reside in these oft-shrouded nmountains, and
sel dom go abroad from our mounds by day. Yet like all our kind we like to
dance, and at night when it is safe and the noons be bright we conme out. | was
in my youth careless, and a ray pierced a thin cloud and transfixed nme ere
coul d seek cover; | turned not to stone but becane as | amnow It was the wan
sun, not mne age, that scorched ne."

"I mght heal thee of that," Stile said. "If thou wi shes! A spell of healing-"

"What | might wish is of no account. | nust needs live with the consequence of
nmy folly-as must we all."

Now an el f brought, with an air of cerenony, a sonber wooden case. "Borrow the
Flute for the hour only,"” the Elder told Stile. "Ascertain for thyself and for
us thy relation to it. The truth be greater than the will of any of us; it

nmust be known."

Stile took the precious case. Inside, in cushioned splendor, lay the severa
pi eces of gleamng netal tubing. Platinum yes-a fortune in precious netal
exclusive of its worth as a nusic instrunent, which had to be considerabl e,
and its value as a magic talisman. He lifted out the pieces carefully and
assenbled it, conscious of its perfect heft and workmanshi p. The King of

Fl utes, surely!

Meanwhi | e the Mound Fol k watched in sullen silence, and the El der tal ked,
unable to contain his pride in the instrument. "Qur mne be not pure platinum
there is an adm xture of gold and indium That provides character and

har dness. W nake many tool s and weapons and utensils, though few of these are
i mbued with magic. There is also a trace of Phazite in the Flute, too."

"Phazite?" Stile inquired, curious. "I amnot famliar with that nmetal."



"Not metal, precisely, but mineral. Thou mayest know of it as Protonite."

"Protonite!" Stile exclainmed. "The energy-nineral? | thought that existed only
in Proton-frame."

"It exists here too, but in another aspect, as do all things. Wrt thou not
aware that Phazite be the fundanental repository of magic here? In
Proton-frame it yields physical energy in abundance; in Phaze-frame it yields
magi c. Every act of magi c exhausts sone of that power- but the stores of it
are so great and full Adepts so fewthat it will endure yet for nmillennia."

"But in Proton they are mining it, exporting it at a horrendous rate!"

"They are foolish, there. They will exhaust in decades what woul d ot herwi se
have served thema hundred tines as long. It should be conserved for this
world."

So Phaze was likely to endure a good deal |onger than Proton, Stile realized.
That made Phaze an even better place to be. But why, then, was there this
premoni ti on of the Foreordai ned, and of the end of Phaze? Stile could
appreci ate why Pyreforge was di sturbed; there were indeed hints of sonething
seriously am ss.

What woul d happen when Proton ran out of Protonite? Wuld Ctizens start
crossing the curtain to raid the supplies of Phazite? If so, terrible trouble
was ahead, for Citizens would I et nothing inhibit themfromgratification of
their desires. Only the abolition of the curtain would prevent them from

ravi shi ng Phaze as they had ravi shed Proton. Yet how could a natural yet
intangible artifact like the curtain be renoved?

Now t he Flute was assenbl ed and conplete. It was the nost beautiful instrument
Stile had ever seen. He lifted it slowy to his mouth. "May |?" he asked.

"Do the best thou canst with it," the elf said tightly. "Never have we heard
its sound; we can not play it. Only a nortal can do that."

Stile applied his lips, set his fingers, and bl ew experinentally.

A pure, liquid, ineffably sweet note poured out. It sounded across the

| andscape, transfixing all the spectators. Elder and elves alike stood raptly,
and Neysa perked her ears forward; the Lady Blue seened transcendentally fair,
as if a sanguine breeze caressed her. There was a special flute-quality to the
note, of course-but nore than that, for this was no ordinary flute. The note
was ecstatic inits force and clarity and col or-the quintessence of sound.

Then Stile noved into an inpronptu nel ody. The instrument responded |ike a
living extension of hinmself, seenming to possess nerves of its own. It was

i mpossible to mis-key such a flute; it was too perfect. And it came to him in
a mnor revelation, that this nmust be the way it was to be a unicorn, with a
[iving, musical horn. No wonder those creatures played so readily and well!
Now t he Mound Fol k danced. Their sull enness vani shed, conpelled away by the
musi c, and their feet becane light. They formed their ranks on the ground, not
inthe air, and kept their nmotions on a single plane, but they were abandoned
in their sheer joy of notion. The elves scintillated as they turned, and their
dansel s gl owed. They spun into convoluted patterns that neverthel ess possessed
t he beauty of organization. They flung out and in; they kicked their feet in
uni son; the elves swng the maids and the maids swung the elves; they threaded
their way through each other in a tapestry of ever-increasing intricacy. There
were no tosses or acrobatic swi ngs, nmerely synchroni zed patterns that



coal esced into an artistic whole. Over and through it all passed the grandeur
of the nusic of the Flute, fashioning fromdisparate elements an al nost divine
unity. It was not Stile's skill so nmuch as the tal ent bequeathed by the
perfect instrument; he could not shanme it by delivering | ess than his

ul timat e.

Stile saw that the fog was lifting and thinning, as if dissipated by the
musi c. The clouds roiled and struggled to free thenmsel ves of their
confinenent. He brought the recital to a close, and the dancing cane to a neat
halt as if it had been planned exactly this way. Again the Mund Fol k stood

still, but now they were smling. Even the guards who had greeted Stile so
i nhospitably had relaxed their resentnent. "That was the | oveliest nusic
ever did hear," the Elder said. "It nade our finest dance. Thou hast rare

talent. Yet did the nountain not shake."
"I't did not shake," Stile agreed, relieved.
"Thou art not the Foreordained."”

"Never did | claimto be."

"Still, thou canst play marvelously well. If the Oracle decrees that the Flute
be | oaned to thee, it may be that we are constrained to oblige."

"This | would appreciate,” Stile said, taking apart the instrunment and
returning it carefully to its case. "If thou dost trust ne withit."

But now the circled Mund Fol k frowned and nuttered. The roil of the clouds
had stilled when the nusic stopped, but the disturbance seened to have passed
into the elves. "Nay, mnmy people will not so lightly tolerate that. Perhaps if
we borrowed thy service in exchange-"

The nmuttering subsided. "I amwlling to do what service | may," Stile said.
"But | can not remain here long. | have commitnments el sewhere. | will need the
Flute for a nunber of days, until the Unolynpic."

The nmuttering began again. "Desist this noise!" the Elder cried at the elves,
annoyed. "W shall fashion a fair bargain or not part with the Flute." He
accepted the Flute case from Stile; in this judgment, at |east, he had not
been mi staken. Stile had neither abused the Flute nor sought to retain it

wi t hout perm ssion. "Now get under cover before the cloud breaks!"

There was little danger of that now, but the Mund Folk hurried away. Stile
and the Lady returned inside the nearest mound with the El der, while Neysa and
H nbl ue returned to their grazing.

"It could be said," Pyreforge said after reflection, "that thou dost borrow
the Flute only to bring it to the one for whomit is intended. The

For eor dai ned. "

"But | do not know the Foreordained!"

"Then shalt thou quest for him"

Stile understood the nature of the offer. Such a quest could take as long as
he needed for the Flute. Yet it would have to be a true mission. "How coul d

know hi nP"

"He would play the Flute better than thee."



"There may be many who can do that."

"1 think not. But thou wouldst send himto us, as we can not fare forth to
seek him and we would know by the tenor of the nmountain his identity. If he

pl ayed well, but was not the Foreordained, we at |east would have the Flute
back. "

"This seens |less than certain. | think, at least for the acqui escence of thy
people, | need to earn this borrowi ng. Thou didst mention two tasks, the

| esser of which no man mght perform Yet | am Adept."

"Canst thou wield a broadsword?"

"I can," Stile replied, surprised.
"This task bears the threat of ugly death to any but the nost skilled and
persi stent swordsman."

"l have faced such threats before. | would feel nore secure fromthemw th the
Flute in nmy hands and a broadsword ready."

"Assuredly. Then listen. Adept. There is beneath our Mund Denesnes and bel ow
our platinummne, deep in a cave hewn fromout of the Phazite bedrock, one of
the Wrnms of the fundanent, ancient and strong and savage and fiery."

"A dragon!" Stile exclained.

"Even so. But not one of the ordinary reptiles of the southern narches beyond
t hese nountains. This nonster has slowy tunnel ed through the nmountain range
during all the tinme we have m ned here. Now we have come within awareness of
each other. The Wrm be centuries old, and its teeth are worn and its heat

di m ni shed so that it can no | onger consume rock as readily as in bygone
centuries, yet it is beyond our means to thwart. It requires fromus tribute-"

"Hurmman sacrifice!" Stile exclained, remenbering the threat the el ves had made
concerning the Lady Bl ue.

"Even so. We like this not, yet if we fail to deliver on schedule, the Wrm
will exert itself and underm ne our foundations and nmelt our platinumore and
we shall be finished as smths. W are smithy elves, highly specialized; it
took us a long tine to work up to platinumand becorme proficient with it. W
can not go back to nmere gold, even if other tribes had not already filled in
that specialty. W nust maintain our present |evel, or become as nothing. Wy
peopl e woul d sooner go out in sunlight."”

"So thou dost need that dragon elimnated,” Stile concl uded.

"For that | believe ny people would abate their disquietous nurnurings about
the loan of the Flute."

"Even so," Stile said warily. "This is a | arge dragon?"
"Enor nous. "
"Breathes fire?"

"Twenty-foot jets fromeach nostril."

" Ar nor ed?"



"Stainless steel overlapping scales. Five-inch claws. Six-inch teeth.
Li ghtning bolts from eyes. "

" Tenper ament ?"
" Aggressive. "
"Resi stive to magic?"

"Extremely. The Worm beds in Phazite, so has devel oped a consi derabl e
imunity."

"I wonder what it was like in its prine?" Stile nused.

"No matter. In its prime it needed not the tribute of our kind."

"But if the Platinum Flute were enpl oyed-"

"The magi c of the Flute be stronger than the anti-nmagic of the Wrm"

"Then it is possible that an Adept carrying the Flute could dispatch the
creature.”

"Possi ble. But hardly probable. The Wrm cannot be abolished by magi c al one.’
"Well, 1'd be willing to make the attenpt.”

"Nay!" the Lady Blue cried. "Few dragons hast thou encountered; thou knowest
not their nature. Accept not this perilous mssion!"

"I would not borrow a thing of value without giving service in return," Stile
said. "But if |I could borrowthe Flute to brace the Worm thereafter | would
feel justified in borrowing it for one task of nmine own. There night be other
uses | could nake of it besides matching a unicorn stallion, until | locate
the one for whomthe Flute be intended."

"Thou nmeanest to brace the Wrn?" the El der asked.

"At least to make the attenpt. If | fail to dispatch it, | will return the
Flute immediately to thee, if | remain able to do so."

"Nay!" the Lady cried again. "This is too high a price to risk, for the nmere
post ponenent of the breeding of one mare. She is mine oath-friend, yet-"

"For that trifle thou dost this?" the El der demanded, abruptly suspi cious.
"Thou dost risk thy life against the Worm and thy pride against the Stallion
for ... ?"

"She is a very special nmare, also nine oath-friend," Stile said stiffly, not
wanting to admt that things had pyram ded sonmewhat.

"I fear my people will not support this," the Elder said. "They will fear thou
woul dst borrow the Flute nmerely to abscond with it, facing no Worm Wo woul d
stop thee, armed with it?"

Both Stile and the Lady reacted with anger. "My Lord Blue does not cheat!" she
flared. "I thought we had al ready made proof of this. Again will | stand
hostage to that."

"Nay," Stile said, touched by her loyalty, though he knew it was the honor of



t he Bl ue Denesnes she was protecting rather than hinmself. "Thou'rt no
host age. "

The El der's canny gaze passed fromone to another. "Yet perhaps this would do,
this time. Let the Lady be ny guest, here, for a few hours; do we care if

ot hers assunme she be security for this |oan of the Flute? Methinks no man
woul d | eave his love to be sacrificed to a dragon. If the Wormbe slain, thy
nettle is proved, and the loan is good."

"The Lady is not ny-" Stile started, then reconsidered. It was a matter he
preferred not to discuss here. Also, he would be operating on an extrenely
tenuous footing if he denied his |love for her. He would not pernit her to be
fed to the dragon, whatever her feeling for him

"Qthers be not aware of that," the Elder said, delicately skirting the issue.
"Few know that the Lord of the Blue Denmesnes has changed. Let her remain with
me, and none of ny people will hold thy notive in suspicion. She will not be
ill-treated." He glanced at the Lady. "Dost thou perchance play chess?"

"Perchance," she agreed, smling.

Stile realized that the El der had proffered a viable conpromise. It was a way
to suppress the objections of the Mound Fol k, without really threatening the
Lady. Certainly Stile was not about to take her with himto meet the dragon

"Do thou keep the harnonica during mne absence," Stile said to the Lady,
handi ng her the instrument. "This time | must use the Flute."

"I like this not," she said grimy. But she took the harmonica. If Stile did
not return, she would at least retain this nenento of her husband.

Pyreforge, neanwhile, was setting up the chessnen.

Stile carried the Flute with himinto the depth of the crevice. Now he knew
the origin of the hot wind and denonic odor fromthis crevasse. The Wrm
[ urked bel ow

He had never fought a real dragon before, as the Lady had mentioned, and was

not entirely sangui ne about this one. The cl osest approach to a dragon he had
made was the one in the Bl ack Denesnes, actually formed froma line, and when
bal ked it had unraveled literally into its conponent string. The Wrmsurely

woul d not do that! Adept-quality magic should prevail-but still, if anything

went w ong-

VWl |, he should have the advantage of surprise. The Wrm woul d assune Stile
was another itemof tribute, a victimto be consunmed. He should be able to get
quite close before the nonster realized what it was up against. That would
give himtime to survey the situation. Pyreforge had assured himthat the
Flute would facilitate his nagic, yet he had also said that magi c al one woul d
not suffice; that suggested that the Flute was not quite as powerful a charm
as the Mound Fol k wi shed to believe.

Now t hey were well below the | edge they had hurdl ed before. Neysa picked her
way carefully as the path narrowed, and Stile kept the Flute assenbl ed and
handy. For himit should serve double duty-both to protect his ability to do
magi ¢, and to summon the magic itself, since he needed nmusic for his spells.
He woul d have been in trouble if he had needed to play two different

i nstruments simultaneously for those purposes! He was rehearsing those spells
in his mnd nowone to abate fire, another to shield himfrombiting, another
to make himinvisible. But mainly he needed one to eradicate the Worm one way



or another. Could the creature be banished to Hell? Here in this magic frane,
there really was a Hell. He had accidentally sent Neysa there once; that had
led to a lot of trouble. Wich meant that that option was out, now, Neysa
woul d not go for it. He was extrenely wary of antagonizing his unicorn friend,;
uni corns were devastatingly stubborn once they made an i ssue of sonething.

Not Hell, then. How about a size change? Convert the giant Worminto a mni dget
worm harm ess. Maybe in three nore centuries it would grow back into a giant,
but by then it should be far away-if some hungry bird hadn't snapped it up in
the interim Wat would be a suitable spell? Mnstrous Worm be snmall as a
germ Hardly great art, he lamented as usual, but for the purpose of magic it
only needed to rhyne and have appropriate neter

What kind of magic woul d be wrought by superior verse? Sone day he woul d have
to experinent with genuine poetry, instead of doggerel, and see what happened.

Now the path leveled out. A large, round tunnel took off to the side-the bore
of the Worm A hot drift of air cane fromit. The Worm could not be far
di stant.

Stile hesitated. He | eaned down to whisper into Neysa's left ear, which

rotated obligingly to receive his words. "If we march blithely into the Wrmnis
lair, methinks we'll be slightly cooked," he said. "Yet if we do not, the
nonster may becone suspicious. | would like to lure it out to a |ocation

convenient for ne, so that at least | can survey it before energing to engage
it-yet howcan | bring it to ne ewthout engaging it?"

Neysa bl ew a short, positive note. Realizing that she had a notion, Stile
di snount ed.

She shinmered into girl-form a petite, |ovely, naked, sem -elven |ass.
"Tribute," she nurnured, making a gesture of innocence and hel pl essness.
Stile was delighted and appalled. "Thou'rt the perfect lure,” he said. "Thou
fittest the part precisely. But | dare not risk thy getting caught by the
nonster."

She shi nmered again and becane a firefly. The insect circled himonce, then
converted back to girl-form

"That's so," Stile agreed. "I keep forgetting thy third form Thou canst
escape, if thou art not burned."

"Fi reproof," she said.

"Thy firefly formis fireproof? Wonderful!" Neysa was a treasure of ever-new
facets.
Stile reflected for a noment, then plotted their course. "I prefer to have

some space to battle the Worm even though | expect to banish it with a spell.
One nust al ways be prepared for the unexpected. So do thou lure it out to the
crevice, then get thee swiftly to safety. If | destroy it not, and suffer
death, do thou fly up to Elder Pyreforge and the Lady and tell them | have
failed. I will hurl the Flute out to the crevice if | can, that it be not
lost." This sounded bold and brave, but Stile felt somewhat weak in the knees;
he had not had much experience in this sort of thing. He really did not expect
to be in serious danger of dem se, otherw se he would have been terrified. He
was just covering the extrenme eventuality.

Neysa nodded, then wal ked to the center of the tunnel. Stile sang a spell to



make hinself invisible. This was external magic only; he remained just as
solid as always, despite the change in appearance. He was getting accustoned
to the limts of his power. Wien he lifted hinmself by magi c he was changi ng
his locale, not his body. He could not heal his own injured knees. He could
not duplicate Neysa's shape-changi ng or genuine insect-flying ability, though
he could create the illusion of change in hinself, and could fly artificially
by magi ¢ means. There were sone fine distinctions, but overall he was perhaps
nore vul nerabl e than Neysa, though he was al so nore powerful.

When she saw he was unseeabl e, Neysa went into her act. "Ch!" she cried. "I'm
so afraid! The horrible dragon is going to eat ne!" She was really working at
it, since she didn't like to talk. Stile felt a warm gl ow of appreciation
Once Neysa had given himher loyalty, she had been the truest of conpanions.

Soon there was a runbling deep in the tunnel. A hotter, ranker wash of air
passed, as if sonme enormous engine had started up. Stile's inperfect
confidence suffered attrition. There were after all so many things that m ght
go wrong ..

Neysa continued | amenting. The runbl e increased. The Wirm nust be afraid that
the prey would flee if not quickly nabbed-a reasonabl e assunption. That was
one inmportant thing Stile wanted to know about it-how alert it was, and how
fast it nmoved. A big, ponderous creature would be easier to handl e than-

All too soon the Worm arrived. It was indeed a dragon. It had a | ong narrow
head with a conical snout, narrowing in ringlike stages. The derivation of
this nonster froma literal wormwas evident. O course there were many ki nds
of worms; Stile tended to think of earthwornms because many Citizens enpl oyed
themin their el egant gardens. But he knew there were other types, some of
them vicious. This dragon was a vi ci ous worm grown nonstrous.

Neysa screaned realistically and skipped ninbly to the mouth of the passage.
The Worm exhal ed a puff of snbg and slid forward. Its | egs were puny conpared
toits bulk, not really used for its forward notion-but it did indeed have
horrendous cl aws, and seenmed to be fully adequate to the task of gutting a
human being efficiently. Its netallic scales did not gleam they were drab and
dirty, nore |like the nmud-caked treads of a caterpillar tractor. Stile did not
doubt they were invulnerable to ordinary attack. Theoretically the point of a
sword could be slid up under a layer of scales to penetrate the flesh

beneat h-but that could lead to a shallow sl anting wound, only aggravating the
nonster. And what would the Worm be doing while the swordsman was maki ng his
insertion? Sitting still? Not I|ikely!

Al of this. Stile realized abruptly, was acadenmic. He did not have a sword.
He had forgotten to conjure one. He had only the PlatinumFlute and his
magi c-which magic it was tine to use.

Stile's strategy had been to bring the nonster out to the front, then cast his
spell fromthe rear. Now a probl em mani fested; the Worm had no rear. Its giant
cylindrical torso extended back into the gloom The shape of a worm

natural ly-1ong. He should have known.

Well, he should be able to enchant it anyway. Stile played the Flute, and the
perfect notes poured out again, enmerging like quicksilver to fill the tunne
with beauty. The magic gathered swiftly, unusually intense. O course; they
were down near the Phazite | ode, so the power was near at hand.

The dragon reacted instantly. No senile nmentality here! It had been about to
| unge at the supposedly hel pl ess dansel - Neysa was playing it unconfortably
cl ose-but recogni zed the sumoni ng of magic here. The tiny arnored eyes



oriented on Stile-and did not see him since he was invisible. Nevertheless
the front orifice opened, its dianeter cranking wi der in several stages unti
it was a good yard across. Fromit a blast of hot fog bellied out.

In this instant it occurred to Stile that the Worm had not tried to use heat
on Neysa. Maybe it preferred its nmeals raw.

Time for self-defense. "From head to feet, inmune to heat!" Stile sang.

But as the fog struck him Stile discovered it was a false alarm The stuff
was hot but not burning. It was |like being "p" in a polluted sauna.

The dragon heaved again. This time its breath was hotter and snell ed worse.
The creature was old; it took it tine to get up full steam The third bl ast
was burning, and the fourth contained pure fire. Fromhair-dryer to

flamet hrower, in easy stages!

Now for the attack. "O mighty Worm conplete thy term" Stile chanted, willing
instant death on it.

Then somet hi ng strange happened. There was a coruscation in the air m dway
between them as of a beamof light striking a refractive barrier. The Wrm
did not die.

Stile tried again. "O Wrm of fire-weaken, expire!"

Agai n that dissipation enroute, and |l ack of effect. H's spells were potent,

but were not reaching the dragon! Now the creature's tiny eyes flashed. Stile
had not realized that wornms had eyes, but this one certainly did. He
renenbered the weapon he had been warned about. "Light -blight!" he cried, and
the lightning fizzled out before reaching him Hi s backup spells were saving
hi s hi de.

The Worm paused, evidently taking stock. Stile did the sane. H s nagic

wor ked- but the Worm was shi el ded against it. The Worm had magi c-that Stile
could block. So the Flute enabled Stile to performhis magic here, but not to
use it directly against the eneny. Like two arnored knights, they were so well
protected against attack that neither could hurt the other magically. The

El der elf had been right.

So much for his rehearsed spells. This conflict was about to get physical. And
the Worm was a good deal nore physical than Stile.

Still, he would have to make a try. For one thing, he was now trapped inside
the tunnel; the bulk of the Wormwas between himand the exit. In fact the
bul k of the Worm surrounded him The nonster was slowy constricting, henm ng
himin. Neysa was on the far side of the dragon, unable to help.

Stile had no weapon, other than the Flute. Now he knew that the Flute, while
ef fective, was not enough. Not against the rmagic Wrm What he needed at the
nmonent was a good sword. What was that spell he had prepared, to sumon such a
weapon?

The Worm s tube-nmouth opened wi der-and now a ring of teeth showed, six-inch
teeth sure enough, pointing inward. No doubt useful for tunneling through
rock-but surely adequate also to grind up one small man. Wy coul dn't he think
of that spell!

The head nudged closer. Stile held the Flute before himin a futile gesture of
defense while he tried to cudgel his nmenory into yielding up the forgotten



spell -dam this failure under pressure!-and di scovered he held a sword. A
shi ning pl ati num bl ade, |ong and sharp, two-edged. But |ight and bal anced.
Exactly the kind of sword he was well versed in.

"Well, now" Stile exclained, confidence surging. The el ves had not infornmed
himof this aspect of the Flute! It was a shape-changer

Stile stepped briskly forward and stabbed at the Wirnl s side. He expected the
point to bounce off the tough scales, but it penetrated. Aha! The enchant nment
of the Platinum Sword was proof against the Wirnmls resistance. Maybe it was a
different kind of spell, that when buttressed by forceful physical action-

The Worm screaned like a siren and whipped its head about. Stile jerked the
sword out and retreated. A geyser or dark red blood shot out of the hole,
sailing in an arc through the air to splash on the stone several feet away. A
rank charred snmell rose fromthe fluid.

The dragon's nose nudged up to the wound. A sliny tongue slid out,
intercepting the flow of blood. Did worms have tongues? This one did! Was it
about to drink its own bl ood? A single slurp-and the flow abat ed.

The nose drew away. The bl ood remai ned staunched. Maybe it was the saliva:
some magi cal curative property. This nmonster could heal itself.

The dragon's head was orienting on Stile again. This was one tough worm |t

m ght not be able to see him but it could hear himand smell him and in the
poor |ight that was just about as good. Stile had foolishly del ayed when he
shoul d have been edging around to rejoin Neysa, during the Wrms distraction
Still, maybe he coul d-

Stile strode for the Wornm's side. Imediately the snout snapped toward him
Stile dodged back and sprinted past the head to reach the nouth of the tunnel

Neysa was awaiting himin equine form She too could place himreadily by
snel |l and sound. Next time he fought an animal, he would prepare spells of

i naudi bility and unsnellability! He |leaped to nmount her. "At |east we know it
can be injured by this sword," he said. "Maybe if we charge in, slash, and
charge out before it reacts, then wound it in a second place, and a third-"

He stopped. He no longer had a sword. He supported a long platinumlance. The
magi ¢ Flute had shown anot her facet!

Stile braced the lance in his arms and Neysa charged the Wormas its head
swung about. The point of the |ance struck the neck just behind the head;
Stile did not have his aimperfect yet. A lance was not the easiest thing to
use! He really needed sone sort of supportive harness. The shaft ranmed in
forcefully-and Stile was shoved of f his mount.

O course, he realized as he picked hinmself up. The instrunent was enchanted
so that it could not be jarred out of his grasp-but the shock of inpact had
had its natural effect on his body. He should have anticipated that.

The Worm screaned again. That puncture hurt! As Stile hauled the | ance out, a
| arger gout of blood spurted-but this tine the Wormcould not get its mouth on
t he spot, because the wound was too close to the head.

Stile perceived his avenue of victory. He lifted the lance -and it was what he
needed, a hefty double-bitted battl eaxe. As the Worm s head twi sted vainly to
the side, trying to reach the wound, the neck was exposed on the other side to
Stile's attack.



He chopped down at that neck, two hands on his axe. This tine he cut a deep
gash. The head whi pped back, catching Stile in a sidesw pe and hurling him
agai nst the wall.

He saw a flash of light as his head struck, then slid down the curve of the
wal . H's head was spinning. He retained the Flute-but hardly had the wit to
use it. He had not been knocked out, but had been badly shaken up by the bl ow.

Now t he head was orienting on him The circular array of teeth w dened to take
himin, and the breath steanmed up the vicinity so that Stile could hardly see.

He scranbl ed away on hands and knees. He wasn't sure he could nake it to his
feet, or stay on themif he did. He had been in a boxing match once in the
Gane and been tagged by a solid blow so that his knees went rubbery; he felt
simlar now. Only there would be no tine between rounds to recover! The snout
foll owed hi mthen paused, grinding out a puff of snoke.

Neysa had rammed her horn into the other side of the Wrm s neck, beside the
first hole. She |acked the enchantment of the Flute, but a unicorn's horn was
itself magical, and a weapon no creature could ignore.

The Wormreacted automatically, turning on this annoyance. It was not
terrifically smart.

Stile scranbled to his feet. He swung the Pl ati num machete
feroci ousl y-machete? It had changed again!- chopping with all his strength at
the Worm s body. Mre bl ood gouted out, spilling over Stile's tw hands and
spattering his front. He hated the burning, greasy feel of it, but kept

hacki ng.

The dragon whi pped its head back, but Stile |ashed at the snout with his

cl eaver, just missing an eye. The head recoiled-and Stile returned to work on
the neck. This was |ike chopping through a tree, except that it becane a good
deal softer and messier as he got past the vertebrae and into the fatty

ti ssues. Now bl ood was flooding out so volumnously that Stile was wading in
it, and every lift of his inplenment splattered it further. Blood ran down the
shaft as he elevated it, and along his arns to the shoulders; it sprayed
across his face. But his grip remained firm thanks to the Flute's
enchantnent. As long as he willed his grip to be good, it was. He was

wal lowing in gore-but still the Warmlived and thrashed, not vyielding.

Finally the body was severed entirely. The neck and head fell on one side; the
body writhed on the other. The job had been done. Stile had slain the dragon

H s thought of victory was premature. Still the thing didn't die. Instead the
cut ends frothed and solidified Iike sponge, and the bl eedi ng abated. The head
section crawed slowy by itself, while the body section cast about blindly,

| ooking for its opponent.

This was a worm It was possible to cut a wormin half-and both hal ves woul d
formnew worns. Stile had not really acconplished anything yet.

Wl |, yes-he had nade sonme progress. The head no | onger had the | everage to
strike at him and the body | acked sensory apparatus. In time these situations
woul d be renedi ed-but right now he had a definite advantage. He had to go
ahead and destroy the entire Wormright now, while he could.

This was what Pyreforge had neant about the need for a good swordsman with
stayi ng power. \Wat a job!



Stile moved down the body, picking his spot, and resumed hacking with his
machet e- axe. Again the blood gouted; again the torso twi sted in agony, trying
futilely to fight or escape. The severed end canme around, thinking it was a
head; it sneared himw th half-clotted bl ood, sickeningly, but could not bite
him Stile pressed on, feeling nore like a butcher than a hero. In fantasy

| ore, the chanpi on skewered the feroci ous dragon one tinme and the beast
col | apsed cleanly. Here there was nothing neat or convenient or particularly
nobl e about it; he was wallowing in foul-snelling gore, hacking apart a
hel pl ess nmound of bl ubber. Hero? He wanted to vomt!

By the time he conpleted the second cut, his arms were tiring. But still each
segnent of the Wormrenmained alive. If he quit here, they woul d becone three
new, smaller dragons. He had to abolish the entire ness, sonehow.

Then he had a dull inspiration. The dragon had countered his magic with its
own nmagic. But now it |acked organi zation. Maybe magic would finish it, at
this stage. It was certainly worth a try.

He brought the Flute to his mouth. It was festooned with gore. Stile's gorge
rose, and he decided to try his spell wthout playing on the instrunent. "O
monster fair," he intoned with irony. "Convert to air."

The segment before himshivered, resisting. Wether this was because of
residual anti-magic in the dragon, or because Stile had not summoned
sufficient magic, he was not sure. Then it nelted and evaporated into a truly
noi sone cl oud. The spell was worKki ng!

Stile devised spells to abolish the two renmai ni ng segnents, then another to
clean the gore fromhinmsel f, Neysa, and the tunnel. He had done the job, and
earned the right to borrow the Flute. Yet he was not especially pleased with
hinsel f. Wasn't there sone better way to settle differences than hacki ng apart
anci ent magi cal creatures? How would he feel if he were old, having sone fresh
young ni dget chop himdown to size?

Yet if he had not performed, the Lady Blue's situation could have becone quite
difficult. And it could still becone so, if Stile did not |ocate and deal with
the nmurderer of the Blue Adept before that nurderer caught up with Stile

hi nmsel f.

Meanwhi | e, he wondered whether the Lady was wi nning her chess ganme with
Pyr ef or ge.

CHAPTER 5 - Ri ddl es.

Sheen was pleased. "You' re here for a full week this tine?"
"Until the Unolympic," Stile agreed. "Neysa and the Lady Blue are rel axi ng
after the excursion anmpong the Little People, and | have consi derabl e busi ness
here in Proton frane, as long as ny eneny doesn't strike." He shrugged. "O
course I'll be staying |onger in Phaze-frame one of these tines, to run down
nmy enemy there and | ook for the Foreordained. If | wash out of the Tourney
"Il spend the rest of nmy life there.™

"What was it |like, being anong the Little Peopl e?" Sheen asked. They were in
their apartnent, engaging in their usual occupation. Sheen was an extrenely
anorous female, and Stile's frequent absences and uncertainty of future

i ncreased her ardor. And, since he had a bal ked romantic situation in Phaze-



"Strange," he answered. "I felt like a giant, and | wasn't used to it. This
nmust be the way Hulk feels. | really amnore satisfied with ny size than
used to be." He changed the subject. "Were is Hulk? Did you hel p hinP"

"I believe so. | put himin touch with ny friends. | assumed you woul d not
have sent himif he could not be trusted."

"He can be trusted."”

"I"'msure ny friends required himto take the same oath you took, if they
reveal ed thenselves to himat all. They may sinply have issued himan address.
| did not inquire after him because that would only expose himand themto
possible Citizen attention, and we don't want that."

"True," Stile agreed. "If the Citizens knew that sonme robots are self-willed-"

"You have sonet hing against self-willed robots?" she asked archly.

"You know, at times | alnost forget that you yourself are a robot. | don't see
how you coul d be much better in the flesh."

"Al'l the same, | wish | were in the flesh," she said sadly. "You can never
truly love ne. Even if you were to win the Tourney and becone a Citizen and
stay here the rest of your life, even if you didn't have the Lady Blue in the
other frame, you would never really be mne."

Stile did not like this line of conjecture. "There is very little chance of ny
wi nning the Tourney. | barely survived nmy first Gane."

"I know. | watched. You were |ucky."

"Luck is a fickle mstress.”

She turned on himabruptly. "Promse nme that if you ever give this mistress up
permanently, you'll have me junked, put out of consciousness. | don't nean

just reprogranm ng or deactivating nme; destroy ny conmputer brain. You know how
todoit. Don't let me suffer alone.”

"Sheen," he protested. "I would never junk you!"
"I like Neysa, and |'mresigned to the Lady Blue. | know you're sliding into
love with her, and in tine she'll |ove you, and there's your true romance. But

this is a different frame; she and | can never neet. Nothing you do there
needs to affect what you do here-"

"I am of both franmes now," Stile said. "Wat affects me in one, affects nme in
the other. You know that if the Lady ever gives her love to ne, I-we'll stil
be friends, you and I, but-" He halted, hating this, but not constituted to
conceal the truth.

"But not |lovers," she finished. "Even that | can accept. Neysa accepted it.
But if you ever find you can dispense with that remraining friendship-"

"Never!"
"Then you will junk me cleanly. Pronise.”

Stile suffered a vision of hinself hacking apart the living Worm That had
been uncl ean di spatching. How much better it would have been if he coul d have



bani shed that Worm to nonexi stence with a single, painless spell. Sheen
deserved at |east that nuch. "I promise," he said. "But that tine will never-"

"Now it's tine to get you back to the Tourney," she said briskly.

Stile had been near the head of the line for matching-up before; this time he
was near the end. That neant he could play this time, and have another Gane
soon. The |l ater Rounds woul d suffer |ess delay, as the nunber of remaining
contestants declined. The double-elimnation systemdid not elimnate half the
contestants each Round, but by Round Four it would approximate fifty percent
attrition, and by Round Eight it would be down to about sixty-four survivors,
and the prizes would begin. That was his mni nrum objective, to reach Round

Ei ght. Because that nmeant he woul d get another chance, even if he washed out
of the Tourney thereafter. In that sense these first few Games were the npst
critical. Since they were also likely to be against the | east conpetent

pl ayers-with certain notable exceptions!-this was the tine to avoi d nmaki ng any
foolish errors. There was absolutely no sense in throwi ng away a Gane t hat
could be easily won by being careful

H s second Gane was agai nst an ol der woman, a serf. She was unlikely to be any
match for him She would probably go for CHANCE, it was the obvious ploy
agai nst a superior player.

The grid gave her the opportunity; she had the nunbered facet. Well, there
were ways to reduce the pseudoequality of chance, and Stile played for them
He sel ected TOCL.

Sure enough, it came up 3B, TOOL-assisted CHANCE. The sub grid appeared. Stile
pl ayed to avoid the pure chance conplexes |like Dice or Roulette, in favor of
the sem -chance ones like Cards. It came up Dom noes.

Al right. Stile managed to steer it into the 91 piece, 12 spot dom no
variation, while the woman put it into the conventional "Draw' gane. Stile,
famliar with all variants, had wanted one unfamliar to his opponent to
confuse her; he was hal fway there.

They adjourned to a Ganes room and played. They laid all the dom noes
facedown, shuffled, and each drew one fromthe bone yard. Stile drew the 6:7;
the wonman the 4:5. He had first turn. Good; that was an advant age.

Each drew seven domi noes and Stile was pleased to note that his hand had a run
of Fours: the 4:0, 4:2, 4:8 and 4:11. He played the 4:8. As he had hoped, his
opponent was unable to play, being short of Fours; she had to draw three tines
bef ore she could nmake a match. Stile played one of his other Fours.

So it went. Confused by the vastly extended range of the dom noes, and | acking
the wit to elimnate the highest ones from her hand, the woman | ost and
delivered a goodly score to him They played another hand, and a third, and he
passed 200 points and won. She had never scored at all. Stile had made it to
Round Three w thout even a scare.

The wonan just sat there, after the Gane, her face set. Stile realized,

bel atedl y, that she nmust have | ost her first match; with this second | oss she
woul d be out of the Tourney, dooned to inmedi ate and pernmanent exile. Sone
serfs suicided rather than | eave Proton. They were the | owest class of people,
here, destined only to serve the arrogant Citizens, yet it was all they craved
inlife. Stile understood this attitude, for he had until recently shared it.
Only the opening of the miracul ous horizons of Phaze had given hima better
alternative



He was sorry for the woman. Yet what could he do? She had no chance to win the
Tourney anyway. It was best that she be put out of her msery pronptly.

Li ke Sheen? No, of course not like that! Yet the thought |ingered, a shadow
that could not quite be erased.

He left the woman there. He did not feel good.

As Stile and Sheen reentered the apartnent, the communication screen |ighted.
"Report to your Enployer for an update," a serf-functionary said crisply,
showi ng the identification of the Lady Citizen for whom Stile worked. "At this
time, in this place." And a card energed fromthe letter-slot.

Sheen took the card. "Ch, no!" she conpl ained. "W have only half an hour to
get there, and it's at an isolated donme. | had hoped to have tine to-"

"For a machine, you're certainly hung up on one thing," Stile teased her

"I"mprogramed to be!" she snapped.

She had been fashioned to appeal to his tastes, and evidently his tastes ran
to beauty, intelligence and desire for his attention. Stile realized again,
not confortably, that he was in this respect a typical man. H s human

i nterests seened unconsci onably narrow when refl ected so obviously. Yet Sheen
was, in all respects but one, his ideal mate. That one cancel ed out the rest:
she was not alive. She was a construct of metal and pseudoflesh and artificial
intellect.

Yet he knew now that even had Sheen been a real person-a real |ive person-she
woul d not have been able to retain his full devotion after he encountered the
Lady Bl ue. Because what had been his ideal woman two nmonths ago was that no

| onger. The Lady Blue had a detailed and fascinating past as well as a future;
she was changing with the passage of tinme, as Sheen could not, and so was

mat ching Stile's own devel opment. The Lady Bl ue had reshaped his ideal
conforming it to her likeness in flesh and personality and history. He was
becom ng acclimatized to the world of Phaze, and was |osing identification
with the world of Proton.

It was not nerely a matter of wonen; he would have | oved Phaze regardl ess.
Magi ¢ had becone a nore intriguing challenge than the Gane. But he had a
conmitment here in Proton, and he would see it through. And he had a gnaw ng
need to ferret out his anonynous eneny and bring that person to an accounti ng.
Who had | asered his knees? Who had sent Sheen to guard hin? He coul d never
rest content in Phaze until he knew the answers.

But Sheen was already bustling himout. "W can't keep a Citizen waiting; we
have to get to that address in tine."

"l suppose so," Stile agreed, resenting the waste of tine. In one sense, a
serf's enploynment by a Citizen ended when that serf entered the Tourney, since
all tenure was ternminated by such entry. But in another sense enpl oyment
continued, for Gtizens identified with those of their serfs who entered,
maki ng bets on their success. Many Citizens gave serfs time off to practice
for the Tourney, so as to do better; Stile's own Enpl oyer had done that. And
if he won an extension of tenure, he would still need an Enpl oyer for that

peri od. So whatever the technical status, he had better act in a manner
conducive to the Ctizen's good will.

"I didn't know she had a done at this address,” Sheen remarked as they hurried
to a subtube station. As a machine, she had little genuine curiosity, but with



her progranm ng and under Stile's tutel age she had mastered this nost feninine
quality. Hardly ever did she nmake errors of characterization, now "But of
course all Citizens are obscenely rich. She nust be watching the Tourney from
a private retreat."

They boarded the tube shuttle. A third passenger joined thema niddle-aged
serf woman, well-fornmed. She was naked, like all serfs, and carrying a seal ed
freezer-container. "My Enployer insists the ice creamfrom one particul ar
public food mart tastes better than the ice creamfrom anywhere el se," she
confided, tapping the container. "So every day | have to make the trip and
bring it back by hand. She thinks robot delivery distorts the flavor."

"It probably does," Sheen said, smling obscurely.

"Citizens are like that," Stile said, falling into the ready canaraderie of
serfs. "I"'mentered in the Tourney, but ny Enployer requires a personal report
instead of the official one, so |l'mmaking a trip every bit as foolish." He
had no worry about visual and auditory perception devices that m ght report
this conversation to the Citizens; of course they existed, but Ctizens had no
interest in the opinions of serfs, and expected themto grunble privately.
"That's funny," the woman said. "There are only three Citizens at this
termnus. Mne has no interest in the Tourney, and another's off-planet on
busi ness, and the third-" She broke off.

Sheen becane alert. "What about the third?"

"Well, he hates the Tourney. Says it's a waste of time and only generates new
Citizens when the planet has too many already. You couldn't be seeing him"

"My Enployer is a woman," Stile said.
"Mne is the only woman on this annex-and she surely is not sponsoring you."
Stile showed her the address-card.

"That's the Tourney-hater!" the woman excl ained. "He's no woman!" She nade a
smal |, significant gesture near her mdsection. "I know. "

Stile exchanged a glance with Sheen. The worman had signified that the Ctizen

borrowed her for sexual purpose, as was his right so |ong as her own Enpl oyer

acqui esced. Ctizens of either sex could use serfs of either sex this way, and
surely a woman knew the sex of her user

"My Enmployer is female," Stile said, suffering a new qual m Could she have
sumoned himin the flesh because she wanted to dally with a serf? He would
not be able to refuse her, but this was a conplication he did not want. "Are
you sure that address hasn't changed ownership recently?"

"Quite sure. | was there only two days ago." Again the gesture. "Heaven and
Hel | . "

"Maybe ny Enployer is visiting him" Stile said.

"That must be it," the woman agreed. "He has quite a taste for wonen, and does
prefer Citizens when he can get them Is she pretty?"

"Handsone," Stile said. "As you are."

She nodded knowi ngly. "But you," she said to Sheen. "You had best keep that



| usci ous body out of his sight, or you could ness it up for your mstress.”

Stile smled. Naturally the serf assunmed Sheen was al so an enpl oyee. Sheen
could mess it up for any rival woman, and not just because of her beauty.

The shuttle slowed. "This is nmy station,” the worman said. "Yours is next. Good

| uck!"

When they were alone. Stile turned to Sheen. "I don't like this. W can't skip
out on a command appearance, but something seems wong. Could the nessage be

f aked?"

"I't's genuine," Sheen said. She was a machine; she could tell. "But | agree.
Sonething is funny. |'m summoni ng help."

"I don't think you should involve your friends in this.
They don't want to call the attention of a Citizen to thenselves."

"Only to trace the origin of that nessage,"” she said. "And to rouse your robot
double. | think we can stall a few mnutes while he travels by fast freight."

The shuttle stopped. They got out and noved to a | ocal food di spenser, using
up the necessary tinme. Sheen ate a piece of reconstituted carrot. She was a
machi ne but coul d process food through her system though it never was
digested. Stile contented hinself with a cup of nutro-cocoa.

In a surprisingly short time a freight hatch opened and the Stile-robot
energed, carrying a shipment tag. "Start breathing,"” Sheen told it, and the
nodel animated. "Take this card, report to this address. Broadcast
continuously to ne."

Wthout a word the robot took the card, glanced at it, and wal ked down the
passage. The thing | ooked so small! Stile was enbarrassed to think that this
was the way he appeared to others: a child-nman, thirty-five years old but the
size of a twelve-year-old boy.

"Move, " Sheen murnured, guiding himthrough a service aperture. "If there is
trouble, we need to vanish."

She | ocated a storage chanber, and they settled down to wait. "Now, " she said,
putting her arms about him and kissing him She was fully as soft and sensua
as any live woman. But she froze in mdkiss. "Qops."

"What-ny lips lose their living flavor?"

"I"'mgetting the report fromthe robot." Sheen used the term wi t hout
sel f-consci ousness. She was to an ordinary robot as a hol ograph was to a
child' s crayon-picture. "It is a mstake. The male Citizen has no visitor, and
he sent no nmessage. Qooh!" She shook her head. "That hurt."

How coul d she feel pain? "An unkind word?"

"Destruction. He had the robot shoved in a neltbeam di sposer. The robot's
gone. "

Just like that! Stile's own |ikeness, presenting hinmself in lieu of Stile,
nelted into waste material! O course it was foolish to get sentinmental about
machi nes, Sheen excepted, but Stile had interacted briefly with the robot and
felt a certain identification. "Did he know it was a robot?"



"I don't think so. But he knows now People don't nelt the sane way. They
scorch and stink." She cocked her head, listening. "Yes, we have to decanp.
The Citizen is casting about for other intruders."

Stile remenbered his encounter with the Black Adept, in Phaze: absolute
resi stance to intrusions. Enforcenment by tacit murder-it seenmed that type of
personality was not unique to Adepts.

Sheen was drawi ng himon. Suddenly they were up and out, on the bl eak surface
of Proton adjacent to the Citizen's pleasure done. She opened her front and
renoved a nose-mask. "Put this on; it is supplied with oxygen. It will tide
you through for a while."

Stile obliged. Wien he found hinself gasping, he breathed a sniff through his
nose and was recharged.

The external |andscape was awful. The ground was bare sand; no vegetation. A
bare nobuntain range showed to the near south, rising into the yell ow sh haze
of pollution.

Stile made a quick nmental geographical calculation and concluded that these
were the Purple Muntains of Phaze. They were actually not too far fromthe
regi on of the Mound Fol k. Except that no such Little People existed in this
frame. O did they? Most people had parallels; how could there be entire
tribes in one frane, and none in the other? "Sheen, do you know of any people
living in those nountains?"

"The Protonite mines are there," she reminded him "The serfs that work there
get stunted-" She broke off, glancing around. Something stirred. "Ch, no! He's
got perimeter mechanicals out. W'll never get through that."

Stile stood and wat ched, appalled. Fromtrenches in the ground small tanks
charged, cannon nmounted on their turrets. They forned a circle around the
doned estate, noving rapidly, their radar antennae questing for targets.

Sheen haul ed hi mthrough the force-field into the done. The field was like the
curtain: nerely atingle, but it separated one type of world from another. As
they crossed it, the rich air enclosed them and a penetration al arm sounded.
They were certainly in trouble!

"Can your friends defuse the robot tanks?" Stile asked as they ran through
out er storage chambers.

"No. The tanks are on an autononous system Only the Citizen can override
their action. W're better off in here.”

There was the sound of androids converging. "Not nuch better,"” Stile nuttered.
But she was off again, and he had to follow They ducked in and out of service
passages. Sheen had unerring awareness of these, being able to tune in on the
directive signals for maintenance robots. But the pursuit was cl ose; they
could not halt to canouflage thensel ves or ponder defensive neasures. Suddenly
they burst into the nmain residential quarters.

And paused, amazed. It was Heaven. Literal, picture book Heaven. The floor was
made of soft white sponge contoured to resenble clouds; smaller clouds floated
above, and on them w nged babi es perched, playing little harps. The front gate
was nacreous: surely genuine pearl. Lovely nusic played softly in the
background: angelic hyms.



An angel spied themand strode forward, his great wings fluttering. He wore a
flowi ng robe on which a golden letter G was enbroi dered. "Ah, new guests of
the Lord. Have you renounced all worldly sins and | usts?"

Neither Stile nor Sheen could think of a suitable spot rejoinder. They stood
there-whil e the pursuing androids hove into sight.

"Here now What's this?" the angel cried. "You soulless freaks can't cone in
here!"

The androi ds backed away, disgruntled. They rem nded Stile of the animls of
his football game when a penalty was call ed.

Now t here was a voice from anot her cl oudbank. "Wat is the disturbance,
Gabriel ?" a woman cal | ed.

"W have visitors," the Angel Gabriel called back. "But | amuncertain-"

The | ady appeared. She wore a filny gown that clung to her lushly convex
contours. Stile found the effect indescribably erotic. He was accustoned to
nakedness, or to conplete clothing, but the halfway states-surely this Heaven
was far from sexl ess!

The wonman frowned. "These are serfs! They don't belong here!"

Stile and Sheen bolted. They plunged across the cl oudbank toward the nost
obvious exit: a gol den-paved pathway. It spiraled down through a cloud wall,
becom ng a stone stairway. Letters were carved in the stones, and as he
hurried over them Stile was able to read their patterns:

GOOD | NTENTI ONS. At the bottomthe stair termnated in a massive opaque doubl e
door. Sheen shoved it open, and they stepped through

Agai n they both stood amazed. This nether chamber was a conplete contrast to
the regi on above. It was hot, with open fires burning in many pits. Horrendous
mur al s depi cted grotesque scenes of lust and torture. Metal stakes anchored
chains with manacles at the extrenities.

"This is Hell," Stile said. "Heaven above. Hell below It figures."

"The serf on the shuttle nentioned Heaven and Hell," Sheen rem nded him "She

meant it literally."

A red-suited, horned, barb-tailed little devil appeared. He brandished his
pitchfork nenacingly. "Fresh neat!" he cried exultantly. "Ch, have we got
fires for you! Move it, you damed | ost soul s!"

Behi nd them feet sounded on the stairs. The androids had resuned the chase.
It seened the soull ess ones were not barred from Hel |

Stile and Sheen took off again. Sheen charged the little devil, disarmng him
i n passing. They ran across the floor of Hell, dodgi ng around snmoking pits.
"What's this?" a fat full-sized devil cried. "You serfs don't belong here!" It

seened Hell was after all as restrictive as Heaven. The devil squinted at
Stile. "I just had you nelted!"

"That's how | canme here," Stile said, unable to resist the flash of wt.

"The G tizen!" Sheen said. "He's Satan!"



"Apt characterization," Stile agreed.

"I"1l have you torn to ragged pieces!" the Ctizen roared, beconmng truly
Satanic in his ire.

"You woul d do better to tear up whoever faked the nessage that brought us to
this address," Stile said. "Sir,"

The Citizen paused. "There is that." He glanced at the ceiling. "Detail on
t hat sunmons. "

A screen appeared. "The sumons was froma female Citizen, the man's Enpl oyer.
The address was incorrect."”

"Cet nme that Ctizen!" Alnpbst, it seened that snmoke issued from Satan's
nostrils.

There was a pause. Then Stile's Enpl oyer appeared in the screen, frowning.
"You sent for this serf?" the Satanic male Citizen demanded, indicating Stile.

The fenmale Citizen's eyes took in Satan and Hell. "Do | know you?" she
i nquired col dly.

"You're a wonan, aren't you? You bet you know ne!"

She el ected to change the subject. "I summoned this serf to nmy own address.
What is he doing here?"

"This was the address he was given, idiot!"

"It certainly was not!" she retorted. Then she perused the nmessage. "Wuy-the
address has been changed. Who is responsible for this?"

"Changed ..." Sheen nurnured, the circuits connecting alnost visibly in her
conput er - head. "Aut hentic sunmons, but one address-chip substituted for
anot her. The handi work of your assassin.”

The female Citizen bore on Sheen. "Serf, you know who is responsi bl e?"

"Sir, | know soneone is trying to kill Stile," Sheen said. "I don't know who
or why."

The lady Citizen frowned again. "I have entered this serf in the Tourney," she
said to Satan. "He has won two Rounds. | dislike such interference."

"I dislike such intrusion on ny premises," the nmale Citizen said.

"OfF course. I"'msure | would not care to intrude on such prem ses. | shal
initiate an investigation, as should you. But considering that the serfs are
in fact blameless, will you not rel ease t hem unhar nmed?"

"They have intruded!" the Satan-Citizen said. "The penalty is death!"

"I"ve already suffered it," Stile nuttered.

"Not for ny serfs,"” the female Citizen retorted, showing nore spirit. "If |
| ose this chance to score in the Tourney, | shall be nost upset.”

"I am al ready upset, and | care not a fig for the Tourney. The intruders rmnust



di e, and good riddance."

The female Citizen frowned once nore. "It is unseemy for Citizens to bicker
in the presence of serfs. Gtherwise | could nention a drone missile currently
oriented on your dome, capable of disrupting your power supply and irradiating

your personnel: a certain inconvenience, | night suppose. | mean to have that
serf."
This gave the devil pause to consider. "I agree. Citizens do not debate before

serfs. Oherwise | could nention a couple things nyself, such as an
anti-mssile laser oriented on-"

"Perhaps a fair conpromise," she said. "Gve the serfs a fair start, and we
shal | wager on the outcone."

The devil brightened. "Their lives-plus one kilogramof Protonite."
Stile al nost gasped. A single gramof Protonite was worth the twenty-year
tenure severance pay of a serf, a fee that would set himup confortably for

life elsewhere in the galaxy. These Citizens threw wealth around |ike sand.

"Only one kilo?" the fenmale Citizen inquired. Stile could not tell whether
that was irony or disdain. "Plus you," Satan anended. "For a week."

"Qutrageous!" He sighed. "A day, then."

"Agreed." She faced Stile. "You will have two minutes to make your escape
unfettered. Thereafter the full resources of this dome will be brought to bear
agai nst you. | suggest you make good use of the tine. | do not wi sh to have to

spend a day with this ilk."

"Nowl " Satan cried.
"Foll ow me," Sheen said, and took off. Stile foll owed her w thout question
she was programmed for exactly this sort of thing. He remai ned benused by the
negoti ation and ternms agreed upon by the Citizens. H s Enpl oyer wasn't
concerned about the kilo of Protonite, but about a day wi th Satan-yet she had
made the wager. What did that tell about the values of Citizens? He really
wasn't sure. Hi s Enpl oyer mght be upset with himif she | ost the wager- but
he woul d al ready be dead. Perhaps this only indicated the relative val ues of
things: the life of a favored serf, one kilo of Protonite, one day with a
boor. Three things of equivalent nerit.

Sheen had evidently surveyed this |ayout and resources of this donme, using her
machi ne capabilities. She knew where everything was. Stile realized that his
life was on the line, but he expected to retain it-because the Satan-Citizen
evidently was not aware that Sheen was a robot. Their resources were greater
inthe purely linmted scope of pursuit, than the Citizen knew. Stile's

Enpl oyer knew, of course, and had played her gane adroitly. She expected to
wi n her wager.

Sheen paused at a panel, opened it, and did something to its innards. "That
will give us an extra minute," she said. "I put in a sixty-second

i mpl enent -del ay signal. By the time they notice it, it will have expired-and
we have a minute nore tine." Then she took off again.

They came to a tank-reserve unit. Sheen opened the hatch to one of the tiny
vehicles. "Get in."

"But there's only roomfor one person!”



"l don't need to breathe,"” she remnded him "I will ride outside." Wen Stile
| ooked doubtful, she said: "W're already into our extra mnute. Get in! You
know how to operate this device?"

"Yes." Stile had played Ganes with simlar equi pment; he could handle a tank
adroitly. This one was arnmed with small explosive shells, however, instead of
the colored-light imtation-laser of a Gane tank. This was a real war nachine,
and that made hi m nervous.

"I can't help you once we get outside," Sheen said quickly. "Try to mmc the
ot her tanks, so they don't know you're a fugitive. Then break for the
nmount ai ns or anot her done. They won't pursue beyond this Citizen's denesnes."

Dermesnes. Like those of the Adepts of Phaze.

"Hang on," Stile said. He closed the hatch, fastened it down, and started the
t ank.

The notor roared into life. He ground down the exit tunnel, then up to ground
level . Imredi ately he saw the ring of other tanks. He angled across to merge
with their line. Protective mmcry-an excellent device!

But they were on to him Maybe it was Sheen, clinging to the top, or maybe the
Citizen's robot-personnel had noted the identity of his machine. The nearest
tank oriented on him its cannon sw ngi ng bal eful |l y about.

Very well. Stile was good at such maneuvers, though his life had not before
hung so literally on his ability. He skewed to the side, and the eneny's first
shot m ssed. Beyond himthere was a detonation, and a bl ack cl oud expanded and
drifted in the slight breeze.

Stile spun his tank about and fired at the one who had attacked him Stile's

ai mwas good; there was a burst of flame, and a cloud of snobke envel oped the

ot her machine. He was a dead shot with nost projectile weapons, though he had
never expected that Ganme-talent to pay off so handsonely in real life.

Before that cloud had cleared, Stile whirled on the next, and scored on it
too. However, the other tanks were converging on his own. There were too many
of them and Stile was conscious of Sheen on his top. Even a glancing hit, or
pi ece of shrapnel could w pe her out! There was really no chance to escape
thi s regi on unscat hed.

Stile turned directly toward the G tizen's donme. This put himbetween it and
t he pursuing tanks; they could not fire at himbecause any m ssed shot woul d
strike the dome. Machines were generally stupid, but this would be programed
into them

The probl em was that he remmi ned confined. He could not break out of the ring
of tanks without becom ng a target. Before long the speck of Protonite that
powered this vehicle would be exhausted; a heavy machi ne consunmed a | ot of
energy. Then he would be stuck, vulnerable to whatever Satan had in mind for
him It would surely be hellish

Wl |, do the unexpected. It was all that remained. Stile roared straight
t hrough the force-field and into the donme itself. Let the Citizen deal with
t hi s\

In noments he plowed through the partitions of the outer chambers, scattering
stage props and supplies, and energed upstairs in Heaven.



Angel s scattered, screaming with uneternal terror, as the tank burst through a
cl oud bank, sheddi ng puffs of clouds and crunching the foamfloor beneath.
Stile slowed, not wanting to hurt anyone; after all, the angels were only
costumed serfs. Also, if anyone died, his tenure on Proton would be abruptly
termnated, and if the police arrested himbefore he reached the sanctity of

t he Tourney prem ses, he would not be allowed to reach it. No one could be
arrested in the Game Annex itself. But how would he return to Phaze? As far as
he knew, no fold of the curtain passed the Annex. So he was careful -and

consci ous of the anonmaly of a tank touring Heaven, carrying a |ady robot. He
wanted to stop to check on Sheen, but knew he could not afford the delay; he
had to figure out a course of action before the Citizen's forces reorganized.

Coul d he charge on down to the subway shuttle? The passages were fairly broad,
and the tank should fit. But what woul d he do when he got there? This machine
woul d not fit aboard a shuttle, and woul d have trouble running along the
confined channel the shuttles used. But if he left this machine, he woul d be

| asered down. Yet where el se would he go? All his alternatives seened futile.

Then he suffered inspiration. The curtain-of course! He had surveyed it near
here, fromthe other side. If he could locate it and reach it-

It was a ganble at best. The curtain m ght not be close enough, and if it was
within range he m ght not be able to spot it fromthe tank, and if he did spot
it he still mght not be able to will hinself through it while riding in the
tank. Yet one thing he was not going to do was stop and get out, under the
guns of the other tanks!

It was no ganble at all to remain here idle. He would inevitably fall to
Satan's forces. He had to try for the curtain!

He crashed on out of Heaven, through the interimchanbers, and on into the
barrens of Proton

The enemy tanks were on the other side of the dome, where he had entered. That
was a break for him Stile headed toward the regi on where the curtain should
be. Wth just a little further |uck-

The enemny tanks reacted as one, cruising around the dome on either side and
spreading out to forma broad line. Now they were getting himinto their

si ghts-and the done was not going to be in the Iine of fire nuch |onger. No
good luck for him here!

Stile threw his tank fromside to side as the firing comenced, naking a
difficult target. Machines were accurate shooters when the target was
stationary or in steady notion, but when velocity was erratic and non-| aser
weapons were being enpl oyed, as now seenmed to be the case, it was necessary to
anticipate the strategy of the prey. O herwise the time it took the shell to
travel would put it behind the target-tank. Since Stile was humanly

unpredi ctabl e, the shots were m ssing. But he could not afford to fl aunt

hi nsel f before themfor long; inevitably a shell would score, at |east

di sabling his machine. Then he woul d beconme a stationary target: a sitting
gquack, as it was described in Gane parl ance.

In Phaze, he thought with fleeting hunmor, he had to watch out for spells. Here
it was shells.

But his neandering had anot her purpose: to locate the curtain. It was here
somewhere, but there were such poor reference points on the bare sand that he
could not place it precisely. The curtain could curve about, and it shinmered



so faintly that it was invisible fromany di stance, even for those |ike

hi nsel f who were able to perceive it at all. He would probably come upon it so
swiftly that he would pass it before realizing; then he would have to turn and
try to cross fromthe other side while the eneny tanks had full seconds to
orient.

A shell exploded in the sand beside him The concussion shoved Stile's tank
violently to the side. Sonmething flew fromit, visible in his screen. A
section of arnor?

No. If was Sheen

Then Stile saw the curtain, angling across his path just ahead. He nust have
been traveling beside it, not quite intersecting it. He could veer right and
pass through it now

Not w t hout Sheen! Yet he could not halt; that would be instant, fiery death.
Al ready his pace sl ackened, the eneny tanks were closing the gap; their aim
woul d become correspondi ngly nore accurate. He had to get across-or perish.

Sheen had asked to be junked cleanly. WAs this the occasion? Should he, after
all, allow her to. . . ?

Stile set the controls to automatic, opened the hatch, and clinbed out. The
tank was noving at about 50 kil ometers per hour now. Stile |eaped off the
side, sprinting desperately forward in nmidair. His feet touched the ground,
and Stile weren't fast enough. He made a forward roll, eyes and mouth tightly
closed, curling his body into a ball. The sand was soft, here, though his
velocity was such that it felt hard; he rotated many times before conmi ng out
of it, bruised but whole. Ch, that sand was hot! The eneny tanks, for the
nmonent, were still chasing his enpty tank. Stile charged back to find Sheen
who | ay spraw ed where she had fallen. She | ooked intact; perhaps the shock of
t he expl osion had only jogged a wire | oose, interrupting her power.

Stile picked her up and carried her toward the nearest intersection of the
curtain. But she was heavy, being nade of netals and plastic; it was a

consi derabl e burden in the shifting sand, and his bare feet were hurting from
the heat. Stile was soon panting as he staggered on

H s enpty tank expl oded. Chance and firepower had brought it down. Now the
eneny tanks slowed their pursuit, turning to return to their normal perineter
And of course they becane aware of Stile, lunmbering along with his burden.
Cannon swi veled to bear on him But there was the curtain, just ahead.

Stile summoned his reserves and | eaped. Phaze! he thought, willing hinself
through. A tank fired; the shell whistled; the sand behind Stile erupted.

Then the faint tingle of the curtain was on him Stile fell to the ground, and
it was green turf. Sheen was wrenched fromhis grasp and rolled through the
grass and | eaves and | anded arns and | egs aki nbo.

One foot was burning. Stile realized that it renmained on the other side of the
curtain, where the snoke and heat of the shell-blast touched it. Hastily he
drew it through. It was not burned, nerely unconfortable.

Now he went to Sheen. She was di shevel ed and battered, her fine torso abraded.
One breast had been torn off, and about a third of her hair had been pulled
out. It seenmed, too, that the right side of her body had been crushed, and
nmet al showed through a conmpound fracture of her right arm There was a great
deal more wwong with her than a | oose wire! He did not |ove her, he rem nded



hi nsel f. She was only a nmachi ne, her consciousness artificial. Wthout her
power pack and feedback circuitry she was no nore than junk.

But his | ogic was overwhel med by a surge of enotion. "I do |ove you, Sheen, in
nmy fashion!" he whispered. "I shall have you repaired-"

Have her repaired? This was Phaze, the franme of magic. He was the Bl ue Adept.
He could restore her hinmself! O could he? He was not a healing Adept, and had
never been able to affect the vital functions of a living creature. Wll, he
had heal ed Neysa after her visit to Hell, and his alternate self had done
heal i ng. So maybe he just needed practice. The Lady Blue had the healing
touch, while Stile's magic was generally nore physical, however. And in no
event could he restore the dead to life.

Yet Sheen had never been alive. Wiy couldn't he fix her physical circuitry,
repair her breaks and | osses? She should be within the anbience of his talent,
after alll

Qui ckly he fashioned spot spells: "Robot Sheen, body clean," he sang, w shing
he had his harmonica or the Platinum Flute along. But he had never anti ci pated
returning to Phaze like this! In future he woul d keep those instrunents with
himat all tines.

Sheen's torso becane unbl enmi shed. It was worKking!

"Bones of steel, nmend and heal." And her fracture knitted itself together
whil e her torso sprang out to original configuration, with even the m ssing
breast replaced. "Face be fair; restore the hair,"” and all that damage was
undone.

Now for the big one. "Broken circuits nend; consciousness |lend." Once again he
was bothered by the crudity of the verse. But it served his purpose. Sheen was
whol e, now.

Except that she still lay there, lovely as any naked woman coul d be. She
showed no sign of animation. How had he fail ed?

Maybe the lack of a musical instrument had depleted the force of his magic.
Stile conjured a sinple guitar and used it to strumup greater power, then
tried other spells. He covered everything he could think of, but nothing

wor ked. At |ast, succunbing to reaction fromhis own narrow escape and
grief-stricken at her apparent dem se, he threw hinself on her body and ki ssed
her unresponsive lips. "Ch Sheen-1'msorry!" If he had expected his kiss to
bring her magically to life, he was di sappoi nted. She renai ned defunct.

After a noment Stile sat up. His face was wet, a signal of his enotion. "I
can't accept this," he said. "There has to be sonething."

Then it came to him Sheen was a sophisticated nachi ne, mechani cal and

el ectronic, a creature of advanced science and technol ogy-and such things were
not operative in the fantasy frane. Sheen could be in perfect condition-he
could not say "health"-yet be inoperative here. Only her body could cross the
curtain, not her functioning.

The answer was to get her back to her own frame. He had busi ness there anyway.
Thi s excursion into Phaze was nerely a device to save his own life.

Stile got up, then picked up the robot. He braced hinself for the penalty of
vertigo, then sang a spell to transport himinstantly to his usua
curtain-crossing place. Arriving there, he spelled themthrough. Sheen woke as



t he passage formed about them "Stile!" she exclained. "Wat-where-?"

He ki ssed her and set her down. "1'll explain it all. But first we have to
contact my enployer and advi se her that she won her bet. She doesn't have to
spend time with Satan."

"Yes," she agreed. "But how ?"
"I do love you somewhat," Stile said. "I know that now. "
"But |I'ma machine!"”

"And |1'm a concatenation of protoplasm" He spanked her pert bare bottom "Now
nove, creature!”

She reoriented swiftly. "I'd certainly like to know what happened during ny
bl ank. The last | renmenber, | was riding the tank. Now |'mhere. It's |ike
magi c. "

Stile laughed to see her unrobotic confusion. He was so glad to have her
ani mated again that he felt giddy. No, that was the vertigo of his
self-transport. "Just exactly |like magic!" he agreed, taking her hand and
drawi ng her on.

H s Round Three Game was with an alien. Stile had never played a nonhunan

living creature before. He had seen them play, since twenty-four aliens were
admtted to every Tourney, but often the majority of these "aliens" were

nmerely wealthy other world human beings, or at |east humanoi ds. Many people
were attracted by the lure of unmtigated wealth and power, but few who were
not of the systemwere permtted to conpete. Stile understood that the entry
fee for off worlders was form dable, whereas there was no fee for serfs. Oh,
they had the systemwell worked out! One way or another, the dues were paid.

But this one was that rarity, a genuine alien creature. It had a ring of
tentacles in lieu of arnms above, and six little caterpillar feet below and
its face was nainly an el ephanti ne proboscis. There did seemto be sensory
organs, on little stal ks that hobbl ed about. Stile presunmed the ones with
bal |l ed ends were eyes, and the ones with hollow bells were ears; he could not
account for the ones with opaque disks.

"Sal utation,"
pl anet . "

he said formally. "I am Stile, a serf-human being of this

"Courtesy appreciation; you do | ook the part," the alien responded. The sound
emanat ed from sonmewhere about its head, but not fromits snout. "I wll be
Dgnh of El sewhere."

"Apol ogy. | amunabl e to pronounce your nane."

"Conpl ete with vowel -sound of your choice: irrelevancy to local vocal."
"Dogonoh?" Stile inquired.

"Noh for brief. Sufficiently."

"Noh," Stile agreed. "You are prepared for any Gane?"

"Appal lingly."

Then he need feel no guilt about playing hard to win. This creature could have



spent a lifetine preparing for this single event, and have sone i nhunman
skills. Already Stile was trying to evaluate Noh's potential. Those tentacles
| ooked sturdy and supple; the creature was probably apt at nechani cal things.
It was probably best to stay clear of any physical contest. Since he did not
care to ganble in CHANCE or ART, that |left MENTAL-if he had the choice. On the
ot her range, he had best stay clear of tools or machines, again fearing that
alien dexterity. So he should go for NAKED or ANI MAL. Probably the latter
since he understood local animals well, and the alien probably did not.

"Prior matches-conpare?' Noh asked.

That woul d help himgain an insight into the alien's propensities. "I played
Football with a Gtizen, and Dominoes with a female serf,” Stile said.

"Not for nme, your Football," Noh decided. "Foots too small. Domi noes no
ei ther, elenent of chance.”

Pretty savvy, this creature. "The grid | eads to conpronise."

"So | explicated. Tiddl ywinks with manchild and Storytelling with Ctizen. Wn
Ganes, but nervous."

"Certainly," Stile agreed. Under the alien form this being was a true
Ganesman. Stile had experienced such conpetitive nervousness nmany times. In
fact, every Gane brought it on. That was part of the addiction of it. He was
in the Tourney to try for G tizenship, surely; but he also had an abi ding
delight in the conpetition of the thing, the endl ess variants, the excitenment
of the tenporarily unknown. That was what had caused himto remain on Proton
as a serf, instead of departing with his parents when their tour of tenure had
expired. The fascination and conpul sion of the Game had ruled him

Now, ironically, his major involverment was with magic, with the lovely frane
of Phaze. There, he was a person of considerable substance, a magician. He had
entered the Tourney here at a time when its significance for himhad been
greatly reduced. Yet new reasons had erupted to restore its inportance. He was
doing it for Sheen, and for pride, and for the chance to discover who was
trying to kill him and to achieve the ability to do sonething about it. Just
as he was participating in the quest of the PlatinumFlute in Phaze, for Neysa
and pride and eventual vengeance. So despite the considerable flux in both
frames, his course had hardly changed

Stile was jolted out of his reverie by the announcenment of his Gane. He and
the alien stepped up to the grid unit.

The alien was even shorter than Stile; only its perception stal ks showed above
the unit. Since the grid-screens on either side were all that counted, this
did not matter. Normally Stile preferred to study his opponent for telltale
reactions during the stress of selection; a hint about a person's nervous
state could spell the key to victory. But he could not read the alien anyway.

The primary grid showed. Good-Stile had the nunbers. Wthout hesitation he
sel ected MENTAL.

Noh was just as quick-which alarned Stile. If this creature was as fast on its
mental feet as his reaction-time indicated, this nmeant trouble. The sel ected
panel showed 2A, MENTAL/NAKED. M nd al one, no body invol verent.

The secondary grid appeared. Nunbered across the top were the categories
SOCI AL- PONER- MATHHUMOR, | ettered down the side were the qualities
| NFORVATI ON- MEMORY- RI DDLE- MANI PULATI ON.  Stil e had the nunbers, and that was



fine.

Suppose he chose SOCI AL? The alien could choose | NFORVATI ON, and the sub grid
could put theminto planetary history, where Noh could be well prepared. What
was the date of the squassation of the Bohunk of Planet Teetotal, in |oca
zero-neridian time? He certainly didn't need that! Should he choose POAER? Noh
could choose MEMORY, and they could rival each other in the recall of extended
sequences of letters, numbers and concepts, the kind of thing that used to
fill the tests that supposedly indicated human intelligence. Stile was good at
this, in human terms-but how could he be sure that Noh did not possess
long-termeidetic nenory, and be virtually invincible? O the alien could

sel ect MANI PULATI ON, and they could wi nd up playing a mental gane of

t hree-di nensi onal chess. Stile could do that, too-but it was a litera
headache. However, MATH could lead to the identification of obscure fornul ae

i f Noh chose | NFORMATI ON, or the spot rehearsal of log tables or trig
functions. MATH RIDDLES could be just as bad; better go to MAN PULATI ON and
do compl ex problens in his head. But if he chose HUMOR, and Noh chose RIDDLE
they would wi nd up conparing puns. Puns with an alien?

Dam it, he was up against a conpletely unknown quality of opponent! Any

choi ce could be ruinous. If only he had had time to do his honework,
researching his prospective opponents, however scantily; then at |east he
woul d have had sone broad notion what to avoid. But this business in Phaze had
crippled his research tine.

Stile sighed. He would have to go with MATH.

Noh had al ready selected RIDDLE. They were in 3C, Mathematical Riddles. Wll
it could have been worse. Stile had on-days and off-days on this sort of
thing; sonetimes inspiration presented himwith a brilliant response, and
sonetines he felt as if his head were stuffed with sawdust, and sonetines he
cursed hinmself for missing the obvious. But normally he was pretty sharp on
mat hematical riddles, and he knew a great nunber of them

The final grid was about as sinple as they cane: four squares. The top was 1.
COVWPUTER- GENERATED 2. SELF- GENERATED. The side was A. DUAL RESPONSE B
I NDI VI DUAL RESPONSE. Just four alternatives. Stile had the nunbers.

Noh's antennae wavered in agitation. "Nonetheless is this naked nmental ? How
justified computer involvenent?"

"These categories are fundanmentally arbitrary,” Stile explained. "Too many
Ganes are in fact nmixed types. The Gane Conputer assunes for the sake of
conveni ence that it, itself, has no Gane significance. The riddles could cone
froma book or a third person, but it is nbst convenient and randomto draw on
t he conputer nmenmory banks. There are all kinds of little anomalies like this
in the Ganes; | had to play Football using androids termed animals, with
robots for referees.”

"This is delightfully mstrustful. Expedient to avoi d?"

"Well, | happen to have the nunbered facet, so you cannot control that.
Myself, I'd rather avoid the dual response; that's timed, with the first one
to answer being the winner. I'"mnore of a power thinker; | get there, but not

always in a hurry." This was true, but perhaps m sl eadi ng;

Stile was stronger as a power thinker in proportion to his other skills, but
still by no neans a slow thinker. "That is-"

"Can we col lude? Choose 2B for nutual acconmpdationality?"



"W coul d- but how coul d we know one of us won't cheat? Deals are perm ssible
but not legally enforceable in the Gane. An expert |iar nakes an excell ent
grid-player. The conputer accepts nothing but the signal-buttons."

"Chance it nust be risked," Noh said. "Some trust exists in the gal axy,
likewise on little planets.”

"Agreed," Stile said, snmling at the alien's phrasing. He touched 2, and sure
enough, it came up 2B. They had each kept faith. Game players normally did; it
greatly facilitated things on occasion.

Now t hey adjourned to a bare private chanber. "Select a recipient for the
first riddle," the Gane Conmputer said froma wall speaker. "Recipient mnust
answer within ten minutes, then propose a counter-riddle for the other. In the
event of failure to answer, proponent rmust answer his own riddle, then answer
opponent's riddle within the tine imt. The first contestant to achi eve such
success is the victor. Conputer will arbitrate the technical points.”

"You courtesy explained situation,” Noh said. "Appreciation | yield initial."

It really did not make any difference who went first, since only an unanswered
or misanswered riddle followed by a successful defense counted. But Stile was
glad to get into it, for psychol ogical reasons. He had a number of tricky
qguestions stored in the back of his mnd. Now he would find out just what the
alien was nade of, intellectually.

"Picture three equal -l ength sticks," Stile said carefully. "Each quite
straight, without blem sh. Formtheminto a triangle. This is not difficult.
Wth two additional sticks of the sane size and kind a second triangle can be
fornmed against a face of the first. Now can you fashion four congruent
triangles fromonly six such sticks?"

Noh consi dered. "Enjoyability this exanple! Perm ssible to enploy one stick to
bi sect double-triangle figure formed from segnents of sticks?"

"No. Each stick must represent exactly one side of each triangle; no
projecting points.” But Stile felt a tingle of apprehension; such a device
woul d i ndeed have forned four congruent triangles, and simlar overl apping
could make up to six of them This creature was no patsy.

"Perm ssible to cross sticks to formpattern of star with each point a
triangl e?"

"No crossing." So quick to explore the possibilities! The head stal ks hobbl ed
t houghtfully for alnmost a mnute. Then: "Permissible to enploy a third

di mensi on?"

The alien had it! "Permissible," Stile agreed ganely.

"Then to elevate one stick fromeach angle of first triangle, touching at apex
to formfour-sided pyranmid, each side triangle."

"You've got it," Stile admitted. "Your turn."

"Agreeabl e game. Triangles anenable to ny pleasure. Agree sumof angles is
hal f-circl e?"

"One hundred eighty degrees," Stile agreed.



"Present triangle totaling three-quarter circle.”

"That's-" Stile began, but choked off the word "inmpossible." Obviously the
alien had sonething in mnd. Yet how could any triangle have a total of 270°7?
He had understood 180° was part of the definition of any triangle. Each angle
could vary, but another angle always varied inversely to compensate. If one
angle was 179°, the other two would total 1°. Otherw se there would be no
triangle.

Unl ess there could be an overlay of triangles, one angle counting as part of
another triangle, adding to the total. That didn't seem sensible, yet-

"Perm ssible to overlap triangles?" Stile inquired.
"Never."

So much for that. Stile paced the floor, visualizing triangles of all shapes
and sizes. No matter how he nade them none had nore than 180°.

Coul d they have differing definitions of triangles? "Perm ssible to have nore
than three angles in the figure?"

"Never."

Down again. Damm it, it wasn't possible! Yet somehow, by sone logic, it had to
be, or the alien would not have proposed it. Stile had encountered situations
i n which the supposedly inpossible had turned out to be possible, like turning
a torus inside out through a hole in its side. Topol ogy-there was a fertile
field for intellectual riddles! Shapes that were infinitely distortable

wi t hout sacrificing their fundamental qualities. Bend it, twist it, stretch
it, tieit in knots, it did not really change. Now if he could do that with a
triangle, bowing out the sides so as to widen the angles-but then its sides
woul d be curved, no good.

Maybe if it were painted on a rubberite sheet, which sheet was
stretched-around A curved surface! Noh had not specified a flat surface. A
triangle drawn on a sphere-

"Perm ssible to enploy a curved surface?" Stile inquired triunphantly.
"Never. Triangle nmust be rigid frane, as were your own."

Quch! He had been so sure! On the surface of a sphere he coul d have made ei ght
triangles each with three right angles, or even four triangles with two right
angl es and one 180° strai ght angle each-a quarter section of the whole. The
curvature of the surface permtted straight lines, in effect, to bow He had
often carved the skin of a pseudo-orange that way. But the alien forbade it.

Still, perhaps he was getting warnmer. Noh's antennae were flexing nervously,
whi ch coul d be a good sign. Suppose the surface were not curved, but space
itself was? That could simlarly distort a rigid triangle, by changing the
laws of its environment. In theory the space of the universe was curved,;
suppose the triangle were of truly cosm c proportion, so that it reflected the
very surface of the cosnos? "Ckay to nmake a very large triangle?"

"Nokay," Noh responded. "Standard triangle held in tentacles readily."

Brother! Stile was getting so inventive, stretching his inmagination, to no
avail. If he could not draw on the curvature of space-



But he coul d! "How about taking it to another |ocation?"
The stal ks wobbl ed ruefully. "Permssible.”

"Li ke maybe the vicinity of a black hole in space, where intense gravity
distorts space itself. Normal geonetric figures becone distorted, despite no
change in thensel ves, as though mounted on a curved surface. Down near the
center of that black hole, space could even be deformed into the |ikeness of a
sphere, just before singularity, and a triangle there could have two hundred
and seventy degrees, or even nore."

"The creature has resolved it," Noh agreed ruefully. "lInquire next riddle."
This was no easy Gane! Stile felt nervous sweat cooling on his body. He

feared he was overmatched in spatial relationships. He had invoked the third

di rension, and the alien had in turn invoked sonething |like the fourth

di mrension. Better to nove it into another region. "Using no other figures,

convert four eights to three ones," Stile said. Probably child' s play for this

creature, but worth a try.

"Perm ssible to add, subtract, nultiply, divide, powers, roots, tangents?" Noh
asked.

"Perm ssible-so long as only eights are used," Stile agreed. But of course
si mpl e addi ngs of eights would never do it.

"Perm ssible to form shapes from nunbers?"

"You mean like calling three ones a triangle or four eights a double row of
circles? No. This is straight math."” Noh was on the wong trail

But then the alien brightened. H s skin assunmed a lighter hue. "Permissible to
divide 888 by 8 to achieve 111?7"

"Perm ssible," Stile said. That really had not bal ked Noh | ong-and now t he
return shot was comng. Ch, dread

"Hurman entity has apparent affinity for spheres, as w tness contours of
she-fem nine of species,”" Noh said. "Appreciate geography on sphere?”

"I fear not," Stile said. "But out with it, alien."

"I'n human parl ance, planetary bodi es have designated north and south pol es,
apex and nadir of rotation, geographical |ocators?"

"Correct." Wiat was this thing | eading up to?

"So happenstance one entity peranbul ates, slithers, or otherw se renoves from
initiation of north pole, south one unit, then east one unit, and right angle
north one unit, discover self at point of initiation."

"Back at the place he started, the north pole, yes," Stile agreed. "That's the
one place on a planet that such a walk is possible. Walk south, east, north
and be hone. That's really a variant of the triangle paradox, since two right
angle turns don't-"

"Di scover another location for simlar peranbul ation.”

"To wal k south a unit, east a unit, and north a unit, and be at the starting
poi nt-w t hout starting at the north pol e?"



"Explicitly."

The creature had done it again. Stile would have sworn there was no such

pl ace. Well, he would have to find one! Not the north pole. Yet the only other
pl ace where polar effects occurred was the south pol e-and how coul d a person
travel south fromthat? By definition, it was the southernnost region of a

pl anet .

"Al'l units are equal in length and all are straight?" Stile inquired, just in
case.

"Indelicately."

"Ah, | believe you mean i ndubitably?"

"Indecisively," the alien agreed.

Just so. "Can't nove the planet to a black hol e?"
"Correct. Cannot. Wuld squash out of shape."

So it had to be settled right here; no four-dimensional stunts. Yet where in
the world could it be? Not the north pole, not the south pole-

Wait! He was assuming too much. He did not have to go south fromthe south
pole. He had to go south to it. O alnost to it....

"Picture a circle around the south pole," Stile said. "Aline of latitude at
such distance north of the pole that its circuit is precisely one unit. Now
conmence journey one unit north of that latitude. Wal k south, then east around
the pole, and north, retracing route to starting point."

"Accursed, foiled additionally," Noh said. "This creature is fornmdability."

Stile's sentiments exactly, about his opposition. He was afraid he was goi ng
to lose this match, but he struck ganely for new territory, seeking sone

i ntell ectual weakness in his opponent. "The formula X2 plus Y2 equals Z(r),
when graphed represents a perfect circle with a radius of Z, as described in
what we call the Pythagorean Theorem " he said. "Are you famliar with the
nmechani sn#"

"Concurrently. W termit the Snake-growtinme Equation."

Stile suspected there was a bit of alien hunor there, but he had to
concentrate on the job at hand instead of figuring out the reference. He was
gl ad he had not gotten into a punning contest! "Wuat variation of this fornula
represents a square?"

"No variation!" Noh protested. "That formula generates only a curve; a
variation rmust remain curvaceous. No straight lines fromthis."

"I will settle for an approximate square,” Stile said helpfully. "One that
curves no nore than the width of the Iines used to drawit."

"How t hi ckness | i nes?"
"Sane thickness as those used to nake the circle.”

"Extraordinarily unuseful,"” Noh grunped, pacing the floor with the little feet



tranping in threes. "Ceonetric curves do not transformation so. It is a fact
of math."

"Math is capable of funny things."
found a weakness?

Stile was regai ning confidence. Had he

Noh paced and questioned and did the alien equivalent of sweating, and finally
gave it up. "lncapability of sensiblizing this. Demand refutation.”

"Try Xoo plus Yoo equals Zoo," Stile said.

"Party of the first part raised to the infinitive power, plus party of the
second part raised simlarly? This is meaningful -1ess!"

"Well, try it partway, to get the drift. X3 plus-"
"Partway?" Noh demanded querul ously. "Cannot split infinity!"

Stile thought of the infinities of the scientific and magi cal universes, split
by the curtain. But that was not relevant here. "X8 plus Y8 equals Z8 yields a
distorted | oop, no longer a perfect circle. Raise the powers again. X4 plus Y4
equals 74, and it distorts further towards the comers. By the tinme it goes to

the tenth or twelfth power, it is beginning to resenble a square. By the tine

it reaches the mllionth power-"

Noh did some internal calculating. "It approaches a square! Never a perfect
one, for it yet is a curve, but within any desired tol erance-renarkabl e!
never realized a curve could fashion into-amaztoni shing!"

"Now | nust answer yours," Stile remi nded the alien. He knew he hadn't won
yet; he had only gained a temporary advantage, thanks to splitting an
infinity.

"Appreciably so. Were is the west pole?"
"West pol e?"
"North pole, south pole, east pole, west pole. \Where?"

"But a planet can only have one axis of rotation! There can't be two sets of
pol es!”

"There cannot be a square generated froma curve, alternatively."
"Un, yes." Stile lapsed into thought. If he could get this one, he won the
Round. But it baffled himas nmuch as his square had baffled Noh. Was the west
pole sinply a matter of semantics, a new nane for the north or south poles?
That seemed too sinple. There really had to be a pole in addition to the
conventional ones, to make it make sense. Yet unless a planet could have two
axes of rotation-

In the end, Stile had to give it up. He did not know where the west pole was.
H s advant age had di sappeared. They were even again. "\Were?"

"Anticipation-hope you would solution it,"” Noh said. "Solve has eluded ne for
quantity of time."

"You mean you don't know the answer yourself?" Stile asked incredul ously.

"Affirmation. | have inexplicably defaulted conpetition. Negative expedience.



Renorse. "

So Stile had won after all! Yet he wi shed he could have done it by solving the
riddle. The west pole-where could it be? He might never know, and that was an
aggravati on.

Stile had been late in the Round Three roster, and now was early in the Round
Four roster, as the Gane Conputer shifted things about to ensure fairness.
Hence he had less than a day to wait. He spent nmuch of that tine sleeping,
recovering fromhis excursion with the tanks and resting for possibly grueling
forthcom ng Ganes. He had been lucky so far; he could readily have |ost the
Football Gane and the Riddle Gane, and there was al ways the spectre of CHANCE
to wash himout randomy. Most duffer players were fascinated by CHANCE; it
was the great equalizer. So he hoped he would encounter a reasonably

experi enced player, one who preferred to fight it out honestly. One who
figured he had a chance to win by skill or a fortuitous event in a skil
contest, like the referee's miscall in the Football Game. But a true skil
contest could be arduous, exhausting both participants so that the w nner was
at a di sadvantage for the next Gane.

If Stile's enployer discovered anything in the course of her investigation
into the matter of the forged nmessage address, she did not confide it to him
That was the way of Citizens. They often treated serfs with superficial
courtesy, but no followthrough. The Citizen he had encountered in Round One,
the Rifl eman, was an exanple; there had been no further communication from
him There was no such thing, in Proton | aw and custom as a binding
commitment by Citizen to serf. Everything went the other way.

Stile remained troubled by the continuing canpai gn agai nst himby his
anonymous enery. At first he had thought this person had sent Sheen and then
| asered his knees as a warning to get out of horseracing. But he had gotten
out-and the threat continued. There had been a Citizen who was after him but
that had been effectively neutralized, and Sheen's self-willed robot friends
had verified that he was not the present offender. They had not been able to
trace the source of the substituted address, because it had not been handl ed
t hrough any-conputer circuits; it had been a "nechanical" act. But they had
wat ched that particular Gtizen, and knew that he was rel atively innocent.

Soneone wanted Stile dead-in Proton and in Phaze. Perhaps it was the sane
person-a frame-travel er. There were a nunber of people who crossed the curtain
regularly, as Stile hinmself did. Maybe that same one had killed Stile's other
self, the Blue Adept, and tried for Stile with | ess success. Probably anot her
Adept; no |l esser person could have done it. But who? The maker of gol ens-or

t he maker of anulets? Stile was beconi ng nbost eager to know

If he beat the |long odds and won the Tourney, he would have at his disposa

the resources of a Citizen. Then he would be in a position to find out-and to
take remedi al action. That was the real inperative of his present drive. He
could not wash out of the Tourney and sinply return to Phaze to court the Lady
Bl ue- not when a curtain crossing Adept was | aying constant deathtraps for him
He had life-and-death riddles to solve first!

H s Round Four opponent was a worman his own age:

Hella, first Rung on the Age 35 |l adder. Stile had qualified for the Tourney by
being fifth on the male 35 | adder, but he was actually the top player of his
age. Many top players remmined deliberately low on their Game | adders, so as
to avoid the annual Tourney draft of the top five. Hella, however, really was
the top femal e pl ayer, whose tenure ended this year; she had been eager to
enter the Tourney.



Nevert hel ess, she was not in Stile's class. He could outperformher in nost of
t he physical Ganmes and match her in the nmental ones. |If he got the nunmbers he
woul d have no gallantry at all. He would choose PHYSICAL. |If he had the
letters he woul d have to go for TOOL, to put it into the board ganmes bl ock
where he retained the advantage over her

Hella was a fit, statuesque woman, taller and heavier than Stile. She had

hal f -1 engt h dark-bl onde hair, slightly curly, and lips a little too thin. She
| ooked |i ke what she was: a healthy, cynical, hard-driving wonan, neverthel ess
possessed of a not inconsiderable sex appeal. Larger nen found her quite
attractive, and she was said to be proficient at private games, the kind that
men and wonen pl ayed off record. Stile had played her often, in random Ganes,
but had never socialized with her. Mst wonen did not get romantic about mnen
who were smaller than thensel ves, and she was no exception. Stile hinmself had
al ways been diffident about woren, and remai ned so. Sheen was special, and not
really a woman. The Lady Bl ue was special too-and Stile really found hinsel f
unable to forward his suit with her. She was his other self's w dow. ..

"I would rather not have conme up against you," Hella told himin the waiting
room "lI'malready half out; a duffer caught nme in CHANCE."

"That's the way it goes," Stile said. "I have nothing agai nst you, but I
intend to put you away."

"OfF course," she said. "If you get the nunmbers."
"I'f I get the nunbers,"” he agreed.

Their sumons canme. Stile did not get the nunbers. Thus they landed in 2B
Tool - Assi sted MENTAL GAMES. They pl ayed the sixteen choices of the sub grid
and canme to MAZE.

They adjourned to the Maze-section of the Gane prem ses. The Gane Conput er
formed new mazes for each contest by sliding walls and panel s al ong set
channel s; there was an extraordi nary nunber of conbinations, and it was not
possible to anticipate the correct route through. One person started from each
end, and the first to conplete the route won.

They took their places. Stile was designated blue, the convention for males,
and Hella red, the convention for fenmales. Had two nmal es been competing, they
woul d have been blue and green, or red and yellow for femal es. The Computer

i ked things orderly.

The starting buzzer sounded. Stile pushed through the blue door into the

l abyrinth. Inside the walls and floor were restful light gray, the ceiling a
translucent illumnation panel. As Stile's weight cane on the floor, it turned
bl ue, panel by panel, and remai ned that way to show where he had been
Spectators could view this Gane on vision screens in nockup form the patterns
devel oping in red and blue to show the progress of both conpetitors,
appreciating the ironies of wong turnings and near-approaches to each ot her

Stile moved quickly down the hall, his blue trail keeping pace, until he cane
to the first division. He didn't hesitate; he took the | eft passage. Further
along, it divided again; this time he took the right passage. The general | aw
of chance woul d make the right and left splits along the proper way cone out
about even; this was unreliable for short-termefforts, but still as good a
rule to foll ow as any.

Thi s passage convol uted, turned back on itself, and abruptly dead-ended. So



much for general laws! Stile quickly reversed course, follow ng his own blue
trail, and took what had been the |left passage. This tw sted about and finally
intersected his original blue trail-the first right turn he had ignored.

Qops-there had to be an odd nunmber of passages available, for at |east one |ed
to the red door on the other side of the maze. If two led there, then there
woul d be an even nunber-with two passages as yet untried. But that was
unusual ; spectators liked to have the two contestants nmeet sonewhere in the
center, and start frantically follow ng each other's trails, and the Gane
Conputer usually obliged with such a design. He nmust have nissed a passage in
his hurry. First mstake, and he hoped it would not prove to be too expensive.

He checked the passage back to the blue door. Nothing there. Then he took off
on the right-hand passage he had used to conplete the | oop. Sure enough, it

di vi ded; he had overl ooked the other passage because it angled back the way he
had come. He shoul d have checked behind himas well as ahead; an el enentary
precaution. He was not playing well.

However, this was not necessarily time wasted. Hella would be working her way
through fromthe other side, trying to intersect his blue trail that would

| ead her to the blue door. If he had a single path there, she would have no
trouble. As it was, he had turned all paths blue, so she would have no hint;
she might get lost, just as he had. Sonetinmes, in these mazes, one person got
ni ne-tenths of the way through, while the other floundered-and then the
flounderer followed the other trail to victory while the nine-tenths person
fl oundered. One could never tell

He noved on down the new passage. It, too, divided; he nmoved |left and foll owed
new convol utions. This one did not seemto be dead-ending or intersecting
itself; good. Now he needed to intersect Hella's trail before she intersected
hi s.

Stile paused, listening. Yes-he heard her wal king in the adjacent passage.
That did not necessarily nean she was close; that passage could be a dead-end
wi t hout connection to this one. Nevertheless, if he knew her |ocation while
she did not know his, that could be an advantage. He mi ght sneak in and find

her trail while she was still exploring a false lead, and hurry on to victory.
Then he heard her make a small, pleased exclamation. Quch-that could nmean only
one thing: she had intersected his trail. Wich nmeant that he was probably the

one on the dead-end.

Stile backtracked hastily and silently. Sure enough, her red path intersected
his, where he had bypassed the |last right passage, and ended there. She was
hot on his blue trail, and going the right direction. He was in trouble!

Stile took off down the red trail. He had only two hopes: first that she had a
fairly direct trail he could follow wi thout confusion; second that she would
get lost on his | oops and dead-end.

H s first hope was soon dashed; the red trail divided, and he did not know
whi ch one was good. He had to guess. He bore right, |ooped about, came close
to the exit-region- and dead-ended. All the breaks were going against him He
hurried back, no longer bothering to be silent, and took the other trail. It
wound about interm nably, while at every nonent he feared he would hear the
clang of her exit and victory. It divided again; he bore right, sweating. If
he lost this sinple Ganme to this woman, who really was not the player he
was. . .

Then, abruptly, it was before him the red door. Stile sprinted for it,



suddenly convinced that Hella's foot was on the sill of the blue door, that
even half a second would wipe himout. In his mnd s ear he heard the toll of
hi s | oss.

He plunged through. The bell sounded. He had won! "Dam!" Hella excl ained from
the interior. She had after all gotten lost in his |oop, and was nowhere cl ose
to the blue door. Hi s alarm had been fal se.

Sheen was waiting as he energed. "Take ne away from here,” he told her

putting his arm about her slender waist. He suffered another untoward image:
Sheen lying torn apart after the tank chase. Yet there was no present evidence
of that injury; she was all woman. "I've had enough of the Tourney for now "

"There'll be nmore than a day before your next match,"” she said. "Time for you
to catch your duel with the Herd Stallion in Phaze."

"I mght as well be right here in the Tourney!" he conpl ai ned. "One contest
after another."

CHAPTER 6 - Unol ynpi c.

Neysa had taken off early to rehearse with her brother for the incipient

exhi bitions, at the Lady Blue's behest. Stile was bothered about the hiatus in
protection for the Lady, but was unable to object. She had renmained within the
castle, reasonably safe.

At the appropriate hour. Stile put his arm about the Lady's supple waist and
uttered a spell that junped themboth to the event. He was getting better at
this sort of spell, but still would rather have travel ed by conventiona
nmeans, had there been tine.

It was inpressive. Eight or ten herds of unicorns had assenbled for their
conpetition; each Herd Stallion had his banner nounted at his canmp and his
subj ects ranged about it. There was a trenendous open pasture upon whi ch many
hundreds of unicorns grazed. They sported all the colors of nmoons and rai nbow,
and were handsone speci nens of equine flesh

Yet there were nany other creatures too. Wrewol ves ranged in small packs,
carefully neutral in the sight of so much potential prey. No false grow s
here! Bats swooped from perch to perch and sailed high in the air in pursuit
of insects. Humanoid figures of all types abounded.

A unicorn male trotted up to Stile and the Lady. In a nonent he shifted to
man-form neatly attired in a khaki uniform "Please identify thyself and
party and accept an adnittance tag."

"The Bl ue Adept and Lady Blue," Stile said.

"Adept! Right this way!" The unicorn's reaction resenbled that of a serf of
Proton confronted by a Citizen

They followed the unicorn to a small pavilion set up beside the exhibition
field. Several people reclined on 164 throne |like chairs or couches. They did
not rise or make any acknow edgnment of Stile's or the Lady's arrival. Stile
was now wel | - enough accustoned to the ways of Phaze to know that this
nonreaction represented a studi ed di scourtesy to either an Adept or a Lady.
But he showed no overt reaction; he wanted first to understand why.



Then a conely young wonan stood and approached them She seened vaguely
fam liar. "Thou comest undi sgui sed, ny handsonme?" she inquired, proffering her
hand. There was the hint of a cronish cackle in her voice.

"Yellow " he exclainmed. "What brings thee here? | thought-"

"Thou di dst suppose | had no nmore youth potions?" she inquired archly. "None
that would stand up to a day's hard use?"

"I recalled thee with fair hair, fairer than those of the Lady Blue, I|ight
yellow tresses."” Said tresses were now short, brown and curly. But of course
she coul d make her appearance whatever she chose, for the duration of her
potion. This was, as she put it, her costune. Her dress, at |east, was yellow,
that was the real key. "I thought the unicorns-" He shrugged.

"It is truce between all attendees of the Unol ynpics," she explai ned. "Wl
t he ani mals know ny nature, but here | exert mnmy powers not, neither do the
animals chide me for old affronts. W Adepts have few such soci al
opportunities, and few occasions to socialize with others of our ilk in peace.
W take themgreedily."

He renenbered that Yellow had been lonely in her own Demesnes, especially for
mal e conpany. Naturally she woul d socialize when she safely could. "Ah, I|ike
the tenple of the Oacle," Stile said. "No quarrels here." He | ooked about.
"These be Adepts?"

"And consorts. | forgot that thou renenberest not." She smiled brilliantly and
bobbed her cl eavage about, enjoying her youthful formas only an old hag
coul d. What height was to nen, he thought, breasts were to wonen. "Cone, ny
charmng; | will introduce thee around."

A chance to nmeet other Adepts-one of whom might be his murderer! This was
serendi pi tous, an unexpected w ndfall.

Yel | ow conducted themto a woman reclining on a white couch, and garbed in a
sparkling white gown. She was of indeterm nate m ddl e age, and sonewhat stout.
"This be White," Yellow said, indicating her with a half-contenptuous tw st of
a thunmb. Then she jerked the thunmb at Stile. "This be Blue, and Lady."

The White Adept lifted snowy |ashes. Her eyes were ageless, like swirls of
falling snow "Reports of thy dem se seemto have been exaggerated."

"No exaggeration," Stile said. "I seek ny nurderer."

"May | be far fromthe scene of thine encounter,” Wite said, unalarned, and
turned her wintry orbs back to the field where several unicorns were
practicing their acts. Stile renmenbered that the Wiite Adept had been in the
market for a white unicorn; Yellow had nentioned that, at their first
encounter. He hoped no such creature had been captured.

Yellow | ed them on. "Methinks thy appearance here stirs greater conmotion than
shows," she murmured with grimsatisfaction. "It is well known that thou'rt
possi bly the strongest current Adept, and that thou hast cause for vengeance.
Bl ue was ne'er wont to attend these functions before. Only be certain thou
hast the right party, before thou makest thy nove."

"I shall,"” Stile said through his teeth.

Now t hey approached a man in black. He glanced incuriously at Stile as Yell ow
made the introduction. "Black ... Blue."



"W have nmet before,” Stile said evenly.

Bl ack peered at him "I recall it not."

"I'n thy Denesnes, a nonth ago." Had it been so short a time? Stile felt as if
an age had passed since he had first entered the frame of Phaze and assuned
the mantl e of the Blue Adept. Subjective experiences had nade the days seem
i ke nonths. Even his encounter with Black seemed inpossibly distant. Yet

Bl ack was the sane, with his line tapering off into the ground, no doubt
attaching himto his castle. Black was made of |ines.

Bl ack's linear brow furrowed. "No one intrudes on ny Denmesnes."
"Wth nmy conpanions, a unicorn and a werewol f."

Slowy recognition flickered. "Ah-the man of the Little Folk. | recall it now
| thought thee dead ere now. " He squinted. "Wy didst thou not show thy power
t hen?"

"I came in peace-then." Stile frowned. He did not |ike the Black Adept, who
had i nprisoned himand left himto starve. Yet he could not assune this was
the nmurderer he sought. Black really had no interest in the things of other
Adepts; he was a recluse. It was surprising that he had bothered to attend the
Unol ynpics. And if he had nurdered the Blue Adept, he certainly would have
recogni zed himnore readily than this! Finally, Stile knew the nature of

Bl ack's magic: he conjured with lines, not golenms or anulets. "If thou
intrudest simlarly on ny Demesnes, | may treat thee with simlar courtesy."

"I can conceive of no circunstances in which | would intrude on thy Denesnes,
or associate with the likes of Yellow " Black said coldly.

"Until thou hast need of a potion or an animal, my arrogant,” Yellow said
"Then thou dost bespeak the crone fair enough."” She led Stile on
"These peopl e make nme nervous,"
t ake me anong them ™"

the Lady Bl ue nurmured. "Never did ny Lord

"Thy Lord had excellent taste!" Black nmuttered from behind.

"So Blue is not thy Lord?" Yellowinquired with a touch of malice. "What fools
t hese peasants be!"

"Call not the Lady Blue a peasant!" Stile snapped, instantly angry. He felt as
i f he wal ked anbng a nest of scorpions.

Yellow s potion-pretty face twisted into sonmething no girl her apparent age
could manage. "I call her-"

"What she is," the Lady Blue interjected quickly. "Ever have ny fol k been
villagers, farnmng the land and raising aninals, and no shane in it."

Yel | ow nel | owed. "Aye, no shanme in the nmanagenent of animals. Methinks thy
peasant status ceased when thou didst marry Blue. | wthdraw that portion of
ny remark."

Adepts evidently weren't accustoned to giving away anything voluntarily! "That
portion?" Stile demanded, unappeased. He realized he was behaving exactly like
an Adept, but was not in the mbod to back off. "Thou | eavest her a fool ?"



"That were readily abated," Yellow said. "I have |ove potions that-"

"Enough!" Stile said. "The Lady is a widow, | nerely assunme a role that the
Bl ue Denmesnes be not deneaned, and that the great wong done the Lady nay be
avenged. | amnot her Lord."

"Passing strange," Yellow nurmured. "Wth power to enchant an entire unicorn
herd, he exercises it not on the Lady who is as lovely as any nortal can be
and as spirited as a fine animal and who is legitimately his by right of

i nheritance. Methinks it is the man who is the fool."

"Mayhap by thy definition," the Lady Blue said. "Even so," Yellow agreed
shrugging. They came to a man in a red cloak. He was tall, alnmost six feet,
with red hair and red nustache. "Red . . . Blue," Yellow introduced.

Red extended a firmhand. "G ad am| to neet thee," he said, snling. He had a
handsome face and seened to be about Stile's age, though of course the
"costume" made all but his basic identity suspect.

Yel l ow took themto the final couple at the pavilion. "Geen and consort," she
said. The Green Adept was another man, short and fat, and his Lady was the
same. Both wore green suits and sparkling green jewelry, probably eneralds.

"Bl ue and Lady."

"Uh- huh,"” the Green Adept said curtly. "Now let's watch the show " But the
Lady Green nade a snall notion of greeting to the Lady Bl ue.

"These are all that attend this season,” Yellow said. "On other occasions |
have net Orange, Purple and Gray. But they be fromafar. There may be ot her
Adepts we know not of; we are a secretive bunch. | nake many contacts at the
several A ynpics."

"Qther Aynpics?" Stile asked, remenbering sonething the Herd Stallion had
sai d.

"Every mmj or species has them" Yell ow assured him "Canol ynpics,

Vanpol ynpi cs, Snow ynpi cs, Dragol ynpi cs-sonme be better than others. Methinks
the Elfolympies are best, with their displays of rare weaponry and danci ng
little men. Hast thou seen the like, ny precious?"

"I noticed only the dancing little dansels,” Stile said. The Lady Bl ue
frowned, but did not comment.

Now t he formal programwas beginning. Stile and the Lady Bl ue took seats and
wat ched. First the several unicorn Herds got settled as spectators, each at
its assigned location; then the conpetitive contingents narched onto the field
to the sound of their own horns and hooves.

It was an inpressive entry. Each contingent marched in step, led by its Herd
Stallion. Every horn was elevated at a 45-degree angle; every tail flung out
proudly. The surface of the hooves gleanmed in the slanting sunlight,
iridescent, and the spirals of the horns shot out splays of mrror-light. The
animals were all colors and shades: red, orange, gold, yellow, white, gray,

bl ue, bl ack, brown, striped, dotted and checkered. Sone were single-col ored,
except for those colors typical of horses; others were nulticol ored

Al were beautiful

The Lady Bl ue nudged him meking a gesture toward one section of the march. In
a nonent he found the place -the local Stallion's conplenent, wth sixteen



pi cked individuals. There was Neysa, marching in the last line, on the side
nearest the pavilion. "He didn't try to hide her!"™ Stile mnurnmnured
appreci atively.

Neysa was snaller than the other unicorns, being barely fourteen hands tall
and she was the only one in the display whose col ors were horse-normnal - her
mar k of shame. But now she was the steed and oath-friend of an Adept, and

t hough there was general fear and distrust of Adepts in the animl kingdons of
Phaze, the clear onus of an Adept's favor was so potent that Neysa now had a
pl ace of comparative honor. This was the first time she had been permitted to
join the Herd and to participate in its cerenoni es, and obviously she revel ed
init. The hurt of years was being nended. This nuch Stile had done for Neysa
by tami ng her; this much she had done for herself by allowing himto practice
the magic of his station.

The nusic swelled in a mghty chorus. Eight Herd Stallions blew the | eadoff
bl asts; eight disciplined displayherds responded with the nel ody. The ground
shook with the measured cadence of their prancing hooves; the air shook wth
the power of their nelody. No human orchestra could match the passion and
spl endor of this performance. Stile could not remenber ever having been
spectator to anything as grand as this.

They paraded cl ose by the Adepts' pavilion, and at the closest point every
horn angl ed abruptly to the left in a salute. There was an abrupt silence,
breathtaking in its precision; that sudden cessation of sound was nore

i npressive than a fortissino blast woul d have been. Then they marched on, the
musi ¢ resum ng, to pass by the other pavilions.

Stile exam ned those other pavilions now One was filled with wolves. Another
swarnmed with bats. Another seated elves, and yet another was stuffed with

gl oweri ng, horned denons. "Everybody cones to the Unol ynpics!" Stile breathed,
amazed.

"Everybody who is anybody," Yellow responded. "Few Human Fol k, however." Stile
was not certain of the significance of that; did it mean that humans were
anong the least inportant of the creatures of Phaze? O that the higher
animals sinply didn't |ike thenf

In due course the opening parade finished. Now the individual conpetitions

conmmenced. Wl ves ran, bats flew, denons charged and el ves scurried from one
pavilion to .another. "What's going on?" Stile asked.

"The judges," Yellow said, standing.

"Judges?"

"They can not use unicorns for the Unol ynpics; they're not objective. Too nuch
rivalry between the Herds. It's the same with the other species; they all have
to use outside judges. Now if thou wilst excuse nme, | nust to ny station.”
"Station?"

"I ama judge too. Didn't | tell thee?"

"Now |'ve seen everything!" Stile nuttered.

"Not quite. But when thou spyest Black judging, two pavilions down, then
mayhap thou canst consider it close enough to everything." She noved off.

A denon arrived-and al so a young man with the head of a hawk. They joined the



Yel | ow Adept at the front of the pavilion. This was the team of judges for one
section of the Unol ynpics.

The contestant-unicorns were now trotting to their places. There was a brief
peri od of confusion as they crisscrossed the field. Then colums formed before
the several judging stations. Sixteen unicorns formed a |line before the Adept
pavilion, standing at equine attention

This station, it devel oped, was judging the acrobatics. O hers judged
speed-trials, high- and |ong-junps, horn fencing, nelody-playing, dancing and
precision gaits. Neysa and her brother Cip had entered the category of

coupl es-dancing, and that was at a far corner of the field;

Stile could not make out what was going on there, to his frustration. So he
turned reluctantly to the local display.

Twel ve of the entrants were mal es-not herd | eaders, just |esser stallions. The
Herd system had no regard for the needs of un-dom nant males; they were not
allowed to breed with the mares, and were tolerated in the herds only so |ong
as they kept their places. In time of war. Stile was sure, their place was at
the forefront, as expendable troops. Naturally they participated in the

Unol ynpics; it was a nmajor peacetine opportunity to achieve recognition

In fact, Stile realized, these various Aynpics represented to the ani na

ki ngdonms the sanme sort of entertai nnment, excitement and chance for individua
notoriety that the Gane and Tourney did for serfs in Proton. It was a parallel
system wused as a relief-valve for the frustrations of the under trodden

Yell ow, as an Adept, assumed direction of the proceedings at this station
"Equi ne, thou'rt designated nunmber One," she said to the unicorn on the far
left. "When that number is called henceforth in this judgment, do thou answer
promptly or forfeit whatever honor may be due thee. Understand?"

The desi gnated uni corn di pped his horn subm ssively. Yellow then counted off
the others, up to the last, nunber Sixteen. "W are the prelimnary panel of
judges," she continued. "The Denon Horrawful, who is an Elder of his den and
has served with fiendish distinction at other Aynpics; in his youth he was a
wi nner at this same event at the Denol ynpics." There was a smattering of
polite applause, nostly fromthe spectators now crowdi ng cl ose to the edge of
t he pavilion, a nunber of whom were denons.

"And this is d@ynteye the Hawkman, w nner of the Avol ynpic rabbit-spotting
nmeet |ast year. He is conpetently versed to spot the antics of unicorns.”
There was nore appl ause, especially fromthe ani mal heads present.

"And | amthe Yellow Adept," she concluded. "In life | aman old human crone
whose business is known to nost animals. Wre it not for the sufferance
granted visitors at this event, | would be nobbed. However, | believe | am

qualified as a judge of fine animals, and | amin this respect objective."

There was a pause, and then sone extrenely tentative appl ause. The Lady Bl ue
| ooked about, frowned, then set her jaw and cl apped her hands. The consort of
Green joined her. Then Stile and the Green Adept had to join in, and the

out side animals, shaned into a better sense of the occasion, finally nmade a
nore substantial showing. Al had a horror of Yellow s business of trapping
and selling aninmals, but all antagonisnms were theoretically suspended here.
Yel l ow di d i ndeed appear to be conpetent and objective.

Stile was rem nded yet again of the parallel of Proton. The Rifleman had shown
hi mfavor, causing the other Citizens to react with simlar courtesy despite



the gulf between Citizen and serf. The Lady Bl ue had been the catalyst this
time, but the spirit was the sane.
"Now wi t hdraw to the sides and rear," Yellow directed, betraying her surprised
pl easure at the applause by only a slight flush at her neck. "Form an arena,
open only at the spectator's side. No alien nmagic can function here.” And the
unicorns did as she bid, so efficiently that Stile realized this was a
standard procedure. Indeed, all the stations were forming sinmlar formations.

"Nunber One 'corn stand forward," Yellow said, and the first stallion noved to
the center of the arena, facing the pavilion. "Thou and each other entry will
have two minutes to make thy presentation. Each act will be followed by a
one-m nute consultation of judges and announcenment of aggregate score.

Appl ause of up to thirty seconds will be permtted only at that tinme. If there
are any questions at this point, stifle them"

There were no questions. "One, perform™ Yellow said.

The unicorn went into his act. He was a fine purple and green animal, with
white ears. He pranced and wheel ed and | eaped in assorted patterns. G adually
he worked up to the nore difficult exercises-forward and backward flips,
hoof - cli cking junps, and an inpressive bucki ng-bronco finale.

Time," the denon-judge grated. Apparently he had the timng ability. The
stallion stood, his barrel heaving fromthe exertion, nostrils flared, just a
hint of fire in his breath, awaiting the score.

The three judges consulted. Stile could not hear what they said, and did not
know t he scoring system Again he tried to spot the activity of the
coupl es-dance unit, and could not.

"Nurmber One scores fifteen," Yell ow announced. Now there was appl ause, the

uni corns honking brief notes and tapping their hooves on the ground in lieu of
the cl apping of hands. It did not seemoverwhelning to Stile, and he deci ded

t he performance had been no nore than average for this type of conpetition
Certainly Neysa could have matched it, and she had not even entered this
event .

"Nunber Two, stand forth," Yellow said, and another stallion came to the fore.
He was | arger and better muscled than the first, and his color was brighter
bands of blue alternating with intense yellow. Hi s neck was especially
powerful . "Perform" And he launched into his act.

This one was sharper than the first. He did the front and back flips, then
went into a series of nmidair barrel rolls that brought mnusical gasps from sone
spectators. He stood on his two forehooves and clicked his rear hooves

toget her so that sparks flew In the finale he | eaped straight up, turned in
air, and | anded squarely on his horn, which plunged three quarters of its
length into the turf. He remmined frozen on that one-point support until tinme
was called. Then he allowed his body to drop to the ground so that he could

wi t hdraw hi s horn.

"That is the likely winner," the Lady Blue murrmured. "Neysa could not have
done that."

"True." Stile had never imagined a unicorn supporting itself in that nmanner

The judges consulted. "Twenty-six," Yell ow announced, and strong appl ause
burst forth instantly, cutting off only at the expiration of the thirty
seconds. A popul ar decision, certainly.



The other acts followed, but they did not match the second. Stile concl uded

t hat each judge graded on the basis of one to ten, with an aggregate of thirty
points being the maxinum H s attention wandered to the units on either side.
To the right were the speed trials, with unicorns gall oping around a marked
pattern so fast that flame shot fromtheir nostrils, dissipating their
devel opi ng body heat. Unicorns did not sweat, they blew out fire. On the left
side were the gait trials, with unicorns prancing in perfect one, two, three,
four and five-beat conbinations, nanes and tails flying high. But still Stile
could not see what Neysa's unit was doing. He was becom ng covertly bored with
t he proceedi ngs, though the Lady Bl ue evinced continuing interest.

In the course of a little over an hour the prelimnary trials were done. Four
contestants had been selected fromthe |ocal group, to advance to the next
round.

The contestants noved to new stations. Now four nusicians cane to stand before
t he Adept pavilion. Each played a nmelody on his or her horn, and these were
mar vel ously pl easant. One uni corn sounded |ike an oboe, another |ike a
trunpet, a third like a violin, and the fourth Iike a flute. The violin nmade

t he highest score, but the flute and oboe were tied at twenty-two.

"I mslike this," Yellow said. "They are so close, | can not sel ect between
them Have you other judges nore firmly entrenched opini ons?"

Dermon and Hawkman shook their heads. They agreed the two contestants were
even. "l mslike being arbitrary,” Yellow said. "Yet it has been |ong since
heard the flute, and I know not which sound is the nore perfect
representation. If we but had an instrunment for conparison-"

The Lady Blue stood with an air of minor mschief. "If it please the judges-"
Yel | ow gl anced back at her. "Speak, Lady, if it be relevant."

"My Lord the Blue Adept is skilled in rmusic, and has with himan excellent
flute-"

"Hey, I'mnot in this!" Stile protested.

But Yellow was snmiling with a certain friendly malice. "Methinks Blue owes ne
a favor."

Stile spread his hands. He was caught. "Wat dost thou wi sh. Yellow?"

"Di dst hear the thenme played by the flute-'con? If thou woul dst play the sane
as it should be played, that we may comnpare-"

Stile sighed inwardly and wal ked to the front of the pavilion. He did not
object to playing; his concern was that the |arger nature of the borrowed

Pl ati num Flute woul d mani fest as his magi c power gathered. But if he willed no
magi c, maybe it would be all right. He did owe Yellow a favor, and this was a
nodest one.

He assenbled the Flute, brought it to his nmouth, and played the thene. The
magi ¢ i nstrument gave himperfect control, making hima better flutist than he
ot herwi se could be. The notes issued |ike ethereal honey. The magi ¢ gat hered,
but subtly.

As he played, the routine noises of the Unol ynpics abated, in a w dening
circle. Unicorn spectators down the line rotated their ears, orienting on him



Wien the | ast note faded, the entire arena was sil ent.

The three judges remai ned seated, quiet for a nmonment. The ot her Adepts seened
frozen in their places. Then Yell ow shook her head. "There be flutes and there
be Flutes," she said. "That is the PlatinumFlute, of Elven craft, the Enperor
of flutes. There is none like it. Favored indeed is the one, whether conmmon or
Adept, who gains its loan fromthe Little Folk. |I fear the crisis of Phaze
draws nigh. After that sound, | have no further doubt; the unicorn does not
conpare. "

But the two other judges denurred. "Play oboe," the denpbn grunted.

"Ah, yes," Yellow agreed. "Thank thee, Horrawful, thou'rt correct. W nust
conpare that sound too." She focused on Stile. "Play the oboe. Blue."

"But | have no oboe," he protested.

"Pretend not to be ignorant of the nature of the instrunent thou boldest," she
said sharply. "Play the oboe, that we may get on with this matter."

Baffled, Stile |looked at the Flute he held-and it had becone a fine platinum
oboe. So the magic shifts were not nmerely with weapons! He brought it to his
nmout h and pl ayed the oboe-'conmls theme. The notes rolled out like elixir,

i npossi bly mellow, the nost perfect oboe-sound he had ever heard. Again the
Unol ynpics halted to listen. Even the jaded Adepts sat riveted until it

fini shed.

"Now we can judge," Yellow said. She consulted again with her
associ at e-judges, and rendered the decision: "The oboe is closer to true. The
oboe-'corn qualifies."

Now t here was appl ause-but sonmehow it seenmed to orient nmore on Stile than the
qual i fying unicorn. "Only ny Love played like that,"” the Lady Blue murnured as
Stile resuned his seat beside her. "I never thought to hear such sound again."

"The instrument is magic," he replied shortly. "It lends skill to the player."

"Mayhap, " she agreed, and said no nore.

Soon it was time for the finals. Nowthe entire field becane a single arena,
and the separate panels of judges nerged to beconme a single |arge panel
Everyone woul d witness the category victories.

Stile was gratified. At last he would get to see Neysa performif she had nade
it this far. He had been confident of her prowess before this ever started,

but now he was aware of the strength of the conpetition. She could have been
el i m nat ed.

But she had made it! She and Cip were finalists, and in due course their
event came up. One werewol f judge disqualified hinmself at that point,
expl ai ning that he was an oath-friend to a contestant and coul d not judge her
objectively. A substitute was found, and the show went on

Neysa and Clip trotted out in perfect step, playing their own nusic for the
dance, she with her harnonica-horn, he with his saxophone. It was a beautiful
duet, harnonizing precisely with the beat of their hooves. Neysa's colors now
conpl emrented Cip's, and she was beautiful even in unicorn ternms. Both aninals
were small for their species, but as a pair, alone in the arena, they were
perfectly matched and did not seemsmall at all.



They plunged forward, horns lunging at an invisible foe, then whi pped back
together with a dissonant note, as of a foe dying. Stile could al nost see the
i nplied nonster. So could some of the judges, who happened to be nonsters;
they scowl ed. The two went on through different gaits, then got fancy. Neysa

| eaped, and Cip trotted beneath her. As she | anded, he | eaped over her. They
continued in a fantastic | eapfrog sequence, their nusic playing wthout a
break. Then they came together, bucked in unison, and | eaped together in a
backward somersault. In nmidair they changed shape, |anding neatly in
human-form he garbed in bright trousers and cl oak, she in white-fringed bl ack
dress. They swung, now humri ng the rnmusic their horns could no | onger play.
Faster they swung, becom ng al nbost a blur-and suddenly they were hawk and
firefly, whirling about in air about a conmon center, then back to equine form
with a final, lovely bar of music, in time for the expiration of tine.

The judges held out printed cards: 9,9, 8, 9, 7, 8 ... an excellent rating
fromall except the nonsters. Then the appl ause began, |oudest from Neysa's
own Herd; but there was an appreciative baying fromseveral wolves of the pack
who had al so taken the oath of friendship with her. Stile saw now that his
friend Kurrel gyre was anong them

Then the other unicorn couple went into its act. Both were handsone speci nens,
and both had renarkabl e tones. He sounded |ike a bassoon, with all its deep
beauty and trick effects, while she rang like bells. Stile was anazed at what
the unicorn horn could do; it was not confined to wind instrunments, perhaps
because of its magic. This conbination was unusual and effective, and they
made the nost of it.

These uni corns, too, changed shapes in the mddle of the dance, manifesting as
great cats and then as white and blue herons. Their equine states were
special, too; he had a mane like rippling fire, and her mane was iridescent;

it shone as it flexed, with precious luster. She was a truly lovely creature.
But it was the artistry of their dance that made it outstanding, and in the
end they were judged the winners. Stile could not contest the decision; it was
fair. Yet Neysa and Clip had made a fornidabl e showi ng. He was proud of them

The finals continued with marvel ous exhibits, but Stile's attention wandered
again. Wen all this was done, he would have to nmeet the local Herd Stallion
He had the Platinum Flute, so could enploy his magic; he was not in danger
Yet it bothered him for he did not wish to humiliate the Stallion. He just
want ed t he post ponenent of Neysa's breeding. Should he try to talk to the
Stallion again? He doubted that would be effective. Unicorns were extrenely
stubborn animals. Yet if he fought the unicorn and used his magic to prevail,
it would be unfair; if he did not use magic, he could | ose. Was there no
satisfactory alternative?

Stile mulled it over while the Unol ynpics progressed to the close. In the
present excitement and distraction, he found himself unable to work out a
strategy that would satisfy all needs. Since he was not about to let hinself
be wounded by the horn of a unicorn, he would just have to use his magi c and
damm the soci al consequence. He hated to do it, though; he knew how i nport ant
pride was for the dom nant creatures of Phaze. Pride, really, had notivated
the Herd Stallion to challenge him the aninmal hoped to force Stile to
capitul ate ignom niously, and yield Neysa to the schedul ed breeding.

Were the circunstances otherwi se. Stile would have done just that. Neysa had
waited years for just this opportunity, and Stile wanted no avoi dabl e quarre
wi th anyone. But Neysa believed-and now Stil e agreed-that he needed her on his
quest for his nmurderer. Not nerely to ride, for he could now nove hinsel f, but
as an essential back-up. Surely his eneny would prove far nore fornidable than
the Worm of the Purple Muntains cavity, and Stile had barely prevail ed



agai nst the Worm even with the Platinum Flute. Neysa's presence coul d have
made the difference, there. He could not free her by giving up his quest,
because it was his own nurderer he sought. That person had to be brought to
justice-and no one else would do it if Stile did not. So for the sake of
Neysa's desire as an oath-friend, and his own internediate-termsecurity, he
had to keep her with him and that nmeant putting down the Herd Stallion

Put nmore succinctly: he had to crush the pride of an honorable creature, to
win the right of another creature to sacrifice her ambition of dam hood and
risk her life for him Sonme pride! A bat fluttered up and | anded before him
It shifted to man-form No |ong canine teeth, no horrific eyes; this was an
ordinary, slightly pudgy brown-haired man of mddle age. 'Thou art Blue?" the
vanmpire inquired diffidently.

"I amhe," Stile responded guardedly. "I seek no quarrel with thy kind."

"I am Vodl evile. | encountered thine ogre-friend. Hulk, and thereafter through
thine intercession the Yell ow Adept did forward to me a potion that cured ny
son. | owe thee-"

Stile put up a disclaimng palm "It was in abatenent of Hulk's debt to thee
for the help thou didst give himin the course of his mssion for nme. Thou
hast no debt to nme. | amglad to hear of thy good fortune, and | w sh thee and
thy son well."

"I hel ped Hulk fromnere camaraderie," Vodlevile protested. "Repaynent for
that were an insult." He paused. "No of fense. Adept; a figure of speech.”

"Understood,"” Stile said, liking this creature. "Yet would | have hel ped thy
son regardl ess, had I known of his condition. The Lady Blue is a healer, and
it is ever her pleasure to help the creatures of Phaze. Can | do | ess?"

"Apol ogy," Vodlevile said. "I spied thy Lady not. | recognized thee fromthy
musi c on the Flute, forgetting her. A greeting to thee, fair one."

"And to thee, sociable one," the Lady Blue replied. She turned to Stile. "W
ask no reconpense for the work we do, yet neither do we deny the proffered
gratitude of those we help."

Stile smled. "Methinks | have been directed to accept what thou mayest
proffer, though I feel thou hast no obligation."

"I bring naught tangible,"
for thee-"

the vanpire said. "If there is anything | may do

"What | must do, no one can do for me," Stile said gravely.

"What is that?"

"l must match the Herd Stallion in fair conbat.'
situation.

Stile quickly outlined the
"Why, sir, that is nerely a matter of face. W vanpires, being naturally
steal thy, have ready means to handl e such questions.”

"You vanpires nmust be smarter than | am" Stile said ruefully.

Then Vodl evil e expl ai ned the recomrended strategy. Stile clapped the heel of

one hand to his forehead. "Of course!" he exclained. "There is no better
service thou coul dst have done nme than this sinple advice."



The vanpire nmade a gesture of satisfaction. "Every time | see ny son change
formand fly, |I think of Blue." He shifted back to bat-form and fl ew away.

"Thou art very like ny Lord,"” the Lady Blue murnured. "Hi s friendships were
many, his enmties few"

Except for the eneny who killed him Stile thought bleakly. That one had
undone all the rest.

The final match was deci ded and the victorious unicorn paraded off the field.
Now it was tinme for the special event -Herd Stallion vs. Blue Adept-in a
conbat supposedly inmune to magic.

The Herd Stallion strutted out, resplendent in his natural col or and
muscul ature. Stile started forward, but found hinself restrained by the Lady
Blue's hand. He turned to her, uncertain what she wanted.

She was al ways beautiful, but at the nonent she seemed to himto be
transcendentally lovely. "Go with care, ny Lord," she said, and somehow it was
the greatest conplinment he coul d have inagined.

"I thank thee. Lady," he said. Then he proceeded on out to neet the Stallion
carrying the Platinum Fl ute.

The unicorns formed a great ring around the two, sealing off external magic.
They thought Stile would be unable to draw on the background power, and
ordinarily this would be true. But the Oracle had enabled himto nullify that
nullification. This was the real debt he owed Hul k, for Hul k had donated his
one lifetime question to the Oracle for Stile's benefit; that was why Stile
had taken Hul k's debt of a favor on hinmself. Now the vanpire had repaid it,
and by Stile's logic he owed a major favor to Hul k.

Perhaps his gift of the pursuit of the Proton-self of the Lady Bl ue had abated
that; perhaps not. He remenbered that he had agreed to Hulk's visit to the
Oracle at the subtle behest of the Lady Bl ue, who had been aware of what was
devel opi ng. She had acted to defuse the issue before it cane to Stile's
attention. So where was the right of it? Stile knew he would have to think
about the matter some nore; right was not always sinple to ascertain. Yet such
del i berations were al ways wort hwhil e.

Now he stood in the center of the huge arena, before the Stallion. The
contrast in their sizes was striking; a large equine, a very small man. But
there was no snicker fromthe audience, for Stile was the Bl ue Adept.

First he had to establish his power, making it instantly and conpellingly
evident to the entire assenbly. That was the first stage of the vanpire's
excel l ent advice. He had to prove that the ring of unicorns could not inpinge
upon the Blue Adept's practice of magic. At the nonent, only a few understood
the full properties of the PlatinumFlute, like the Yell ow Adept; after the
denonstration, everyone would know

Stile brought out the Flute. The Herd Stallion waited, as if curious to see
what his opponent was up to.

Stile played. Again the enchanting nel ody poured forth, the finest sound a
flute could make. The unicorns listened raptly, yet perplexed. How could nere
musi ¢ stop the great Stallion?

When the magi ¢ had gathered. Stile halted and went into a singsong spell:



"Show us the story of the Dragon's Tooth, fromdeath to bloom frombirth to
youth." But the real shaping of it was in his nind; the words only initiated
t he sequence.

In the sky a dot appeared. It expanded rapidly into the shape of a dragon

with six legs, six wings, and a trenendously toothed rmouth. A shadow al nost
the size of the entire arena fell as the nonster crossed the sun. The unicorns
| ooked up, alarned; seldomdid any dragon approach a unicorn herd, and this
one was the | argest ever seen locally.

Stile raised his right hand to point at the dragon. Then he put the Flute to
his mouth again, to intensify the nmagic and keep his conplex spell operating
at full strength.

The dragon folded its wings and dived at the field. Folded, it was much
smaller. It crashed headfirst into the chewed turf and expl oded. This was the
"death" of his spell. Teeth flew out in a splash, to land all across the
field; the rest of the dragon puffed away in snoke.

Where each tooth fell, sonething sprouted. This was the "bloom™" As Stile
continued to play the Flute, the teeth grewinto |eafy vines. Each vine
fruited in a gourd, and each gourd hatched into a hunan baby, and each baby
grew rapidly into an arned soldier. This was the "birth to youth" sequence.
The soldiers formed into a phal anx, marched once around the field, shifted
into a sinuous formation that suddenly sprouted wings and flew as a mass into
the sky. It was the original dragon, departing as it had cone. In nmonents it
was a nere speck in the sky, and then it was gone.

The unicorns stood in silence. They had just been shown that they could no

| onger restrict the magic of the Blue Adept, even when their force was
greatest. The Adepts, too, were riveted; not one of themcould match this
performance. Was one of themthe murderer he sought? Stile hoped that one was
guaki ng, now, for fear of the vengeance of Blue. Mst magic was fun to Stile,
but in this regard it was deadly serious.

The Herd Stallion, however, had not budged. Stile had feared this would be the
case. He had fashioned a denonstration of magic that was spectacul ar enough to
enable the Stallion to wi thdraw wi t hout shane; obviously no ordinary creature
could prevail against power like this. But the Stallion was stubborn; he would
not back off regardl ess. He mght face inpossible odds but he would not yield
to opposition. Stile respected that; he was that way hinself. It was another
reason why he was going to so much trouble to avoid humiliating the fine
animal . How fortunate that the vanpire had been avail abl e for advicel

Stile sang another spell: "Flute of class, grant equal r mass." Suddenly a
gi ant appeared, in Stile's own image, standing in his footprints, towering
above him The giant's nass was equal to that of the Herd Stallion; anyone
could see that. Then the giant shrank in on Stile until at last it disappeared
in Stile. He now had the mass of the unicorn, though he remained his own size
and felt no different. He held the Flute-which was now the broadsword.

The Herd Stallion stepped forward. He certainly understood; Stile was using
his magic only to nake the contest even. It depended only on their skills. If
the Stallion was good with his natural weapon, he mght out fence Stile and
win. If not. Stile would prevail. The nullification of shame could go no
further than this. Vanpire Vodl evile's advice had taken themto this stage;
what followed would foll ow

The Stallion seemed to be proceeding with guarded confidence. Stile could
guess why; Stile was known to be inexpert with the rapier. Neysa had had to



drill himin its use, and he had been an apt student, but a few |l essons could
not bring himto the level of the Herd Stallion

Stile, however, was not now holding a rapier. He was hol ding an excel |l ent
broadsword, perfect in weight and | ength and tenper and bal ance and all the
subtleties of general feel, and with this weapon he was proficient. He had
trained with this type of sword for a dozen years, and won many Proton-frane
Ganes with it. Wiile he could not match the Stallion's protection against
bei ng di sarmed, he could, if he had to, throw his blade at his opponent. So it
was reasonably even. That was the way he wanted it. Vodl evil e had shown him
how to ease his crisis of conscience.

They nmet in the center of the arena and cerenoniously crossed weapons. Then
each took a step back. Now it began.

The Stallion lunged. The horn shot forward. Stile junped aside, his point
jabbing to tag the unicorn's shoul der-but the animal was not to be caught that
way, and was out of range.

Now Stile lunged. The Stallion's horn parried his thrust powerfully. Had Stile
not possessed equal mass, he coul d have been disarmed then; as it was, sparks
flew fromthe colliding weapons and both parties felt the inpact.

So much for the feeling-out. Stile valued surprise, w thout sacrificing good
technique. He fenced with the Stallion's horn, setting hinself up for

di sarm ng, and when the Stallion made the nove. Stile slipped by his guard and
sliced at his neck. The unicorn, suckered, shifted instantly to man-form so as
to duck under it, then back to equine form He had a sword in man-form but

| acked Stile's mass; there was no conservation of mass, in nagic.

Stile wheeled to engage the Stallion again. He knew now that he was the
superior swordsman, but he guarded agai nst overconfidence. This
shape- changi ng-t hat coul d be tricky.

Indeed it was. Suddenly he faced a small flying dragon. The creature spread
batlike wings and flew over Stile's head, out of reach of his sword.

Well, Stile was al so out of reach of the dragon's talons. It was a standoff,
for the moment. Since he didn't really want to hurt the Herd Stallion, that
was all right.

Then the dragon shot fire fromits mouth. Stile dived out of the way. This was
nore conplicated than he had thought! Evidently the unicorn had built up sone
heat in the course of the match, and was able to use that to fuel his
dragon-form

The dragon oriented for another shot. Stile raised his sword-and it was a
shiny, mrror-surfaced shield. It caught the jet of fire and bounced it back
at the dragon. The creature took evasive action

Stile could bring the dragon down by magi c-but he remained unwilling to do
that. He wanted to win as he was. H s weapon coul d change according to his
need; the Stallion could change his shape. They renmai ned even. Except that
Stile could not reach the dragon

O could he? Suddenly his weapon becane an ei ghteen foot pike. Stile heaved it
upward at a sharp angle, poking at the dragon. The creature squawked with a
sound |i ke an accordi on-whi ch was the tone of the Stallion's horn-and fl apped
hi gher. Another jet of fire came down, but petered out short of the mark.
Stile's pi ke was keepi ng the dragon beyond fl ame-range.



St andoff. Neither could hurt the other. Unl ess-

Stile's spi ke becane a powerful platinumbow, with a |ong, sharp arrow. He
aimed it at the dragon-but already the creature was diving to earth, changing
back to the unicorn, who formed in nidcharge toward Stile.

Stile's weapon shifted back to broadsword, and the fencing resuned. Stile was
the better swordsman, but every time he pressed his advantage the Stallion
changed shape and they went through a quick series of animal and weapon forns
before returning to the nore conventional fray.

It becane apparent to the audience that there was unlikely to be a wi nner
here; neither party could hurt the other. Stile was satisfied with that; they
could negotiate a reasonabl e extension of Neysa's tine.

Stile out fenced the Stallion again, the Stallion shifted to dragon-form
Stile's sword becane the bow ...

And the dragon becane the man-form who plunmeted toward Stile. Stile flung

hi nsel f aside, his grip on his weapon sl ackening, and the man-form snatched it
fromStile's grasp. He hurled it far across the arena. In air, the bow
reverted to its natural state, the Flute, and bounced on the grass. Stile had
been carel ess, and abruptly di sarned.

Hs first inpulse was to run for the Flute, for he had no chance without it.
H s mass had reverted to normal the monent he was separated fromthe Flute.
The ring of unicorns now deprived himof his magic. How foolish he had been
not to retain his grip; he could never have been di sarnmed had he wlled

hi msel f not to be.

A |l arge hand caught his shoul der. The man-form was preventing himfrom going
after the weapon

Stile reacted instantly. He caught the hand on his shoul der, whirled about,
and applied pressure to the man-form s el bow joint. It would have been a
subm ssion hold, ordinarily-but the formshifted back to equine and the hold
was negat ed.

Freed, Stile sprinted for the Flute. But the Stallion galloped after him No
chance to outrun that! Stile had to turn and dodge, staying clear of that
hor n.

But he would not be able to dodge it long! Stile nade a phenonenal, acrobatic
| eap, feeling his weakened knees r giving way in the effort, and flipped
through the air toward the Stallion's back. If he could ride the aninmal |ong
enough to get near the Flute-

Then, in the monment he was in the air, he saw that terrible unicorn horn

swW ngi ng about to bear on him The Stallion had reacted too quickly. Stile
woul d Iand-directly on the point. He |landed-in the arms of the man-form The
creature set himdown carefully. "I seek not to injure thee. Adept, for thou
hast been kind to ny kind. | nerely deflect thee. Thou'rt disarmed of thy
weapon and thy magic. Dost thou yield?" It had been a fair fight. The unicorn
had out maneuvered him Stile m ght be able to hold his own against the man
form but not against the equine-formor dragon-form and he refused to stoop
to any subterfuge. He had lost. "I yield," he said.

"Fetch thy weapon ere hostile magic cones,"” the man formsaid, and shifted

back to unicorn-form



Stile wal ked across the arena and picked up the Flute, then rejoined the
Stallion before the main judging stand. The Stallion did not speak, so Stile
did. "W have net in fair encounter, and the Stallion defeated nme. The Bl ue
Adept yields the issue.”

Now the Herd Stallion blew an accordi on nedley on his horn. Neysa's brother
Clip trotted up. "The Stallion says the Adept is nore of a creature than he
took himfor. The Adept had nagic to win, and eschewed it in favor of
equality, and fought fairly and well, and lost well. The Stallion accepts the
pride of that victory-and yields back the issue.”

Then the appl ause began. Unicorns charged into the field, formng into their
di screte herds. Neysa found Stile and carried himaway separately to rejoin
t he Lady Bl ue.

The Unol ynpi cs were over.

So all the Herd Stallion had really wanted was the notoriety of defeating the
Bl ue Adept and redeening the pride he had lost during their prior encounter at
the Bl ue Denesnes. Granted that, the Stallion had been generous, and had
granted Neysa the extension she wanted. Al Stile had lost was a little pride
of his own-and that had never been his prine consideration

In future, he would pay better attention to the hidden nmotives of the
creatures of Phaze-and to the pitfalls of battling a shape-changi ng creature.
These were useful |essons.

CHAPTER 7 - Hul k.

Sheen took Stile to a private chanber deep in the maintenance section of the
done they lived in. He carried his harnmonica and the Platinum Flute with him
in a small bag, not being willing to | eave them el sewhere | est he have sudden
need for them or risk their theft.

He spoke with an anonynous nachi ne through a speaker. This rem nded hi mof the
node of the Oracle- but of course the Oracle could not be a machine. It was
evi dent that Sheen had not brought himhere wi thout reason. "Wat is your

i nterest?" he inquired.

"We have a partial report for you concerning the recent attenpt made on your
life."
"Partial," Stile repeated, excited and di sappoi nted. Any progress was good,
but he needed the whol e story.

"The message fromyour Citizen Enmpl oyer was legitimate, but the address was
changed. A chip had been nodified in the nmessage annex to substitute that
address for the proper one in any nessage directed to you froma Citizen, one
time. It was a one-shot trap."

"Sending ne to intrude on a Gtizen who didn't |ike the Tourney and was apt to
exterm nate intruders," Stile said, thinking of the Black Adept in Phaze, who
acted sinilarly.

"Correct. W conclude this was the work of other than a Gtizen."

"Because a Citizen would not have had to bother with r a hidden trap," Stile



said, realizing that he should not so blithely have assumed his eneny was a
Gtizen.

"Correct. W were unable to trace the instigator. W remain alert for nore
di rect devices, but your eneny is evidently no machine."

He hadn't even thought of having a nachi ne-eneny! "Because ny eneny has nore
i magi nati on than a nachi ne does."

"Correct. Like you, that person is a quick and original thinker."

"This helps," Stile said. "A serf is considerably nore limted than a Citizen
A serf's motives should differ fromthose of a Citizen. But could a serf have
| asered ny knees or sent Sheen to ne?"

"The knees affirmative. Sheen negative. She had to cone froma G tizen. That
Citizen covered his traces carefully; we can trace her nmanufacture but not the
identity of the one issuing the directive that sent her to you."

"So already we have a seem ng divergence of elenents. A Citizen sent Sheen to
protect ne froma serf."

"Correct."
"Why didn't the Citizen sinply elininate the eneny serf?"
"W have no information."

"And why are you self-willed machi nes hel ping me? This increases the risk of
your discovery by the Citizens, so is dangerous for you."

To his surprise, the anonynmous machi ne answered. "At first we hel ped you
because one of our nunber, the robot Sheen, wi shed it, and you took the oath
not to betray our interests. There was al so an anonynous inperative favoring
you. This also we have been unable to trace, but we have ascertained that it
originates fromother than Citizen or serf. W were aware that a chance

exi sted that you would eventually be useful to us. Now that chance has
expanded. Perhaps this is what the anonynous inperative intended. Should you
win the Tourney, as we deema one in ten chance at this nonment, you wll
become a Citizen. As such you could hel p our cause enornously."

"As such, | could," Stile agreed, intrigued by their estimte of his chances
in the Tourney, and by the notion of the "anonynous inperative" that favored
him Strange el enents operating here! "But you know | would betray neither ny

own ki nd nor the system | do not support revolution, or even significant
change. | nerely seek to deal with nmy eneny and inprove my personal, private
situation. I'mjust no crusader."

"We seek recognition for our kind within the system"” the nachine said. "No
revolution is desired, only nodification. W wi sh to have the status of serfs.
A Citizen could prepare the way."

"I could support that," Stile agreed. "But that woul d necessitate revealing
t he secret of your nature.”

"We are not ready for that. We would be destroyed, were our nature known
prematurely.”

"But to prepare the way w thout the revel ati on-that would be very slow "



"We estimate the process will take approximately seventy-five years. To nove
faster would be to increase the risk unacceptably.”

"You have patience," Stile said.
"We are nachines."

That, of course, was their ultimate limtation. They had intelligence,

consci ousness and self-will, but |acked the inpatience of Iife. Though Sheen
was conming close! "I thank you for your help, for whatever notive, nachines,"
Stile said. "I will help you in return-when the occasion offers.™

He returned with Sheen to their apartment, not speaking further of this
matter. He never spoke directly of the self-willed nmachi nes where his words
could be recorded, lest that betray their nature to the Ctizens of Proton
Most pl aces were bugged, and often continuous recordings of serf activities
were made at the behest of individual Citizens. Thus only a place cleared by
t he machi nes thensel ves was safe for such di al ogue. El sewhere, he sinply
cal l ed them "Sheen's friends."

Stile did appreciate their help, and he wondered whether they were really as
machi nel i ke as they clained. Wy should they care about their status in the
soci ety of Proton? To become serfs only meant to serve Citizens-as they
already did-to be allowed to play the Game, and to r be limted to twenty
years or so of tenure on the planet. If they left the planet, they m ght |ose
what ever status they gained on it, since the galactic society was just as
human oriented as was Proton's. Yet obviously they did have desires. Sheen was
certainly an enotional, person |like being; why not others |ike her? But the
machi nes woul d | et hi mknow what they wanted himto know, when they deened
appropri ate.

It was time for his next Gane. Round Five-the nunber of entrants was shrinking
now, as nore players lost their second match and were washed out, so things
woul d nove al ong faster. But there remained a | ong way to go.

This time he was paired with a child, an el even-year-old boy, not one of the
good ones. "Your tenure can't be up!" Stile said.

"My folks' tenure is up,”
why not go out in style?"

the boy explained. "I'mleaving with them anyway, so

So he had nothing to lose. Just in it for fun, to see how far he could go. And
he had gotten to Round Five, perhaps helping to elinnate three or four
entrants to whomthis was a matter verging on life and death. It was the irony
of the Tourney that many of those who had no need should win, while those who
had to w n-1ost.

Their turn came, and they went to the grid. Stile got the letters, and was
afraid the boy would go for CHANCE- and was correct. It cane up 3C,
Machi ne- Assi sted CHANCE. Any CHANCE was bad; Stile had tried to mtigate it,
but ultimately it remai ned potential disaster

If he could steer it into one of the nore conpl ex nmechani cal variants, a
pi nbal | machine-for a person like him with experience and a fine touch, one
of those becane a gane of skill.

But it came out wong, again. The lad played with luck and the uncanny i nsight
of the young, making mschief. It settled on an ancient-type slot nachine, a
one-armed bandit. One hundred percent chance. Each player pulled the handl e,
and the kid came up with the higher configuration



"I won! I won! | won!" he shrieked. "Hee-hee-hee!"

Stile had lost. Just like that. A nothing-Gane, against a dilettante child who
had nothing to gain-and Stile was suddenly half washed out. H s ni ghtnare had
happened.

Sheen found himand got himhome. Stile was nunmbed with the unfairness of it.
It was a deneaning | oss, so pointless, so random All his considerable
Gane-skills had been usel ess. Were did his chances of wi nning the Tourney
stand now? One in a hundred?

"I know it hurts you," Sheen said solicitously. "I would suffer for you if I
could, but I amnot progranmed for that. | am programed only for you,
yoursel f, your person and your physical welfare."

"It's foolish," Stile said, forcing hinmself to snap out of it. "I conprehend
the luck of the Game. | have won randomy many tines. This is why the Tourney
is double elimnation-so that a top contender shall not be elimnated by a
single encounter with a duffer in CHANCE. | sinply have to take nmy | oss and go
on."

"Yes."

"But dammit. It hurts!”

"Of course.”

"How can you understand?" he snapped.
"I love you."

Whi ch was about as effective a rebuttal as she coul d have made. "Your whol e
existence is like a lost Gane, isn't it," he said, squeezing her hand

"Yes."

"It seens as though luck is turning against ne. My Ganes have been running too
close, and in Phaze | lost a contest to a unicorn, and now this-"

They were hone. "There is a nessage," Sheen said as they entered. She went to
the receptacle and drew it out. "A hol o-tape.™

"Who woul d send nme a tape?" Stile asked, perplexed. "Another trap?"
"Not with ny friends watching." She set it in the play slot.

The hol ograph forned. The Ri fl eman stood before them "I pondered before
relaying this edited report to you, Stile," the Citizen said. "But a wager is
a wager, and | felt this was relevant. | suspect this tape reveals the genera
nature of the information you would have given me, had you | ost our ball gane,
so | hardly feel cheated. | was not able to ascertain who has tried to hurt
you, but it seens likely that you were the intended victimof this sequence,
and therefore this does provide a hint." He frowned. "I apol ogi ze for
acquitting nmy debt in this manner. Yet it is best you have the detail. | hope
that this at |east forwards your quest. Adieu.” The Citizen faded out with a
little wave.

"Way is he so diffident?" Stile asked. "That's not the way of a Citizen."



"He uses the term'victim'" Sheen pointed out. This will not be pretty."

"Hul k! Soret hi ng' s happened-"

The hol ograph forned a new i mage: Hul k, talking to Sheen hersel f. The man
seened even larger than normal, in the confines of the apartnent. H's head
barely cleared the doorway. "Thank you, Sheen," Hul k said, smling down at
her. Sheen was |ovely, |ooking absolutely human, but of course Hul k knew t he
truth.

"I never knew this was being recorded!" the actual Sheen excl ai ned, | ooking at
her hol o-i mage.

"Citizens can have anything recorded,"” Stile rem nded her. "All the
hol o- pi ckups spread throughout the dones of Proton are at their service."

"I know that. | just didn't realize | was the subject, in your absence.”
"You may be the subject right now "
"Ch, shut up and watch the show "

They wat ched the hol o- Hul k depart, the image sliding in and out of the scene
to simulate his notion. He stopped at a communi cati on screen, called
Information, and received a slip of paper, evidently an address. The
self-willed machi nes had provided it, of course; Stile hoped the Rifleman had
not pursued that ramification

Hul k read the address and started wal king again. Suddenly he was entering a
jet porter-and as suddenly emerging at a far dome. The edited tape, of course,
ski ppi ng across the nonessentials. It was easy to follow, since standard

ent ert ai nment - hol os were done the sanme way.

Hul k arrived at an isolated done, simlar to so many favored by G tizens. This
one was accessible by nonorail across the sand, so that any visitors were
visible well before arrival. Hulk stepped down as the carriage halted, and
stood on the |lawn, |ooking at the main building.

It was an al nost perfect replica of the Blue Denmesnes. Stile could well
understand the amazenent of the big man. Who woul d have thought that such a
castle existed in the frame of Proton? It was probably on the same geographic
site, too, confornming perfectly to the alternate frane. The frames did tend to
align, as Stile had discovered the hard way; when a person died in one, he was
likely to die in the other too. Stile had narrowy escaped death in Proton at
the tine the Blue Adept was nurdered in Phaze. Then, in what was apparently
anot her way for the franes to equalize, he had discovered the curtain and
crossed over. Thus each frame had Stile, again-in turn. This suggested that
the use of the curtain was not coincidental, but inevitable-when an inbal ance
exi sted between the franes.

But now here was Hul k-seem ngly back where he had started from And surely the
Lady Blue was here, for this was where Sheen had sent himto find her, based
on the information her nmachine friends had provided. But the Lady could not
hold the position here that she did in Phaze..

Hul k, evidently having conpleted a simlar nental sequence, strode forward
toward the castle. There was one way to find out!

There was a guard at the gate. He stood up straight as Hul k approached, but
there was no way he could match Hul k' s height. "Wat is your business here,



serf?"

"I am Hul k, on | eave from enpl oyment pending the expiration of ny tenure. |
wi sh to neet Bluette."”

The guard turned to a comunication pickup. "Serf with nessage for Bluette."
"Thank you; | will be down." It was the Lady Blue's voice. Stile felt a
prickle at his spine, though he knew this was nerely the Lady's alternate
self. O course she sounded the same; she was the sane, in everything except
si tuation.

"I"'mnot sure | should watch this,"
situation.”

Stile muttered. "It doesn't relate to ny

"The Rifleman thinks otherw se,” Sheen rem nded him "You can just sit there
and watch soneone el se naking time with soneone you | ove. The experience will
do you good. "

How bitter could a robot get? But probably she was right; he was doing it to
her, and he needed to know how it felt to have it done to him

Hul k waited, and in a nonent she appeared. She was indeed the Lady Blue. The
Phaze cl ot hing was gone; she was a naked serf. But she was the sane.

"She's lovely," Sheen said. "I can see how you would |ike her."

"This one is for Hulk," Stile said. But it was hard to believe that. He was
gl ad the scene was only in holo. Bluette-the Lady Bl ue-he understood why they
were so exactly like each other. Yet to see it so directly-this stirred him
fundament al | y.

"What is your message?" Bluette inquired. She did not use the archaic tongue,
of course; Stile found this slightly jarring, but it did help distinguish her
fromthe woman he | oved.

"Lady, it is Conplicated,” Hulk said. "I would like to talk with thee at sone
| ength. "

"Thee?"

"My error," Hulk said quickly. "A nmisplaced usage." He had had so nuch trouble
getting used to the forns of Phaze, and this situation was conducive to the
error. Stile would have had the sane problem

Bl uette shrugged. "Until my Enpl oyer cones, | am not hard-pressed. Yet | am
disinclined to heed a conmplicated nessage froma stranger."

"This | understand. Lady," Hulk said. "I know it is an inposition. Yet perhaps
| can tell you things that will interest you. | have known one very |ike you,
a great and graci ous wonan, a star anong pl anets-"

"Enough of this!" she exclained angrily. "I ama serf, |ike you. Do you seek
to get me in trouble with nmy Enpl oyer?"

Hul k' s response was cut off by the sudden descent of a rocket. The thing
veered out of its trajectory, dropping rapidly toward the dome. Both man and
worman paused to stare at it.

"Lady, it will crash!™ Hulk cried. He | eaped forward, swept up the woman, and



carried her fromthe projected site of collision

He was not nistaken. The rocket plunged through the done's force-field and
| anded with an expl osive flare of heat against the castle wall. A yellow sh
cl oud of vapor enveloped it, spreading rapidly outward. "Gas attack!" Hul k
cried. "Get into the nonoshuttle!”

"This is outrageous!" Bluette exclained as he set her down. But she ran
fleetly enough toward the nono.

It was no good. The crash had di srupted the nmono's power; the shuttle was
i noperative. "Go outside the donme!" Hulk cried. "The gas can't follow there!"

But the gas had al ready diffused throughout the donme. Both Hul k and the Lady
held their breaths as they ran for the rim but collapsed as the gas touched
their skin.
"Nerve gas," Stile nmuttered. "Al nmpbst instant. Not necessary to breathe it.
Used as an anesthetic for animals.” He frowned. "But strange that a shi pnent
of that should crash right there and then. Freight rockets hardly ever go
astray."

"That was no coincidence," Sheen said. "That was a trap."

Stile nodded. "A trap set for me, | think. Because it was expected that |
woul d be the one to cone for the Lady Blue."

"Whi ch neans that your eneny knows of your life in both frames. And that you
woul d hardly be likely to bring the one person who could hel p you escape that
situation- ne."

Anot her half-bitter reference to Sheen's own feelings. She was right; had he
gone to see Bluette, Stile would not have brought Sheen al ong. That woul d have
been unnecessarily cruel. So he woul d have had no invul nerable guardian to
bail himor the Lady out. "Yes, the eneny nust be an Adept, who can cross the
curtain. But not a Citizen. So the trap is nmade to seemlike an accident, to
foil any Gtizen curiosity."

Now he was feeling the reaction. Stile did not |ike being the object of a
mur der canpaign; that frightened himand generated in hima festering
uncertainty and rage. But now the attack had spread to the Lady Bl ue/Bluette.
That aggravated him far nore specifically. How dare they touch her

And Hul k-i nnocently wal king into the trap set for Stile. Hulk's blood, if it
cane to that, would be on Stile's hands. What mi schief had Stile done his
friend, in the nane of a favor?

The hol o continued. Robots energed fromthe crashed rocket-humanoi d,

fl esh-toned, but probably far sinpler machines than was Sheen. They cane to
Hul k and the Lady, and fitted breathi ng masks over their faces. Then the
robots picked up the two effortlessly and carried themthrough the force-field
and out onto the barren surface of Proton. There the hol o-pi ckup | ost them but
the orbiting satellite spotters followed their progress. Wat a job of tracing
the devices of Proton could do, when so directed!

The robots trekked tirelessly south across the sand with their burdens. At
length they entered the shaft of a worked out mine at the margin of the Purple
Mount ai ns-whi ch were not purple here. The full inage returned; it seened that
even a place like this had operabl e pickups.



At last the two were deposited in a pressurized chanber deep within the mne
It was a mniature force-field done. There was a defunct food-dispensing
machi ne and a hol otransceiver. This could be considered a pleasant private
retreat-or a prison. The robots sprayed nore gas, evidently a neutralizer
renoved t he breathing masks, filed themin their chest conpartments, and set a
chanmber oxygen generator in operation. Then they wal ked t hrough the
force-field and di sappeared fromthe range of the hol o-pi ckup. Hul k was the
one this report was on, not stray robots. The inpersonal touch of the machine,
literally; machines did not care about irrel evancies such as the welfare of
serfs or the conm ssion of criminal acts.

Hul k was of rugged constitution, and first to regain consciousness, H's eye
cracked open in tinme to see the robots departing. He made a huge visible
effort and hauled hinself to his feet. He staggered across to Bluette.
"Lady-art thou well?" he asked, lifting her with infinite gentleness.

Bluette was at the nonment weak physically, but not nentally. She shook off the
lingering effects of the gas. "Again you use the archaic form What is this?"

"I will answer you gladly, Lady. But first we should ascertain our situation
W seemto have been taken prisoner."

"Why shoul d anyone wi sh to do that? My Enpl oyer is a peaceful man, a schol ar
of the arcane, who hardly ever cones to his castle retreat. | nmerely maintain
it sothat it is never ill-kept should he appear. For nonths at a tinme, it is
as if it belongs to ne-but | amonly a serf, destined never to be nore."

"You are nore. Lady. Much nore. | fear ny arrival precipitated this action."
Hul k was al ready inspecting the perimeter. He took a breath, held it, and

st epped through the force-field at one end of their confine. There was only
one nore tunnel, proceeding interm nably. This was an access passage, carved
by laser drills long ago, |eaving snooth, partially polished walls. It

rem nded Stile of the bore of the Wirm of Phaze. Perhaps that was not

coi nci dence, but another parallel between frames. Operating mnes were
pressurized throughout, for conveni ence; since many of the rock formations
wer e porous or sem porous, the passage had to have nelt-sealed walls. This
was a dead mine, since there was no pressure beyond the Proton-external norm
Hul k passed back through the force-field and noved to the other end. It was
t he same story.

"These passages can extend for kilometers," Hulk told the Lady. "Wthout
masks, we can not expect to reach a done on foot."

"OfF course not," she agreed. "Yet if it were our captor's purpose to kill us,
he coul d have done this at the outset."

"I see there is a holo-unit. No doubt our captor will comrunicate with us at
hi s conveni ence. "

"Surely he will," she agreed. "But | still don't understand why we are here."
Hul k i nspected the hol o-comunicator. "I could put this out of comm ssion, but
that seenms pointless. W shall sinply have to wait. | deeply regret bringing
this upon you; | had no idea this would happen. Yet perhaps it is for the

best."

She frowned, exactly as the Lady whom Stile knew woul d have, then flung her

gol den hair back in a kind of acquiescent defiance. She was absolutely |ovely.
"I was not unduly interested, before, in what you had to say. My interest has

grown. Tell ne your estimate of this situation.” Hulk settled down agai nst the



curving wall opposite her

"dadly, Lady. | believe this is a trap set for another person, a friend of
mne. It was assunmed that he would cone for you, and the robots were not
astute enough to perceive the substitution. Wen the Ctizen who has organized

this checks in, he will discover the mstake. He will not be pleased."
"When ny Enpl oyer checks his retreat-estate, he will not be pleased,"” Bluette
said. "Yet | fear that will not be soon." She | ooked directly at him "G ve ne

the rest of it."

"Lady, | ama master in the Ganme. Since my tenure expires this year | had
hoped to enter the Tourney. | was balked in that effort by a better player.
But he showed ne an alternate world-Lady, you may find this extrenely
difficult to believe, so | shall sinmplify it-"

"Do not expurgate it," she said.

"You do not appreciate just how remarkable the story is. | do not wish to have
you question ny sanity."

"Risk my incredulity. Tell the truth and take your medicine," she said,
sm ling.

"I cannot deny you," he said, warnmed as anyone would be. The smile of the Lady
was a precious thing. "I should warn you that | canme to court you. | do not
mean to give offense, and | would have preferred a nore esthetic approach-"

"I have not been courted in years," she said. "You are a handsone nan."

"Reserve your judgnent; | nmay have brought great m schief upon you."
"I reserve it," she said. But she studied himwith only slightly muted
interest, for Hul k was about as inpressive a figure of a man as exi sted, and
the conpliment of his attention was considerable. Wnen were | ess inpressed by
physical attributes than men were, but they were not inmune to them

"This alternate world, where | net the woman |like you," he said. "It resenbles
Proton in geography, but it has good air and water and vegetation, and a

popul ation of living creatures. An ideal world, except-" He paused. "Renenber,
| warned you. In that world, called Phaze, science is inoperative and magic is
operative."

"Magic is operative," she replied, hunoring him

"Yes. He took me to that world, where unicorns and werewol ves and vanpires
roam and he nade sonme spells and becanme the Bl ue Adept, one of the |eading
magi ci ans of that frane. But he had been killed by another Adept. So | served
as his bodyguard, and | guarded his wife-who is you."

"You're right," Bluette said seriously. "This is beyond belief. | do

appreci ate your imagination, and am sure you do excellently in the Lying Gane
in conpetition, and consider nyself honored to be the subject of your present
fantasy. How does this relate to our kidnappi ng?"

"The enemy Adept is evidently another curtain-crosser," Hul k continued ganely,
"operating in both frames. Unable to destroy the Blue Adept permanently in
Phaze, he has been setting traps for himhere in Proton. The eneny evidently
t hought the Bl ue Adept would come for you, so he arranged to abduct whoever
approached you, apart fromyour Enployer and routine serfs. But this trap got



t he wong nan."

"How can you court the wife of your friend?" she asked alertly. In no way was
Bluette slow of wit; Stile had discovered that early, when dealing with her
alternate.

"Most people exist in both frames. Wen the self of one franme dies, the self
of the other can cross over, filling his place. Wen the Blue Adept died, his
Proton-self crossed over-and courted the widow, the Lady Blue. But he felt it
woul d be inmproper also to court her Proton-self, who is you, Bluette."

"And he allows you to approach ne instead, since | am surplus?"

"There are no surplus dianonds," Hulk said. "Every precious thing has a taker
He is a generous man. Lady. He |loves you, but will take only the one he first
cane to know. There is something nmore to his interest than your |ikeness,
suspect . "

"I shoul d hope so. And you accede to this? You seemto be man enough to have
your pick of wormen. Wiy accept the castoff of your friend? Is he even nore
power ful than you appear to be?"

"I'n a manner of speaking. Lady. It seens we are simlar in many respects,
i ncluding our taste in women. | cannot explain it better."

"I think you can. You were with his w fe?"
"I guarded his wife fromthe possible threat by his eneny, during his
absences. | canme to know her, the deep and unique qualities of her. | aman

honor abl e man; when | realized what was happening, | left."

"What do you mean, what was happeni ng?" she demanded. "Were | the wife of one,
| woul d not be |eading on another."

"No, never!" Hul k agreed hastily. "You-I mean the Lady Bl ue-never in any
way-it was wholly in ny mnd, a one-sided thing. But in this frane she is not
his wife, and will never be; he intends never to neet her. Meet thee. You.
Thus | cane for you, her perfect double.™

"Less swift, man. | have not quite nmade the transition fromyour dream fancy
to your reality." She cocked her head. "What is your nane?"

"Hul k. From an ancient comc."

She smiled. "I was named after a fine horse."

They | aughed, warm ng to each ot her.

"Well, Hulk," she said after a nonent. "Whatever gave you the notion that any

self of mine would be anmenable to any suit of yours? Wiy should | flirt with a
bodyguard, in either, ah, frame?" Hul k spread his hands. "How you receive it

is your business. | had to try. You can but decline."

"Still, there nmust have been a point of decision." Hul k nodded. "I suppose
there was. In Phaze-frame |ife abounds, including bacterial and viral. | had
little natural defense against environmental disease agents, since Proton is
nearly sterile." He paused, reflecting. "In nore ways than one, | suspect." He
made a gesture to indicate that it didn't matter. "I fell sick. The Lady Bl ue

recogni zed the probleny she bade nme |lie down, and she |aid her hands on ne,
and they were healing hands, that warned me throughout."



"Ah, yes," Stile said, nonentarily breaking out of the spell of the hol ograph
narrative. "I have felt the touch of those hands."

"You are not jeal ous?" Sheen asked. "I inquire nerely as a point of robotic
interest."

"Meani ng you're jealous," he said. "You think the Lady Blue is too pretty."”

"If appearance were all that counted, | mght conmpete. | think she has too
much of your attention."”

"Not in this frame. Hulk left her to me in Phaze; | |leave her to him in
Proton. It was not a conpletely easy decision for either of us. But yes, | am
jealous. It is hard for ne to watch anot her man courting her."

"And harder to watch her responding. Serves you right."

"Serves ne right," he agreed.

"I do not lightly give ny body or ny heart,"” Bluette was saying to Hul k. The
hol o-scene had frozen while Stile and Sheen conversed; that was Sheen's touch
on the control. "You're a funny man, with a fairy-tale history. Yet there is
no doubt we are here, and surely we shall be interrogated. WIIl you tell our
captor the sane story?"

"I"'mnot sure. | amnot the one our captor wants." Hul k pondered. "Lady, |
fear it will go hard with us, when our captor discovers the error. It would be
better if he did not realize it."

n W]y?"

"Cbviously there is something the captor wants of ny friend, not nmerely his
death. Qtherw se the robots would sinply have killed us, instead of bringing
us here. Perhaps it is information that is wanted. Since kidnapping is also a
crime, even when only serfs are involved, | will be disposed of so | can not
tell nmy story to ny own Enployer."

"Yes. |, too, will be useless as bait, after this. But | do not see what
action we can take. If we disrupt the hol opi ckup, the captor will know, and
will send in-you said there were robots?"

"l saw two, as | recovered consci ousness."

"Who have the oxy-masks used to bring us here," Bluette said, her eyes
wi deni ng as she caught on. "Wat do you propose. Hul k?"

"First, | nmust get out of sight of the pickup. Second, you must address ne as
"Stile' and describe me as a very small man-smaller than you. The story is the
same-that is what he told you. He cane to rescue you-and was hinself trapped."

"I have that," Bluette said. "Assunming for the nonce that your story is true,
then this would be believed by another person fromthat frame. But how"

"I will hide outside the force-Held, downtunnel. | can function for a linmted
time in external atnosphere, if | put ny body in near-absolute state of rest,
or trance-state. You try to lure the robots near the force-field, then get
clear yourself. This will not be gentle."

"I know." Her tension hardly showed. She was, as Stile knew, the type to



handl e difficult situations with verve. "I amsorry to have nmet you like this.
Hul k; you are a fascinating person.”

"Thank you. Say that again when |I'mnot trying to save our lives, and we'll
see where it leads."” Hul k stepped through the force-field. The pickup tried to
follow him but he was avoiding it, and disappeared fromview Frustrated, the
pi ckup returned to the next nost likely subject, the woman. There was a

nmonent ary bl ankness, to signify a | apse of tine. Then the hol o-inmage in the
tunnel canme on-a holo within a holo. Stile was not sure how the

hol o-transcei ver was able to showitself; this was nerely a mnor marvel of
Proton el ectronics.

The i mage was a woman. She was tall and statuesque, with her hair conceal ed
under a skullcap. She was naked: serf, not Ctizen. She | ooked at Bluette.
"Where is he?" she demanded i nperiously. "Wo are you?" Bluette denmanded in
return. "Way have you done this?"

"He did not tell you? Then remain in ignorance. Your function is finished."

"My Enpl oyer will-"
"That is of no concern to ne."

The two robots reappeared fromuptunnel. "Put her in pain until her |over
reappears,” the woman said.

The robots were humanoi d, but not specific; their faces were inpassive masks.
Their strength was that of the machines they were. They seemed to have no
speech ability, and noved sonewhat stiffly-low proficiency nodels. It was
possible for a serf to obtain such robots, while only a Citizen could obtain
robots of Sheen's quality. But these were well suited to this type of work. A
robot |ike Sheen would have had too many humani stic restrictions.

Stile found hinself tensing for action. The very notion of hurting the |ady
appal l ed him But this was only a hol orecording; the action was |ong past. He
coul d only watch.

"Ironic that the captor never bothered to filmthe prior sequence," Stile
nmuttered. "She could have had conplete information with no trouble. But I
suppose a frame-traveler hasn't time for niceties-and this one | acks the
resources of a Citizen. So this is crudely executed."

Bluette, alert to the threat against her, lurched toward the upper end of the
chanmber. Both robots nmoved swiftly to cut her off. She reversed, and noved
with surprising agility toward the | ower end-which of course was where she
wanted to be.

The robots reversed with her. They m ght nove awkwardly, but their refl exes
were inhumanly swift; it was only their wit that was. deficient. They caught
her hal fway, and held her in the mddle of the chanmber.

"Shoul dn't Hul k come out?" Sheen inquired. "They will hurt her."

"Even Hul k cannot overpower two robots,” Stile said. "They aren't gentle
creatures |like you; each one is stronger than he is, with no human

vul nerabilities. Renenber how easily they carried himseveral kilonmeters to

the mne."

"True. But if he waits-"



"The captor believes it is me out there, and that | love Bluette and will be
unable to let her suffer. That's why Hulk said this error mght be for the
best; there is not the | everage anticipated.”

"He said it was for the best out of loyalty to you; your generosity saved you
fromthe trap. But doesn't he |ove her too?"

"Not yet. He will hold out longer than | would have." Stile's fist clenched.

"Maybe too Il ong."

One robot stood behind Bluette, pinning her arms back, holding her firmy. The
other glanced at the holo-image for clarification. "No pernmanent danmage yet,"
the captor said. "Pinch her knee, slowy. Make her scream™

"The knee!" Stile exclainmed. "That's ny eneny!"

The robot reached for Bluette's knee. The wonan lifted both | egs and pl anted
themin the robot's chest and shoved violently. Though the machi ne was strong,
it did not have extraordinary mass; the shove drove it back several steps.

"She fights; that's all to the good," the hol o-worman said. "W need
commoti on. "

The robot holding Bluette did not |let go. The recoil shoved it back a step
then it stood £rm

"You can't fight robots,"” the captor told her. "I don't want you anyway. |
want him Make sonme noise, bring himin, and you won't have to suffer.”

"What do you want with Stile?" Bluette cried.

"She renenbered to use your nane," Sheen said. "Smart wonan."

"I want this tine to be quite sure he is dead," the captor said. "But first |
want to know why he proposed to destroy ne. Adepts don't usually fight Adepts.
He had no call to attack ne."

Bluette's surprise was genuine. "There really is a world of magic?"

"You will never see it. Now call the Blue Adept."

"So you can torture himtoo? Never!"

"Do it," the captor said to the robot.

The robot caught the lady's leg and held it despite her struggles. It placed
its metal fingers on her knee and squeezed. The pressure was obviously
trenmendous, cranking slowy up like that of a vise. She inhaled to scream but
caught herself and held her breath instead.

"My knees with a laser; hers with a robot," Stile grated. He was afraid for
the I ady, and chokingly angry-and hel pl ess. \Wat ever woul d be-had al ready
been.

Bl uette coll apsed, sobbing. "Ch, it hurts, it hurts!”

"Call him" the captor said dispassionately. "Scream Bring himto you."

Bl uette | ooked defiant. The robot squeezed again. She coll apsed again. "Stop!
['Il doit!"



The robot paused, hand still on knee. Dark showed around the edge of its grip,
where pressure had crushed the fair skin. Bluette took another ragged breath.
"S-s-" she hissed, trying to call through her sobs.

"You can do better than that," the captor said without pity.

"He-went down that passage,"” Bluette said, entirely unnerved. "I-1"'11 try. Let
me get closer-"

"What a sniveler you are!" the captor rapped.

Now Stile smiled, grimy. "She is no sniveler. She knows what she has to do."

"Robots are no match for the wiles of woman," Sheen agreed.
The captor decided. "Take her to the force-field. Put only her head through
Hold it there until the man cones."

Now Bl uette held back. "No-"

"You will call himor suffocate slowy," the captor said.
The robots haul ed the struggling Bluette to the force- field. One put a hand
to her head, grasped her hair, and shoved her head through

The opacity of the force-field exploded into man-form One robot was lifted
into the air and swung about by the legs so that its head crashed into the
wal I, hard. There was a blue flash of electricity as its wiring shorted; it
was done for.

Al ready Hul k was turning on the other robot. But this one retained its hold on
Bluette. Hulk could not get at it w thout going through her

W thout pause. Hulk turned back to the first robot, picked it up again by the
feet, and smashed it into the wall again. Then he junped on it, caught hold of
one of its arms, and wenched the |inb up and around. Hi s nuscl es bul ged
hugely as he strained-and the arm broke off, trailing wires. He worked it al
the way free.

"That man is beautiful," Sheen said.

"They ki dnapped nore than they bargained on," Stile agreed with grim
satisfaction. "Hulk is the over-thirty serf westling chanpion, and he knows
free-fighting too. Now he is arnmed, with only one robot left to disable. He
has a fair chance."

Hul k stal ked the robot with his inprovised weapon.

"Turn her | oose, machine. You can not fight me while you remain encunbered
with her."”

The robot retreated uncertainly, but retained its hold on Bluette, "Wat's
this?" the captor screaned. "You are not the Blue Adept!"

"I never said | was," Hulk replied, baring his teeth in a fighting grin. "I'm
hi s bodyguard." He smashed his club at the robot, catching it on the back of
the head. It let Bluette go, and she linped hastily away.

"Kill them both!" the captor screaned, enraged.



Hul k stood facing the robot, but he spoke to Bluette. "Go to the body. Open
the chest cavity. Take out the breathing nmask. Put it on and flee. | wll
occupy this machine."

"I can't go without you!" Bluette cried.

"You must go before the witch sumons other help. Go to your Enployer; bring a
rescue mssion here. Don't let the robot make you hostage again. | need this
chanmber clear to fight it properly.”

"Yes," she said, quickly getting the mask. "You are a bold, brave nan, and
think I could love you in tine. Follow me if you can; | will go for help."

She wal ked toward the force-field. "Stop her!" the captor shouted.

The robot went for the | ady-and Hul k went for the robot, smashing violently at
its face. But the robot threw up an armto ward off the bl ow, and grappled
wi th Hul k.

Bluette fled, Iinping. She knew she could not help, here.

The robot tried to go after her, but Hul k clung, using his westling
expertise. "Deal with himfirst," the captor decided. "Kill him then catch
t he worman! "

G ven this unequivocal directive, the robot applied its full force to the task
at hand. It had no human weaknesses; it could not be choked or kneed in the
crotch or made to yield by pain, and it was the stronger creature here. It was
bound by no human scruples. It put one hand in Hulk's face and closed its
metal fingers in the vise-constriction, sinmultaneously gouging the nan's eyes
and ripping out the cartilage of his nose.

Hul k smashed desperately with his weapon, but his | everage was not good. H's
face was a blind nmask of blood. It was. Stile thought with horror, like
fighting a wooden golem no harm could be done to the inanimate, and no mercy
was expected. Hulk's blows dented the netal in several places, but he could
not put the machi ne out of conm ssion. He nade one nore effort, lifting the
machi ne and squeezing it in a bear-hug and smashing it against the wall,
trying to destroy it along with hinself.

The robot remained functional. It put its other hand up to Hul k's head,
clasped the man with its legs, and twi sted the head. There was a snap. "OCh,
Cod-" Stile cried, anguished.

"Leave this. Go after the woman!" the captor cried. "I will shut down the
field."

The robot di sengaged itself fromHulk's body and | unmbered in the direction

Bl uette had gone. It had suffered some damage; its notion was hardly faster
than hers had been. Meanwhile, the force-field clicked off; the air puffed out
of the chanber.

If Hul k was not al ready dead, he woul d suffocate shortly. Wth a broken neck
and no air his situation was hopel ess.

The hol ograph faded out. The recordi ng was over



CHAPTER 8 - Quest.

Stile energed in Phaze at the famliar spot south of the Blue Denesnes.
Suddenly his will coal esced. He opened his bag and brought out the magic Flute
and played it hard and long. H's power gathered to himas the platinum notes
peal ed forth. Alnpbst, it seemed, the nountain trenbled- but not quite. This

i nstrument was the finest he had played, but he knew he could not keep it.
When he found the person who could play it better than he-

But at the nonent something el se preenpted his attention. As he played, the
words cane to him In a noment he stopped playing and cried it out savagely:
"OfF the one who killed mine other self, the one who slew ny friend, |

Stile, the Blue Adept, swear to nmake an end!"

The magi ¢ oath flung outward, naking the ground ripple, the trees trenble, and
the wel kin waver. Pine needles burst into flame. Fromthe Purple Muntains a
runbli ng echo canme back like the voice of a nonster: "end . . . end ... end."
Then lightning flashed across the sky and thunder rolled down. A startled
griffin shot up and away to the west. A quick wash of water descended,

extingui shing the local flame, |eaving wet ashes. H's oath had shaken the
firmament, but it couldn't bring his friend back. Stile |eaned against a
scorched tree and cri ed.

Neysa and the Lady Blue were waiting for himexpectantly at the Demesnes. As
soon as they saw him they knew sonet hi ng was w ong.

"Hulk is dead," Stile said bluntly. "Mne eneny killed him in lieu of ne. |
have sworn vengeance."

"The sudden stormto the south,” the Lady said. "Thine oath! | thought it no
natural occurrence."”

"Mne oath," Stile agreed. Quickly he filled in the details of the tragedy.
"And | know not whether thine other self survives. Lady," he finished. "I fear
| have unwittingly brought dem se upon Bluette. | should not have suggested to
Hul k that he-"

"Nay, " the Lady said. She exchanged gl ances with Neysa, and the unicorn blew a
smal | note of assent and left the room

Stile felt his burden increase. "It is neet that she rebuke nme," he said.

"Qt hers have paid the penalty for mne errors.™

"She rebuked thee not," the Lady said. "She knows thou didst seek only to do a
favor for thy friend. It was thine eneny at fault."

"I shoul d have antici pated-"

"So should ny Lord have anticipated the threat against him by the ill hands
of the sane eneny. So also should I have known to warn him There is guilt
enough to go around." She crossed to himand put her hands on his shoul ders,
and he felt their healing power. "W were all of us well-meaning and naive. W
could not believe that genuine evil stalked us."

"And thee," Stile said, not neeting her gaze. "It was thine other self |
involved in this. | had no right-"
"To pass her to another man? She surely has will of her own I Thy friend was

no bad person; | think she mght have warnmed to him had she no other



commitment. Certainly she woul d make her own choice, in her own tine."
And the Lady Blue surely knew. "Thou hast no resentnent, that | did not-?"

"Did not court her thyself, and bereave the Bl ue Denesnes a second time? Even
were the danger naught, it nmatters not. An | decline thy suit for nyself, why
shoul d | be jeal ous of what attention thou m ghtest pay to mine other self?
She woul d |ike thee well enough, | think."

"But | did not court her!" Stile protested, in his distraction |ooking into
her |ovely face.

"And am| to feel insulted that it is | alone thou seekest, not my likeness in
anot her frame?"

"Thou hast a marvel ously bal anced perspective."

"It was a quality thine other self selected for, methinks," she said with a
hal f rueful smile. "I could not otherw se have maintained the Denesnes in his
absence. Surely this, not any wit or beauty, was what caused the Oracle to
identify me as his ideal wife."

"Thou hast those other qualities too," Stile said. "I beg thee. Lady, let ne
go now, lest | enmbarrass us both by-"

She did not let himgo. "Thou'rt very like my Lord. Well | know what thou
woul dst do with nme, were | anenable.”

' Then well thou knowest that | |like not to be toyed with!"

"Thou'rt now the Blue Adept. Thy power is proven. Fain would | have thee
remain here, not risking thy life in any quest for vengeance."

"I have made an oath," Stile said, somewhat stiffly. "Wll do | know t he power
of thine oaths! Yet there be ways and ways to inplement, and here is thy
bastion. Let thine enemy conme to thee here, where thy magic is strongest; do
not put thyself in jeopardy in hostile Demesnes.”

"There is nmerit in thy view," Stile said, still overwhel mi ngly consci ous of
her nearness, of her hands upon him He kept his own hands at his sides. "Yet
| fear that it is folly to wait for attack. Already m ne enemy's traps have
inperiled ny life in both franes, and destroyed ny friend and perhaps thine
other self too. | want no others to suffer in nmy stead. | prefer to take the
initiative, to do boldly what has to be done. Thereafter will | retire to the
Bl ue Demesnes. "

"I fear to lose thee, as | lost hinm As has so nearly happened al ready. Wat
becormes of me, of the Blue Denesnes, if thou goest the way of my Lord?"

That nmoved him "Never would | place thee in jeopardy, if | could avoid it.
Lady. Yet | dare not take thee with me on nmy quest for vengeance."

Her grip on his shoulders tightened. "It is my vengeance too, to have or to
renounce. If thou | ovest me, heed ny plea! Leave nme not!"

"I have no right to |love thee, now |l ess than ever," Stile said. "I may only
guard thee."

"Thou'rt the Blue Adept! Thy right is as thou nmakest it!"



"My right is as my conscience dictates. | seek not the spoils of mne other
self's Denesnes. Fain would | return thy Lord to thee, if | could."

She shifted her grip and drew himsavagely in to her. She kissed him Stile's
heart seemed to explode with longing, but with an iron will he held hinself
passi ve.

She shook him "Respond, Adept. These Demesnes are thy spoils, and | too. Take

what is thy right. Leave nme not bereft of Lord and of power. | will grant thee
what ever thou dost desire. | will give thee a son. No one, | swear, wll ever
suspect by word or gesture or deed of mne that in truth | love thee not. Only

remain to preserve these Denesnes."

It was that truth that cut himal nbst as savagely as the nurder of his friend.
Gently but firmy Stile disengaged fromher. "If the occasion conmes when | do
not suspect, then I may act as thou hast in mind. This scene becones thee
not . "

She sl apped hi mstingingly across the cheek. "How dost thou dare prate to ne
of scenes, thou who dost seek futile vengeance that will only extermi nate thee
and bring down what remai ns of what nmy Lord created?"

"I apol ogi ze for ny foolishness,"” Stile said stiffly. He hated everything
about this situation, while loving her for the sacrifice she was attenpting.
To preserve the nmenory and works of her Lord, she would do anything. She had
thrown away her pride in that effort. "I amthe way I am | will fulfill mne
oath in the best way | know. "

She spread her hands. Surprisingly she smled. "Go then, with nmy bl essing.
will aid thee in whatever nmanner | am able."

This startled Stile. "Wy the sudden change. Lady?"

"It is nowthy welfare | value, for whatever reason. If | can not preserve
thee fromthy folly nmy way, | nust help thee do it thy way. Ever was it thus,
in these Denesnes."

Stile nodded. "Thy bal anced perspective, again. | thank thee. Lady, for thy
support."” He turned to go.

"Thou'rt so very like nmy Lord," she repeated as he passed through the doorway.
"Nor wiles nor logic nor rages could move himiotas fromhis set course, when
honor was invol ved. "

Stile paused. "I amglad thou understandest."

She hurled a blue slipper at him "I do not understand! My |ove died of that
st ubbornness-and so wilt thou!"

Stile found Neysa in the courtyard, cropping the perpetual bluegrass patch.
"We nust nove swiftly to surprise the eneny and allow nme time to get to ny
next match in Proton-franme. But | dare not |eave the Lady unguarded,
especially in her present nood. Wthout Hul k-"

Neysa tooted reassuringly and | ed the way outside. Shapes were racing toward
the castle. "The werewol ves!" Stile exclai ned.

Soon the pack arrived, panting. The | eader netanorphosed to man-form It was
Stile's friend Kurrelgyre, wild haired and scarred but trustworthy. "The Pack
greets thee, Adept."



"I have need of thy assistance,” Stile said. "But how didst thou know?"

"Know? W& know not hing," the werewolf said. "W but came to visit our
oath-friend the nare."

"But Neysa and | are leaving," Stile protested.
"Then we shall be forced to take advantage of the hospitality of thy Denesnes
to await her return. Can a pack do less, for an oath-friend?"

Stile understood. Neysa had sonmehow sumoned t he pack, all of whose nenbers
had sworn an oath of friendship with her, and they woul d guard the Bl ue
Demesnes during his absence. An Adept eneny could get around such a defense,
but not easily; who would voluntarily tackle a full pack of werewol ves? The
Lady Blue would be as safe as she reasonably could be, for the duration

"Met hi nks true friends appear when needed nost," Stile said gratefully.

The White Adept was female, so Stile rode Neysa toward the White Denesnes.
White did not resenble the woman he had seen in the Hul k hol o-tape, but of
course she had been in disguise at the Unol ynpics. So he would go and defy her
to show himher true form establishing at one stroke her guilt or innocence.
Armed with the PlatinumFlute, he felt he could successfully brace the Adept
in her own Denesnes.

Neysa knew the way. Stile slept on her back, refreshing his strength. He knew
she woul d protect himwell, and this approach woul d be | ess obvious than the
use of magic. It was also a salient principle in Phaze: do not waste magic. He
woul d use one of his rehearsed spells to travel away fromthe \Wite Denesnes,

i f hard-pressed, instead of expending it unnecessarily now

It was good to be with Neysa for another reason. Stile was sick at heart,
angry about his ludicrous loss of a Ganme in the Tourney, guilty for Hulk's
brutal demi se, and disturbed by the Lady Blue's attenpt to seduce hi m away
from his purpose. He needed to sort out his feelings and get themsettled, and
he needed the solid support of an understandi ng person. Neysa was that person
She did not have to say a word or play a note; she settled himby her

presence. She had been right about the inportance of her assistance to him he
needed her for nore than physical reasons. Wth her he felt secure,
enotionally as well as physically.

They travel ed northeast, angling toward the great Wite Muntain range. At
dawn they arrived at a narrow pass. Now Neysa threw herself into a slow
gallop, forging up into the snows, while Stile hunched within his cloak. Such
was the energy she expended that thin fire shot fromher nostrils, and her hot
hooves nelted indentations into the packed snow. Her body heat warmed Stile's
own body, and soon he | eaned forward and hugged her about the neck, burying
his face in her sweet black nmane. She was his best friend in the franme of
Phaze, the one he nost depended on. It was joy to be afield with her again

l'i ke this.

At the height of the pass a cruel wind sliced through. Beyond, the terrain
opened out into a bleak frozen | ake many miles across. The ice was not flat;
it pushed up in cracked nounds, where the stresses of expansion had prevail ed.

And in the center of that ragged surface rose the icy castle of the Wite
Demesnes, formed of ice bricks partially nelted together and refrozen. Flying
buttresses of ice braced the walls. It was pretty in its fashion, but rather
squat and solid to be truly esthetic artistically.



Neysa wal ked down to the | ake's edge. The ice was a problemfor her, as her
hot hooves were not suitable for skating. She woul d have troubl e crossing
this! "I can conjure skates for thee-" Stile offered dubiously.

She bl ew a note of negation. Then she shifted into her firefly form

"But it's too cold for that formhere," Stile protested. "Thou mayest be
fireproof, but not freeze proof. Thou wilt fly only m nutes before thy little
i nsect body stalls out."

She flew to his shoulder and lighted there, already cold. "Ch," Stile said.
"I"'mto carry thee. O course! Then |I shall put thee in my jacket where it is
warm" He did so. Neysa nmade one flash of thanks and settled down in confort.

Then he conjured a good pair of skates for hinmself. Stile was an excell ent
skater; he had devel oped power and artistry for use in the Proton Gane.

He noved out. The ice was firm and the curvatures of its surface did not
bother him He skated smoothly yet swiftly toward the ice castle, not even
bothering to use an invisibility spell. He was here for a challenge, not a
sneak attack. He had only to discover the true appearance or node of the Wite
Adept's magic. If it did not relate to anulets or gol ens, she was not the one
he wanted. A denon anul et had al nost killed hi mwhen he first crossed the
curtain into the frane of Phaze; four goons had been set on his trail by his
use of a healing anulet [ater. Now he was wary of amulets-but at |least it gave
hi mthe nost pronising hint about the identity of his eneny.

One strange thing-the woman who had sprung the trap in Proton had suggested
that the Blue Adept had attacked her, rather than the other way around. Wy?
Surely his other self had been innocent. He would not have attacked anot her
Adept wi thout reason, especially not a woman. So she had to be wong. Yet it
bot hered him for the woman had not known she was being recorded; she had been
speaking fromher cold heart, not for an audi ence.

He skated on, drawing near the ice castle. Nowit was time to go into his act.
He singsonged a spell: "Garb this one in a suit of fun." H's clothing changed,
becoming a brightly colored clown-suit that was, not incidentally, a good dea
warnmer than his prior garb

The thing was, the average Adept had all he or she needed or wanted,
materially. The Adept could conjure food, and use nmagic to build a castle or
other residence to his liking, and could make deals for other necessities. But
he was liable to get lonely and bored in his guarded fastness. That was why so
many Adepts elected to participate as judges and spectators in functions |ike
t he Unol ynpics. It gave them sonething to do in a public but protected
situation. Yellow had obviously thrived on her job as head judge for the Adept
pavilion, being all dressed up with her finest youth potion for the occasion
It foll owed, then, that Adepts could use entertai nment at home, too. An
Adept's own magi ¢ woul d not armuse hinself, even if he chose to waste it that
way. So now Stile | ooked the part of an entertainer-and should be admtted to
the Wiite Denesnes with no nore than the usual suspicion

So he | eaped and | ooped and whirled into occasional spins. He did a cartwhee
and took a fancy, deliberate spill.

He was a clown, a joker, a fool. Until he had his chance to brace the Wite
Adept and di scover the nature of her magic.

He skated close to the castle. So far so good. No hostile spell had been



hurled at him
There was a noat of ice-free water surrounding the castle: an effective
barrier to a skater. Stile drew up. "Ho!" he called. "G ant ye access for a

f ool ?"

A human guard appeared. It seened there was nodest enploynent for a nunber of
villagers in the various Adept castles. "Wy come ye?"

"To entertain-for a fair fee. To glean what information I can."

"A spy?"

"Naturally."

The guard | owered his voice. "Fool art thou indeed, if thou woul dst enter
t hese Demesnes. The Adept is ill of hunor. Depart, |lest thou |l osest thy
gi zzard."

"I thank thee for thy warning," Stile said. "But | have cone far, and nust
conplete ny mssion. Do thou announce ne to the Adept and let ne take ny
chance. "

"On thy insecure head be it. | tried to warn thee."
the castl e.

The guard retreated inside

In due course he returned to crank down the drawbridge, which seened to be
formed of a huge slab of ice. Stile skated blithely across and on into the
central courtyard, admiring the way the daylight refracted through the ice

wal I's. And the floor abruptly converted to stone. Stile tripped on it and took
a genui ne tunble; he had not been paying attention to his feet. He adapted his
fall to an acrobatic roll in what he hoped was com cal fashion, then renoved
hi s skates.

Neysa did not reappear. She remained as a firefly, hiding in his hat. Stile
knew why; her conversion back to equine formwould attract attention to him
Who but the Blue Adept, as the PlatinumEl ves had pointed out, rode a unicorn?
But she would change in a hurry if it became necessary. He felt nuch nore
secure wi th her along.

There were no special prelimnaries. The Wiite Adept wal ked out, |ooking much
as she had at the Unol ynpics, but older and fatter. She had evidently used her
magi c only to inprove her image noderately. "Wat hast thou got, churl?" she
demanded irritably. "Wat dost thou want?"

"I have a rare show of antics and prestidigitation," Stile said, making his
voice comcal too. ""Twill lighten thy spirit and nmake thee laugh. Al | ask
inreturnis the smallest of favors."

"What snallest favor?" She was evidently used to panhandl ers.

Stile brought out a silver medal he had conjured in preparation for this
monent. "This anulet-it is expended. | want it restored to provide ne heat
fromthe cold."

"Amul ets are not ny business,"
makes them "

she snapped. "Thou shoul dst apply to her who

So it was a fermal e Adept who made the anulets! This was a val uabl e
confirmation. "Once an anul et attacked ne," he said. "Now nust | take them



secondhand. "

"Attacked thee?" She chortled. "Surely served thee right! Very well-if thou
dost performanusingly, | will reward thee appropriately."

"I thank thee," Stile said hunmbly. He was fully aware that she had made no
significant conmtnent. That was not what he needed. Once she showed the form
of her magic-

"Cet on with it, clown," White snapped, her nouth setting into solidified
sourness. "Make me | augh."

Stile went into his act. He had devel oped a joker-ritual as part of his
Prot on- Game expertise, and he had consi derabl e manual dexterity. He put on his
"stupid mdget" pantomine, trying to eat a potato that kept wiggling out of
hi s hands, | ooking for a confortable place to sleep, finding none, and getting
tangled up in his own |inbs, draw ng scarves out of his ears, taking spills,
and in general naking a funny fool of himself. He was good at it, using no
real nmagic, only stage magic, before a person who well knew the difference.
Though the White Adept tried to maintain a sour face, slowy it weathered and
cracked. She evidently did not |ike peasants, and had deep satisfaction seeing
one so aptly parodied. Also she, |like many people, thought there was sonething
excruci atingly funny about m shaps happening to a nidget. In the end she was

[ aughi ng whol eheartedly.

Stile conpleted his show Wite sobered quickly. "I like thee, fool. | believe
| shall keep thee here for future entertainments.”

"Honored Adept, | cannot stay," Stile said quickly, though he had expected
something like this. "All | want is nmine amul et recharged. "
She frowned. "Very well, fool. Gve it here."

She was up to sonmething. Stile passed over the nedal, braced for action

The White Adept laid the nedal on the floor. She brought out a |ong-handled
charcoal marker and drew a mystic synbol around it. When the figure was
conplete, she tapped it five tines: tap-tap. Tap-tap, TAP.

The nedal exploded into a dozen huge shapes. |ce nonsters, translucent, wth
snowy fur and icicle teeth and bl ank iceball eyeballs. The small fragnments of
nmetal seenmed to adhere only to their form dable claws: nails that were litera
nails.

"Cool this arrogant peasant in the cooler, coolies,"
Stile.

she ordered, pointing at

The nonsters advanced on him Stile tried to run out of the courtyard, but
they | eaped out to encircle him Ginning coldly, they drew their noose tight.
There woul d be no gentle handling here.

Suddenly Neysa fl ew out and changed to her unicorn form She charged forward,
spearing a nonster on her horn, lifting her head, and hurling the thing away
to the side. It crashed into its neighbor, and both went down in a tangle of
shattering ice.

"Ho! A unicorn!" White screaned, outraged. "Think ye to 'scape ny power in
m ne own Demesnes, animal ?" She started to draw anot her synbol on the floor.

That meant trouble. Obviously she could conjure anything with the right



synmbol. Stile |l aunched hinself at the Wiite Adept-and was caught in a

pol ar-bear hug by an intervening ice nonster and lifted fromthe floor. Fool

he chided hinmsel f. He should have sung a spell. But no- Wite did not yet know
his identity, apparently not connecting the unicorn directly to him He
preferred to keep it secret if he could. He would try to handle this wthout
nmagi c.

He had better! The nonster had a frigid hand over Stile's nouth, half
suffocating himand preventing himfrom speaki ng.

Stile tried to get his hand on the Plati num Flute. That woul d becone a
sui tabl e weapon! But, jammed up agai nst the freezing denmon, he could not reach
the Flute.

He el bowed the nonster. CQuch! That ice was hard! He kicked, but the nonster
seened to have no feeling in its body. Stile could not throw the creature,
because he had no footing. Meanwhile, that terrible cold was penetrating his
flesh.

Neysa was busy routing the other nonsters. One nonster mght be too much for
Stile to handl e, but one unicorn was too nmuch for the whole horde of them She
bucked, her hind hooves flinging out to shatter two nonsters; she plunged
forward to inpal e another on her horn. Wth every notion she denvolished a
nmonster. Stile could have had no better ally.

But Stile was held silent, and the Wiite Adept was conpl eting her new synbol
figure. This surely neant m schief.

Stile bit the hand over his nouth. This helped; the icy fingers crunched under
his teeth. The nonster might feel no pain, but it couldn't gag Stile with no
fingers. Stile chewed and chewed, breaking off and spitting out the huge hand
pi eceneal

Now the witch's second synmbol animated. A swarm of stinging flies puffed into
exi stence. They flung thenmsel ves onto Neysa-who stiffened the nonment they
stung, thin flame jetting fromher nostrils. Then, with an extended note of
despair, she fell to the floor

There was no question about the ability of an Adept to handl e a unicorn
White's magi ¢ was nore cunbersome to inplenment than Stile's was, but it was
devastating when it got there.

"Dunmp the animal into the | ake-under the ice," Wite ordered the two renaining
ice nonsters. "Dunp the peasant-clown there too; he's too nmuch trouble.”
But Stile could speak now. "Monsters of ice,"
m ce!"

he sang breathlessly, "turn into

He had not gathered his power by playing nusic, so the potency of his spel
was not great. That was the cunbersome quality of his own invocations. Wen
fully prepared, he could do excellent magi c-but of course Wite, when set up
wi th a nunmber of drawn synmbols, could surely performsimlarly. H's spel
operated inconpletely. The two ice nonsters shinmered into rather fat white
rats.

"Magic!" White hissed. "Now I know thee! How durst thou intrude on these ny
Demesnes, Bl ue?"

Stile brought out his harnonica as he wal ked toward Neysa. He had deci ded he
didn't need the Flute on this occasion. The deadly sting flies rose up in



their humm ng cloud, orienting on him "l intrude to ascertain whether thou
art mne eneny," he said to the witch.

"I was not thine eneny before-but | amnow" she cried. "Sting him flies!"

Stile played his instrunent. The flies felt the coal escing force of his magic
and hesitated. Stile willed heat-and as the flies cane near, they dried up and
dropped to the floor. A few hardier ones persisted until their wi ngs burst
into flane.

Stile stopped, l|ooking at the prostrate unicorn. He thought of Hul k and

Bl uette, knocked out by gas. Which parallels were valid and which were
products of his guilt? But this situation he could handle. "Neysa defy the
bite of the fly," he sang.

The uni corn woke and struggled to her feet. Stile could heal others, but not
hi nsel f.

VWhite was forming a new synbol. Stile faced her and sang: "Wite take the
road, as a frog or a-tortoise."

The witch did a double take as the spell passed her by. Stile had not filled
in the obvious rhyne. Then she reached for the synbol again.

"Let thy flesh becone cold," Stile sang, and the magi c gathered as though to
pounce. "And thy body grow. . . oily."

Agai n she reacted, fearing the worst; no one feared age |like a m ddl e- aged
worman! Again she was |eft unscathed as the spell fizzled. Stile's intent could
only be consummated with a termnal rhyne. Once nore she went for her spell

"White forma pyre, and burn like-fir," Stile sang
This time her white hair seened to take on a tinge of orange flanme. "Enough!"
she cried. "Thou'rt victor. Bluel

Thy magi c cannot truly transformne, but it could make me very unconfortable.
What dost thou want ?"

"Only to see thy magic operate,” Stile said. "And to depart in peace."

"No one sees the secret of ny magi c node and departs in peace!" she protested.
"The nmode is always an Adept secret. Sooner would | dance naked before a
crowd. "

"Thou hast seen ny nmagic nmode," Stile pointed out. "I lived nmy whole life
naked in a crowd, ere | cane to Phaze."

"Well, no one el se shows either nmagic or body!"

"Yet thou knowest the identity of the anul et-nmaker." She considered. "Ah, now

it cones clear! Thy vengeance!"

"Indeed,"” Stile agreed. "Thou dost not seemto be the one | seek, but it would
help if | learned who nmine eneny really is."

"Aye, | know her. There are secrets witches share. But | will not tell thee.
It is not thy business.”

"The amul et -maker nurdered nme!" Stile cried. "And seeks to kill me again. That



is not nmy business?"

"Well, mayhap thou woul dst see it that way. But it is not ny business to
betray her to thee."

"Wtch, thou runnest fair risk of suffering ny wath," Stile said, feeling the
ri ghteous heat rise. The force of his oath urged himonward. "Yet can | turn
thee into-"

"Nay, the power of one Adept is ineffective against another Adept on guard.
Yet neither is it nmy business to betray thee to her. Depart now, and | shal
not tell he! thou hast narrowed thy choices to two."

To two. Two renmining fermal e Adepts. Wiite had given himsonme information, by
way of placation. That hel ped considerably. The only problemwas that he knew
of only one other feral e Adept.

Wl l, he would check that one. He mounted Neysa. He played a bar of nusic,
then sang: "Man and steed, to Brown proceed."

They shot sidew se, accelerating to horrendous velocity, passing right through
the ice walls wi thout touching them and zoom ng southeast. Plains, hills and
forests shot by in blurs. Then they slowed and cane to an abrupt halt.

They were before the great brown wooden door of a brownstone castle from whose
hi ghest turret a brown pennant flew Cbviously the Brown Denesnes.

Stile | ooked around. A nuddy river flowed behind the castle, but none of its
water was diverted into a noat. On its banks stood a sere, brown forest. It
m ght be sumrer in the main part of Phaze, but it was winter at the Wite
Demesnes and fall here at the Brown Denesnes.

Neysa snorted, not liking it. Stile could appreciate why; the grass, too, was
br own.

"Well, do we sneak in this time, or boldly challenge?" Stile asked the
uni corn. She blew a note of negation, ending in a positive trill. "I agree,"
he said, "I'mtired of sneaking. We'll settle this openly this tinme." He

wonder ed whether it was true that one Adept could not directly enchant another
Adept who was on guard. That notion seemed to be giving himconfidence,
certainly.

He faced the door and bawed in as stentorian a voice as he coul d nuster
"Brown, cone forth and face Bl ue!"

The huge door cranked open. A giant stood in the doorway. He was as nassive as
the trunk of an oak, and as gnarly. He carried a wooden club that was | onger
than Stile's whole body. "Go 'way, clown!" he roared.

G own. OQops-he was still garbed in that fool's suit! Well, let it be; he
didn't want to ness with a nullification spell right now.

Stile was used to dealing with nen larger than hinmself; all men were |arger
than hinmself. But this one was extrenme. He was just about ten feet tall. If he
swung that club, he could likely knock Stile off Neysa before Stile could get
cl ose enough to do anythi ng physical

Unl ess he used the Platinum Flute as a | ance or pike ..

But first he had to try the positive approach. "I want to meet the Brown



Adept . "

The giant considered. Hs intelligence seenmed inversely proportional to his
mass. "Ch," he said. "Then cone in."

Just like that! Neysa trotted forward, followi ng the giant. Soon they were in
a | arge brownwood panel ed hall .

A man was there, garbed in a brown robe. He was brown of hair, eyes and skin.
"What want ye with me?" he inquired, frowning.

"Nothing," Stile said. "I want the Adept herself."

"Speak to ne," the man said. "I am Brown."

"Brown is a woman," Stile said. "Must | force the issue with nagic?"
"Thou darest use thy magic in ny Demesnes?" the brown man demanded
Stile brought out his harnonica and played a few bars.

"l dare," he said.

"@Quard! Remove this man!"

G ants appeared, converging on Stile and Neysa. "I want these creatures
swept," Stile sang quickly. "And bring the Brown Adept."

It was as if a giant invisible broomswept the giants out of the hall
Si mul t aneously an eddy carried in a disheveled, angry child. "Thou nmean man!"
she cried. "Thou didst not have to do that!"

Stile was taken aback. "Thou'rt the Brown Adept?" But obviously she was; his
spel | had brought her.

"I'f I were grown and had ny full power, thou woul dst never be able to bully
me!" she exclaimed tearfully. "I never did anything to thee, clown!"

Appear ances coul d be deceptive, but Stile was inclined to agree. Wiy would a
child murder an Adept who neant her no harn®? Unless this was another costune,
concealing the true formof the Adept. "I amhere to ascertain that,"

Stile said. "Show ne thy true form"

"This is ny true form Until | grow up. Now wilt thou go away, since thou art
not a very funny cl own?"

"Show me thy true formof magic," Stile said. "Art thou blind? Thou didst just
make a junble of all my golens!™

ol ens! "Thou makest the wooden men!" She was settling down. "What el se? | use
t he brownwood growi ng outside. But nost of these were made by ny pred -the
prior Brown Adept. He trained me to do it just before he died." A tear touched
her eye. "He was a good man. It is lonely here without him"

"Knowest thou not a wooden gol em usurped the Bl ue Denesnes?" Stile demanded.

Her cute brown eyes flashed. "That's a lie! Golens do only as told. | ought to
know. They have no life of their own."



Li ke the robots of Proton. Only some robots, |ike Sheen, and her sophisticated
friends, did have consciousness and self-will. "Thou hast sent no golemin ny
i keness to destroy nme?"

Now she faltered, bobbing her brown curls about. "I-1 did not. But | have not
been Adept [ong. My predi-pred-"

"Predecessor," Stile filled in hel pfully.

"That's the word! Thanks. Predecessor. He nmight have. | don't know. But he was
a good man. He never attacked other Adepts. He just filled orders for them

ol ens nake the very npbst dependabl e sol diers and servants and things, and

t hey never need feeding or sleeping or-"

"So anot her Adept could have ordered a golemin mnmy |ikeness?" Stile persisted,
piecing it together.

"Sure. He made golens in any |likeness, in exchange for other magi c he needed.
Like a larderful of food, or a get well anulet-"

Stile pounced on that. "Wo traded himan amul et ?"
"Why the Red Adept, of course. She makes all the anulets.”

Sonet hi ng was wong. "I met the Red Adept at the Unol ynpics. Red was a tall
handsome nan. "

"Ch-she was in costune, then. They do that. Just as | tried to do with a gol em
when thou earnest. Sonetinmes strangers are bad to children, so Brown warned ne
not to reveal mnyself to intruders. | didn't know thou wert apprised | was a

girl.”

It burst upon Stile with dismaying force. The costune! Not nerely different
cl othing or appearance, but different sex too! Child' s play to produce the

i mge of the opposite sex. In fact, Red could have done it w thout nagic.
Rermove the nustache, |engthen the hair, put on a dress, and the Red he had
seen was a worman. Renove the dress so that she was naked, and cover the hair
with a skullcap, and it was the woman who had killed Hulk in the m ne. How
coul d he have overl ooked that?

"Brown, | apologize," Stile said. "A goleminvaded nmy Demesnes, and | thought
thee guilty. | see | was m staken. | proffer amends.”
"Ch, that's okay," she said, smling girlishly. "I haven't had conpany in a

long tinme. But thou m ghtest put back nmy giants.”

Stile made a quick spell to restore the golens he had swept away. "Is there
aught else | can do for thee before | go?" he inquired.

"Not hi ng much. | like thy unicorn, but |I know they don't mess with other
Adepts or anybody. Only other thing I'mtrying to do is grow a nice

fl ower-garden, but they all cone up brown and dry. | don't want thy nagic for
that; | want to do it myself."

Neysa blew a note. Stile di smounted, and she shimered into girl-form
"Uni corn manure grows magi c plants,”

Neysa sai d.

"Cee-pretty ones?" Brown asked, her eyes lighting.



"Li ke a Jack-in-the-pul pit who preaches a real sernon, and tiger-lilies who
purr?"

Neysa had al ready changed back to her natural shape.
She blew an affirmati ve note.

"Send one of thy golems with a cart and fork," Stile said. "A giant, who can
haul a lot. Thou knowest where the herds roan®?"

Brown nodded. "I go there all the time, to look at the pretty 'corns," she
said wistfully. "But | dare not get close to them"

Al girls liked equines. Stile renmenbered. He | ooked at Neysa, who nodded. "If
thou likest, Neysa will carry thee there this tinme, and tell her friends to
gi ve manure to thy golem™

"A ride on a unicorn?" Brown clapped her hands with delight. "Ch, yes, yes!"

"Ride, then," Stile said, glad to make this small amend for his unkind
intrusion here. "I will neet thee there."

The child mounted the unicorn somewhat diffidently, and they started off at
t he snmoot hest of gaits. Stile knew Neysa would not let Brown fall, and that
her uni corn herd woul d acqui esce to the golem s acquisition of several |oads
of excellent manure, for such things were not denied to oath-friends. Neysa
had hel ped bail himout of mschief, again, by making Brown glad for his
visit.

This had turned out to be the wong Adept, but the excursion had been

wort hwhile. Now at |ast he knew the identity of his enemy. He would not have
time to brace the Red Adept after rejoining Neysa at the herd; he had to get
back across the curtain for the next Round of the Tourney. But on his return
to Phaze.

CHAPTER 9 - Music.

It was Round Six of the Tourney. Barely one fifth of the original entrants
remai ned. The concentration of the skilled and the l[ucky increased. The

audi ence for individual Ganes was |arger, and would grow | arger yet, as the
nunbers of contestants dw ndl ed further and each Round becane nore inportant.

H s opponent was another Citizen. This was not unusual at this stage; the
Citizens tended to be the best players, and suffered elimnation reluctantly.
This one was old, obviously not in prine physical vigor-but any Ctizen was
dangerous, in and out of the Tourney.

Stile resolved to put it into the PHYSI CAL columm if he had the chance, not
risking this man's accumul at ed knowl edge and experi ence.

He had the chance. They were in 2B, Tool - Assisted PHYSICAL GAMES. Stile's area
of strength. Yet the Citizen did not seemalarmed. Did he have a secret?

They played the sub grids and came up with the Ice dinb. This was a frozen
waterfall about fifteen neters high that had to be nounted by use of spikes
and pitons fromthe base. Safety ropes suspended from above prevented it from
bei ng dangerous, but the clinb itself was arduous. Stile did not see how this



old man could handle it.

Stile was naked; all he had to do was put on the spi ked shoes, gloves, and
safety line. He did not need insulative clothing; the ice was frozen by

el enents beneath, while the air of the dome was warm A naked man could handl e
it well enough, since his own exertion heated him

The vol um nous robes of the Citizen would interfere with his clinmbing. Slowy
he undressed.

Stile was amazed. Under his concealing cloak the Citizen had a body of

consi derabl e gristle and muscle. The man was ol der than Stil e-perhaps mnmuch

ol der because of possible rejuvenation-but his torso resenbled that of a man
in his md-forties, well developed. Stile still should have the edge, but nuch
| ess of one than he had thought.

They donned their gear, and approached the waterfall. It gleamed prettily,
like translucent quartz. Stile had the right channel, the G tizen the left.
The first to touch an electronically keyed marker at the top would win. The
first to fall would | ose. Theoretically one person could swing across on his
safety rope and interfere with the other, but he would already have | ost.
Throwi ng pitons at each other neant imediate forfeiture. Cheating and fouling
never occurred in Ganes.

Now the Citizen faced the ice and stared into it, unmoving. It was time for
the match to begin, but Citizens could not be rushed. Stile had to wait.

The man remai ned for several mnutes in silence. Wat was he up to? Stile,
alert for sone significant factor, was alarmed by this behavior. There had to
be meaning in it. Wiy should a person delay a match by remaining trancelike?

Trance! That was it! The Citizen was indulging in self hypnosis, or a yoga
exercise, putting hinself into a nmental state that would allow himto draw

wi t hout normal restraint on the full resources of his body. This was the sort
of thing that lent strength to nadnen and to the nothers of threatened
children. Stile never used it, preferring to live a fully healthy life, saving
his ultimte resources for sone genuine |life-and-death need. But the Ctizen
was evidently under no such constraint.

This could be trouble! No wonder the man had nmade it this far in the Tourney.
He had suckered opponents into challenging himon the physical plane, then
expended his inner resources to defeat them Stile had fallen neatly into the
trap.

But Stile, because of his light weight and physical fitness and indefatigable
training in all aspects of the Gane, was an excellent ice clinmber. O had
been, before the injury to his knees. Since he could place his pitons to avoid
severe flexation of his knees, that should not hanper himnuch. Very few
peopl e could scale the falls faster than he could. He m ght w n anyway.
Trance-strength was fine, but the body reserves had to be there to be drawn
on, and a rejuvenated Citizen mght not have | arge reserves.

Stile did mld |inbering exercises, toning up his nuscles. He could throw

hinself into a light trance at will, of course, but refused to. Not even for
this.
At last the Citizen cane out of it. "I amready," he said

They donned the safety belts. The lines would keep pace with the ascent,
rising but not falling again. Stile felt his heartbeat and respiratory rate



increase with the incipience of this effort.

The starting gong sounded. Both went to work, hamering the first piton. There
were little tricks to this Game; the ice could vary fromday to day because of
anmbi ent conditions. Sonetinmes it was a trifle soft, which nmade insertion
easier but |less secure; today it was a trifle hard, which posed the risk of
cracki ng. Since each piton had to be set as rapidly as possible, judgnent was
inmportant. If a contestant took too |long, naking a piton unnecessarily firm
for its brief use, he lost time that m ght nmean | oss of the match; if he
proceeded carel essly, he would fall, and | ose the match. Discrimnation, as
much as physical strength and endurance, was critical

The Citizen worked faster than Stile. He was on his first piton and working on
t he next ahead of Stile. He was pushing the limt, hitting too hard, but the
ice was holding. Stile was close behind, but |osing headway because he was
playing it safer. Ice was funny stuff; sonmetines it tolerated violation
Sonetinmes it did not.

They noved on up. Steadily Stile |ost position-yet he did not dare hit his
pitons harder. Al he could do was marvel at the luck of the G tizen, and hope
that the | aw of averages-

It happened. Hal fway up, the ice cracked under the Ctizen's piton. The man
had only to put it in a new spot and hamer nore careful | y-but he would I ose
just enough time to bring Stile even. The | aw of averages had cone through at
| ast.

But the Gtizen, in his trance, was not alert to this. Automatically he put
his weight on the piton-and it gave way and fell out. The G tizen swung from
t he rope, disqualified.

Stile did not even have to conplete the clinb. He only had to proceed one
centimeter higher than the point the Ctizen had reached. His caution, his

al ertness, and his reliance on the odds had brought himeasy victory. Sonehow
it hadn't seened easy, though

There was no fake address this tine. Sheen took care of him questioning him
about his latest adventures in Phaze, and | et himsleep. She concurred with
the Lady Blue; she didn't like the notion of himbracing the Red Adept in the

Red Demesnes. "She's a nmean one; | could tell that fromthe holo. She'll cut
your throat with a brilliant smle. But I|'monly a |ogical machine," she
conplained. "I can't stop an illogical nman brained flesh creature from bei ng

i nsanely foolish."
"Right," Stile agreed conmplacently. "Even cl owni sh.™"
She al ways nmade reference to her inaninmte status when upset.

But first he had to handl e Round Seven. This turned out to be agai nst anot her
serf of about his own age. He was Clef, a tall thin nan nanmed for a synmbol on
witten nusic, who evidently had qualified for the Tourney only because the
top players of his |adder had not wanted to. Stile knew all the top
serf-players of the current |adders, but did not recognize Cef. Therefore
this man was no skilled Gamesman, though he could have spot-skills.

They chatted while waiting for the grid. "Woever wins this Round gets an
extra year's tenure,” Stile said. "O nore, depending on which Round he
finally reaches.”

"Yes, it is ny best hope to achieve Round Eight," Cef agreed. "I have no



chance to win the Tourney itself, unlike you."
“Unlike nme?"

"I have the advantage of you, so to speak," Cdef said. "I am aware of your
skill in the Game. To be fair, | should advise you of ny own specialties.”

"Fairness is no part of it," Stile said. "Use any advantage you have. Maybe
"1l msjudge you, and grid right into your specialty. In any event, | have no
way of know ng whet her what you tell me is the truth."

"Ch, it has to be the truth!" Cdef said, shocked. "There is no place in ny
phi | osophy for untruth."”

Stile smled, once again finding hinmself liking his opponent. "d ad to hear
it. But still, you don't have to-"

"I am a musician, hence nmy chosen nane. My single other hobby is the rapier
"Ah-so you have a strength in either facet. That's useful."

"So it has proved. That and fortune. | did |ose one match in CHANCE, but since
I won three in that category | can not seriously object. | have come further
in the Tourney than | really expected."

"But you know I'Il play away from your strengths,” Stile said.

"I could as readily play for CHANCE again and neutralize your advantage."

"Not if you get the letters.™

"Then ny choice is easy. Rapier and flute are both tools."

The flute? Stile wasn't sure how well the PlatinumFlute would play in this
frame, since its nmagic could not operate here, but it was such a fine
instrument it might well make himconpetitive. "I amnot expert with the
rapier," he said, thinking of the training Neysa had given himin Phaze. "Yet
I am not unversed in it, and in other weapons | am proficient. Unless you
managed to get the rapier itself, rather than an edged sword, | doubt you
woul d want to neet ne in such a category."”

"I have no doubt at all | don't want to nmeet you there!" Cef agreed.

"But | have lost one match in this Tourney through CHANCE, as you have, and am
eager to avoid another."

"Are you proffering a deal?" Cef inquired, elevating an eyebrow He had
el egant eyebrows, quite expressive.

"This is legal and ethical. O course no agreenent has force in the Gane
itself. But two honorable players can cone to an agreenent if they wi sh."

"I understand. Are you willing to neet ne in Misic?"
"Yes, depending."
"You grant me Music, and | will grant you choice of instrunents."

"That was ny notion."



"However, | should warn you that | amw dely versed in this area of the arts.
My favorite is the flute, but I amproficient in any of the woodw nds and
strings. More so than you, | believe; | have heard you play. So you may prefer
to select one of the | ess sophisticated instruments.”

Stile's fiercely conpetitive soul was aroused. He had a conpul sion to beat
opponents in their special areas of strength. That was why he had tackled Hul k
i n Naked Physical. He thought again of the PlatinumFlute, surely the finest

i nstrument he could enploy. On it he could play the best music of his life. He
m ght take the neasure of this self-proclainmed expert! But caution prevail ed.
If the flute was def's instrunent of choice, no skill of Stile's could
reasonably hope to match him and it would be foolish to allow hinmself to
bel i eve otherwise. Also the Flute was in Stile's possession only on | oan, and
if his use of it here drew the attention of Citizens to it-no, he could not
risk that. Fortunately he did have an alternative.

"The harnonica,"” Stile said.

"A good harnmonica is hardly a toy," def said. "Properly played, it can match
any instrunment in the orchestra. Are you certain-l amtrying to be fair, since
you are so generously offering me the category-"

"I"'mcertain," Stile said, though Cef's confidence disturbed him Exactly how
good could this man be on the harnoni ca?

"Then so shall it be," Cef agreed, and offered his hand.

"A handshake agreenent is not worth the paper it's printed on," Stile remn nded

hi m

"But it is also said that the nan who trusts nen will make fewer m stakes than
he who distrusts them"

"l have found it so."
agr eenent .

Stile took the proffered hand, and so they seal ed the

Their turn at the grid cane. They played as agreed. They woul d contest for
this Round with the harnonica.

Sheen was ready with Stile's harmonica; she was able to carry objects
unobtrusively in her body conpartments, and she was the only one in this frame
he trusted with such things. It had to be this famliar instrument, the one he
had pl ayed so often in Phaze, rather than sone strange one issued by the Gane
Conputer. It was not the Flute, but there seened to be a certain magi c about
it. On this, he could play well enough to defeat a nusician-he hoped. For
Stile thought it likely that a nan who played the flute habitually would not
be able to do nuch on short notice with the harnonica. Not as nuch as Stile
could. Stile was by no neans a bad musician hinself, and he well understood
the nature of the Gane. There were tricks of victory apart from straight

skill. And Stile had practiced with a unicorn

Sheen, however, was al armed. She had only a noment to speak to himduring the
transfer. "Stile, | spot-researched this man Clef. He's no dabbler in

musi c-he's expert! He may be the finest nusician on the planet-the one
Citizens borrow for their social functions. He can play anything!"

Ch-oh. Had he wal ked into the lion's den-again? It was the penalty he paid for
spending his free time chasing down magi cians in the fantasy frame, instead of
doi ng his honmework here. \When would he learn better? Part of being in the Gane
was doi ng one's research, ascertaining the strengths and weaknesses of one's



likely opponents, devising grid-strategies to exploit whatever situation
arose. He would be nuch better off to remain in Proton for the duration of the
Tourney, settling it one way or the other. But he could not; the lure of

magi c, of Adept status, of free and open |l and and of his ideal woman-maybe
that last told it all!-were too great. He had discounted C ef's confidence as
bravado, at least in part, and that m ght have been a bad error. "I'Il do ny
best," he told Sheen.

"You'll have to do better than that," she grunped as they separated. Sonetines
she was so human it was pai nful

Clef met himin a concert hall. Spectators were permitted here; there were
seats for about a hundred. The chamber was already full. "Sone interest
generated here," Cef noted. "You appear to be well known."

"Maybe they are nmusic fans," Stile said. Oten he did attract audi ences for
his Games, but this was a greater response than he could account for. But of
course he had never been in the Tourney before this year; only slightly over
one in ten of the original entrants remnai ned, which allowed the audience to
concentrate nuch nmore heavily on the remaini ng ganes.

They took their places on the small stage. There were seats there, and mnusic
stands; the archaic paraphernalia of the artistic medium Cef had obtained a
harmonica simlar to Stile's own, fromthe Gane supplies.

"The rules of this conpetition," the voice of the Game Conputer cane. "Each

contestant will play a solo piece randomy selected. The Conmputer wll judge
the I evel of technical expertise. The human audi ence will judge the soci al
aspect. Both judgments will be tallied for the decision. Proceed." And a

printed sheet of mnusic appeared on a vision screen in front of def.
The nmusician lifted his harnmonica and played. Stile's hope sank

Cef was not merely good and not nerely expert. He was outstanding. He was
conversant with every techni que of the harnonica, and played the nusic
absolutely true. He tongued notes, he enployed the vibrato, he trilled, he
shifted nmodes without slip or hesitation. If the harnonica were not his chosen
i nstrument, that was not apparent now.

The man's long, tapering fingers enclosed his harnonica lovingly, his right
forefinger resting on the chromatic | ever, his hands opening to nodify the
tonal quality. Each note was pure and clear and perfectly tined; a machine
could hardly have been nore technically accurate. Stile certainly could not
i mprove on that perfornmance.

Yet he had a chance. Because though the Conputer reacted to technica
expertise, the human audi ence cared nore about feeling. The appearance of the
person playing counted for sonething, and the flair with which he noved and
gestured, and the enotion he conveyed to the audi ence, the beauty and neani ng,
t he experience he shared with it. Misic was, nost fundanentally, a participant
activity; people without other esthetic appreciation nevertheless liked to tap
toes, nod heads, sway to the evocative nelody and beat. Stile was good at
evoki ng audi ence response. |If he could do that here, he could gain the social
facet and pull out a draw. The audi ence participation in judging the arts was
for this very reason; in the early days sonme Tourneys had been won by
performances that no one except the Computer thought were worthwhile. This
probl em had been evident historically throughout the arts. Prizes had been
awar ded for paintings that no one could conprehend, and for scul pture that was
| udi crous to the average eye, and for literature that few people could read.
Refined, rarefied judgnents had been substituted for that of the true



audi ence, the common man, to the detrinment of the form So today, in the
Tourney, art had to be intelligible to both the experts and the average man,
and esthetic to both. Stile had a chance to nullify Cef's certain conputer
win and send it back to the grid for the selection of another gane. Stile
woul d surely stay clear of nmusic for that one

Cef finished. The audi ence appl auded politely. It had been an excell ent
performance, w thout question; the tiny and subtle nuances of feeling were not
somet hing the average person grasped consciously. People sel dom knew why t hey
liked what they liked; they only knew that in this instance somethi ng had been
I acki ng.

Now it was Stile's turn. Clef lowered his instrument and stood silently, as
Stile had. The nusic screen lit before Stile with the printed rusic. Actually,
Stile did not need it; he could reproduce it fromhis menory of Clef's
performance. But he | ooked at it anyway, because he did not want to rmake any
single false note. Nothing that would jar the audience out of its rapport.

Stile played. Fromthe start, his hands noved wel|. The harnoni ca seened to be
animated with all the experiences Stile had had fromthe time he di scovered
it, there in the great valley between the Purple Muntains and the Wite
Mountains in the Iovely frane of Phaze. He thought of Neysa as he played, and
it was as if he were playing for her, with her again, loving it. Every note
was true; he knew he woul d make no errors.

But he was not playing for himself or for Neysa now. He was performng for an
audi ence. Stile refocused on that, passing his gaze over the people, neeting
eyes, leaning forward. He tapped his bare heel, not to keep the beat for

hi nsel f but to show the audience. A toe could tap unobtrusively, but a hee
made the entire leg nove; it was obvious. The people started picking it up
their own |legs moving. Stile caught the eye of a young wonan, and pl ayed a
bri ef passage seemingly for her alone, then went on to another person
bringi ng each one in to him

It was a responsive audi ence. Soon nobst of the people were swaying to the
musi ¢, noddi ng their heads, tapping their heels. He was working them up
maki ng them part of his act, giving themthe thrill of participation
Toget her, they all played the harnonica.

Suddenly it ended. The piece was over. Had it been enough?

The nonent Stile put down his instrunent, the audience burst into enthusiastic
appl ause. Stile glanced at Cef -and found the nman staring, his |lips parted.
Clef, it seened, had not realized that nusic could be played this way, that it
could be hurled out into the audience |like a boonmerang, and bring that

audi ence back into its ambi ence. Perhaps O ef considered this a degradation of
the form No matter; Stile had won his audi ence.

Sure enough, the announcenent verified the split decision. "Expertise, first
pl ayer. Cef. Social content, second player, Stile. Draw." For the benefit of
t he audi ence, the Conputer was not enploying the assigned Pl ayer nunbers now.

C ef shook his head ruefully. "You showed ne sonething, Stile. You played very
well."

Stile's reply was forestall ed by anot her announcenment by the conputer. "It is
an option of the Gane Conputer to require a continuation of a drawn match in
t he Tour ney.

This option is now exercised. The contestants will performa medley in duet,



the parts alternating as narked on the score. A panel of qualified nusicians
will be the final arbiter."

Oh, no! Stile had thought hinself safe. A new trap had suddenly closed on him
But there was nothing to do except play it out, despite a judgnent that would
surely be unfavorable to him He would not be able to evoke the confused

passi ons of an audi ence of experts.

There was an interm ssion while the panel was assenbled. "This is newto ne,"
Clef said. "Is there a precedent?"

"I"ve heard of it," Stile said. "But normally it is invoked only when the
contestants can't agree on the draw and insist on playing it out."

"Is it fair? | hardly object to finishing this in Misic, but it seenms to ne
you shoul d prefer-1 mean, a panel of rnusicians-"

"Is likely to favor the nmusician," Stile agreed. "I mght wi n the audience
agai n, but not the conputer or the panel. You're bound to take it."

"You nmust | odge a protest!”

"No good," Stile said. "The Computer does have the option. |I'mstuck for it. |
knew the rules when | entered the Tourney." And this was very likely the end
of his participation init. So close to the key Round, secured by that prize
of tenurel

"I don't like this at all," Cef said. "I do want to win, and I'll have to
play ny best, but there is a fundanental inequity here on nore than one |evel.
It is not merely that the odds of your winning are greatly in your favor if we
go to anewgrid. It is that you have a chance to go considerably farther in
the Tourney than |I do; you are a skilled player, while ny skills are largely
l[imted to this particular pursuit. You should be allowed to continue, for |
shall surely be elimnated in the next Round or two."

"Play your best," Stile said. "Chance is always a factor in the Gane. Someone
al ways profits, soneone always |oses. | do have another resource." Stile knew
he faced disaster, but his Iiking for this honest man increased. How nmuch
better it was to lose to superior talent than to blind chancel "VWile we

wai t-woul d you be so kind as to explain to ne how you nake the audi ence

respond like that? | sawit, but | have never been able to do that. | rather
envy it."
Stile shrugged. "It's apart fromthe music itself, yet also the essence of it.

Basically you have to achieve rapport with the people you' re performng for.
You have to feel."

"But that isn't music!" Cef protested.
"That is the vital spirit of music," Stile insisted. "Sonic enotion. The
transm ssion of nmood and feeling fromone person to another. The instrunent is
nmerely the means. The notes are nerely means. Music itself is only a process,
not the end."”

"I don't know. This is like heresy, to ne. | love nusic, pure music. Mst
peopl e and nost institutions fall short of the ideal; they are inperfect.
Music is the ideal."

"You can't separate them" Stile said, finding this exploration interesting.
"You are thinking of music as pearls, and the audience as swine, but in truth



pearls are the accretions of the irritation of a clam while the audience is
manki nd. These things nmust go together to have neani ng. Like nan and woman,
there's so much | ost when apart..."

"Li ke man and woman," C ef echoed. "That too, | have never quite understood."

"It's not easy," Stile said, thinking of the Lady Blue and her violent shifts
of attitude during their |ast encounter

"But until-"

He was interrupted by the Game Conputer. "The panel has been assenbl ed.
Proceed." Musical scores appeared before Clef and Stile. The sound of a

nmet ronone gave them the countdown. Quickly each Iifted his harnmonica to his
nout h.

It was an intricate nmedley, highly varied, with segnents of popular, folk and
classical nmusic from Planet Earth. The two ranges counter pointed each ot her

ni cely. The audience |listened raptly. The nusic of a single instrunent could

be excellent, but the action of two instrunents in harnmony was qualitatively

as well as quantitatively superior

Stile found that he liked this conposite piece. He was playing well-even
better than before. Partly it was the inherent joy of the counterpoint, always
a pleasure; that was why he and Neysa had played together so often. But nore,
it was Cef; the nusician played so well that Stile needed to make no

al | owances. He coul d depend on Cef, Iean on him know ng there would be no
error, no weakness. Stile could do his utnost. Everything was keyed correctly
for takeoff.

Stile took off. He played his part with feeling, absorbing the rapture of that
perfect harmony. He saw t he audi ence reacting, knowi ng the technique was
working. He put just a little syncopation in it, adding to the verve of the
presentation. The Computer would scale himdown for that, of course; it could
not comprehend any slightest deviation fromthe score. To hell with that;
Stile was | ost anyway. He coul d not exceed his opponent's perfection of
conformance, and had to go for his best node. He had to go down in the style
he preferred. He refused to be bound by the linitations of nachine
interpretation. He had to feel. And-he was doing that well.

Then he becane nore specifically aware of Cef's playing. The man had started
out in perfect conformance to the score, but Stile's deviations had forced him
to deviate sonewhat also, for as a nusician he could not tolerate the
separation of efforts. The piece had to have its unity. Now, amazingly. d ef
was meki ng devi ations of his own. Not by any great amount, but. Stile could
tell, and it was certain the rnusicians on the panel could, and the Computer

woul d be having inanimate fits. Cef certainly knew better; why was he doing
it?

Because he was picking up the feel. Uncertainly at first, then with greater
confidence. Wth dismaying acuity. Cef was following Stile's |ead, emul ating
him achieving the sane rapport with the human element. But Cef retained his
speci al expertise. Already he was playing Stile's way- better than Stile was
doing hinmself. Stile had to retreat, to play "straight" in support of Cef's
effort; otherwise the integrity of the nedley would suffer, and it was too
fine as nmusic to let suffer. Clef had preenpted feeling.

Now t he nedl ey swung into a classical fragment Stile recogni zed-the Chora
Synphony- Beet hoven' s Ni nt h.



Mar vel ous rusi c never heard by the deaf conposer. A beautiful piece-and d ef
was playing his thene with inspired brilliance. Stile found his enotions
split; part of himwas sinking into resignation, knowi ng there was no way to
match this, that he was in fact |osing Conputer, panel and audi ence votes,
that he had washed out of the Tourney at |ast. The other part of him was
reveling in the sheer delight of the Gde to Joy, of the finest playing he had
ever done on any level, the finest duet he had ever participated in. Neysa's
horn was an excellent harnonica-but it had to be conceded that Clef's
instrument was a better one. The man was putting it all together in a way no
other could. And- Clef hinmself was reveling in it, moving his body
dynam cal ly, transported-as was Stile too, and the entire audi ence. What an
experi ence!

The nmusic ended. Slowy the enotion of the nmonment settled out of Stile. He
descended from his high and came to grips with the onset of reality. He had,
wi t hout question, been outplayed. If there was a finer nmusician in all the
uni verse than Cef, Stile could hardly imagine it.

Clef stood silent, eyes downcast. There was no appl ause fromthe audi ence.
There was only the nuted nurnuring of the five musicians on the panel
conparing notes, consulting, arguing fine points. Stile wondered why they

bot hered; there was no question in anyone's mind who had played better. Stile
had only torpedoed hinself, explaining the secret of feeling to his opponent;
the man had caught on brilliantly. Yet Stile could not really bring hinself to
regret it, despite the consequence; it had been such a pleasure to share the
experience. H s loss on the slot machi ne had been degradi ng, pointless,
unsatisfying; his loss here was exhilarating. If it were ever worthwhile to
sacrifice a kingdom for a song, this had been the song. Sonething of

m racul ous beauty had been created here, for a small time; it had been a peak
of performance Stile knew he woul d never truly regret. Better this magnificent
defeat, than a cheap victory.

The foreman of the nusicians signaled the Conputer pickup. "Decision is
ready,"” the Computer's voice canme imediately. "This dual perfornmance has been
declared the finest overall rendering of the instrument of the harnonica, and
is therefore ensconced in the Tourney archives as a | esson exanple. A special
prize of one year's extension of tenure is awarded to the loser of this
contest."

Stile's head jerked up. Salvation! This was the prize slated for those who
made it to the next Round, that he had just missed. Not as good as a victory,
but far, far better than a |oss.

The odd thing was that Cef seened to be reacting identically. Wy should he
be concerned with an award to the |oser? He should be flushed with the
victory.

"The advi sory decision of the Computer: Cef," the conputer continued after a
pause. "The advi sory decision of the audience, as recorded by tabul ation of
t hose receiving the broadcast of this match: Cef."

Yes, of course. Clef had won both the technical and social votes this ting,
deservedly. Stile wal ked across to shake his opponent's hand.

"The deci sion of the panel of judges,"” the Conputer continued. "Stile." Stile
extended his hand to Cef. "Congratul ations,"” he said.

"Therefore the Round goes to Stile," the Computer concl uded.

Stile froze in mdgesture. "Wat?"



The Conputer answered him "Advisory opinions do not have binding force. Stile
is the winner of this contest. Please clear the chanber for ensuing matches."

"But-" Stile protested, dunbfounded. Then he was drowned out by the tumnultuous
appl ause of the | ocal audience, abruptly augnented by that of the speaker
systemas it carried the reaction of the |arger, unseen audi ence.

Clef took himfirmy by the arm |eading himthrough the colossal din to the
exit. Bemused, unbelieving. Stile suffered hinself to be guided out.

A line of people had forned in the hall. At the head of it was the Rifleman.
The Citizen grabbed Stile's hand and punped it. "Congratulations !" he cried.
"Magni ficent performance!" Then the others were congratulating himin turn,
until Sheen got to him and began running interference.

Clef turned to leave. "WAit!" Stile cried. "You can't go! This is all wong!
You won! Has the planet gone crazy?' Cef smled. "No, you won. |'m surprised
you weren't aware."

"You should enter a protest!" Stile said. "You clearly outplayed ne. | think
you're the finest nusician on the planet!"”

Sheen gui ded themto seats on the capsule hone. "I may be so-now," Cef said
"You showed ne how to alleviate the major weakness in my skill. | owe it to
you. "

"Then how- ?"

Clef smiled. "It is a pleasure to have the privil ege of educating you as you
educated ne. You recall how we played separately, to a split decision?"

"Indeed," Stile said wyly.

"And how you then explained to ne the manner music is a participatory
endeavor? Not every man an i sl and?"

"Yes, of course! You proved to be an apt student!"
"A duet is a joint endeavor. Each nust help the other, or it fails."
"Of course. But-"

"A man who plays well alone, can play better in conpany-if he has proper
support. Harnony and counterpoi nt enable a new di nensi on of effect.”

"Yes, | played better, because | knew you would nmake no error. Still-you

pl ayed better yet. | think you inproved nore than | did."

"I amsure this is the case. Because you provided nore support to ne than I
provided to you," def said. "I gave you merely good technical performance, at
the outset; you gave ne the essence of feeling. You showed nme how. | was never
able to acconplish it on nmy own, but in tandemwth you |l felt the living
essence at last, the heart and spirit of nusic. | was infused by it, | nerged

with its potent pulse, and for the first tine inny life-I flew"

"And you won!" Stile cried. "I agree with everything you said. You and | both
know you profited greatly, and played my way better than | ever played in ny
life. You went from student to master in one phenonenal |eap! Surely the pane
of judges saw that!"



"OfF course they did. | have known all of the menbers of that panel for years,
and they know ne. W have pl ayed together often.”

And this panel of friends had given the match-to Stile? Was it
over conmpensati on?

The capsul e stopped. Sheen took each man by the arm and gui ded hi mon toward
t he apartnment.

"Therefore you won," Stile said. "That's obvious."

"Let me approach this from another angle, lest you be as obtuse as | was. If
you play solo on one instrunent and it is good, then play the sane piece on
anot her instrument of the sane type and it is better, wherein lies the source
of the inprovenent ?"

"In the instrument,"” Stile said. "My skill on simlar instrunents is presuned
to be constant."

"Precisely. Now if you play a duet with one person, then with another, and
your performance stands inproved on the second-?"

"Then probably the other player is superior, enabling me to-" Stile paused. It
was beginning to penetrate. "If | inprove because of the other player, it's
himthat really nakes the difference!"

"When we played together, | inproved nore than you did," def said. "Wo,
then, contributed nore to the joint effort? The one who flew the heights-or
the one who lifted himthere?"

"That duet-it was not to show individual expertise," Stile said, working it
out. "It was to show cooperative expertise. How each person fit in as part of
a team Yet surely the Conputer did not see it that way; the machine | acks the
i magi nation. So it shouldn't have-"

"The machi ne was not the final arbiter. The nusicians saw it that way, and
their vote was decisive."

The human mi nd remai ned nmore conpl ex than the nost sophisticated of machi nes!
O course the nusicians had inposed their standard! "So | supported your
effort-"

"More than | supported yours," Cef finished. "You gave way to ne; you nmade
the sacrifice, for the benefit of the piece. You were the better team pl ayer.
You contributed nmore significantly to the total production. Therefore you
proved your overall participation to be better than mne. You would have nmade
anyone shine. This is the subtle point the Conputer and audi ence m ssed, but
t he nusi cal experts understood. They knew it was fromyou | derived the
ability that enabled nme to nmake the best individual performance of nmy life.
You are the sort of nusician who belongs in a group; your talent facilitates
that of others.”

Again Stile thought of his many playing sessions with Neysa, those happy hours
riding. Their music had al ways been beautiful. "I-suppose so," he said, stil
amazed.

C ef extended his hand. "Now permt nme to congratul ate you on your deserved
victory. You are the better man, and | w sh you well in the Tourney."



"Victor, perhaps, thanks to an unusual judgnment. Better man, no." Stile took
the hand. "But if you |lost-you can no | onger play here on Proton."

"I do have one nore year, thanks to the special award. We did incidentally
render the finest harnonica recital in the Proton records. But this becones

irrelevant. | no longer need Proton. You have given the universe to ne! Wth
the skill you have shown ne, | can play anywhere, for exorbitant fees. | can
live like a Gtizen. | have gained so nmuch nore than | have lost!"

"l suppose so," Stile said, relieved. "A nusician of your caliber-the best
that any audience is likely to encounter-" He paused, another massive
realization com ng upon him "Your preferred instrunent is the flute?"

Clef raised that expressive eyebrow. "O course. My Enpl oyer provides nme with
a silver flute, and rarely am| allowed to play on a gold one. One day | hope
to be able to purchase such an instrunment for nyself. The tonal quality-"

"How about a platinum flute?"

"That woul d be best of all! But it would depend on who made it. The
craftsmanship is really nore inportant than the nmetal, though the best
craftsmanshi p does make any given netal significantly superior. But why dream
foolishly? The only craftsmen capable of doing justice to platinumare far
away on Earth."

"Sheen," Stile nurnured.

Sheen produced the Pl atinum Flute and handed it to Clef. The man took it with
infinite respect and awe. "Wy it is, it actually is! Afinely Grafted
platinuminstrunent! | do not recognize this nake, yet it seens excellently
done. Who-have aliens gone into the business?"

"Elves," Stile said.

G ef laughed. "No, really. | must know. This is of considerably nore than
i ncidental interest to nme. This instrument has the feel of ultimate quality."

"Mound Fol k. Little People. Anbng them| ama giant. They use magic in their
trade. This is an enchanted flute, on loan to me until | pass it along to one
who has better use for it than | do. | should have recogni zed you as a
prospect the noment | met you, but | suspect |I did not want to part with this
magi ¢ i nstrument, and suppressed nmy own awareness. But | made a conmitnent,
and must honor it. At least | understand, now, how the elves felt about
yielding the Flute to ne. It is hard to give up."

"I should think so!" Clef's eyes were fixed on the Flute as his hands turned
it about. Light gleamed fromit as it moved. The man seened nesmnerized by it.
Then he lifted it to his lips. "May I?"

"Please do. | want to hear you play it."

Cl ef played. The nusic poured out in its platinumstream so pure and el oquent
that Stile's whole body shivered in rapture. It was the finest sound ever
created by man, he believed. Even Sheen showed human wonder on her face-an

enotion prohibitively rare for a machine. Stile had not played it this well.

Cef finished his piece and contenplated the Flute. "I nust have this
i nstrument . "

"The price is high," Stile warned.



"Price is no object. My entire serf-retirenent paynent is avail able-"

"Not money. Life. You may have to give up both your tenure on Proton and your
future as a professional nusician in the galaxy. You would have to travel into
a land of magic where your life would be threatened by nonsters and spells, to
return the Flute to its nakers-and there is no guarantee they would all ow you
to keep it. They night require sone significant and permanent service of you.
There may be no escape fromtheir control, once you enter that region. They do
not like men, but they are questing for a man they call the Foreordai ned, and
exactly what he is expected to do | do not know, but it is surely difficult
and significant."

Clef's eyes remained on the PlatinumFlute. "Show ne the way."

"I can start you on that journey, but can not remain with you once you enter

t he Denesnes of the PlatinumEl ves. The Flute will protect you; at need it
wi || become an excellent rapier. Wen you reach the Mound, you will be in
their power. | warn you again-"

"I must go," Cdef said.

Stile spread his hands. "Then the Flute is yours, on loan until you determ ne
whet her you are in fact the Foreordained. | will take you across the curtain.
Per haps we shall neet again, thereafter."” Somehow he knew C ef would have no
troubl e crossing into Phaze.

"You took Hul k across,"” Sheen rem nded him "Wen he returned-"

"Some things transcend life and death," Stile said. "Wat nust be, must be."
And he wondered: how could the Mund Fol k have known that Stile would
encounter Clef, the man they evidently wanted, in this franme where they could
not go? His nmeeting with Clef as an opponent in the Tourney had been
coincidental -hadn't it?

CHAPTER 10 - Red.

"And so | sent himon his way to the Mund Folk," Stile concluded. "I do not
know what they want of him and hope there is no evil."
"The Elven Folk are not evil," the Lady Blue agreed. "They, like us, nust
follow their destinies. Yet their ways be not ours."

"Now must | seek mine own destiny, conming at last to brace m ne eneny and
thine. I nust slay the Red Adept; so have | sworn and so nust it be."

"So nust it be," she agreed pensively. As always, she was garbed in blue, and
as al ways she was conpellingly lovely. They were in a private chanber of the
Bl ue Castle. Neysa was absent tenporarily, seeing to the security of def on
his trek to the Mound Fol k. Kurrel gyre's wol ves ranged the vicinity, keeping
an eye on whatever went on. There had been no nove agai nst the Bl ue Denesnes.
"I know what this neans to thee, this vengeance," the Lady said. "And fain
would | see ny Lord avenged: | amno gentler than thee. Yet | nislike it.
There is aught thou knowest not."

"I hope we are not going to have another scene," Stile said uneasily. "Dearly
would I like thy favor, as thou knowest, but | shall not be swayed from"



"Met hi nks we shall have a scene,"” she said. "But not quite like the |ast.
Shamed am | to have tested thee as | did. | agreed to support thine effort,
and | shall not renege. | like not playing the role of the contrary advocate.
But now I must informthee of m sinformation thou hast."

"It is not the Red Adept who is mne eneny?" Stile asked, suddenly al arned.
"Forget the Red Adept for the nmoment!" she snapped. "This relates to us."

"Have | of fended thee in some fashion? | apol ogi ze; there remain social
conventions in this frame I do not-"

"Apol ogi ze not to ne!l" she cried. "It is | who have wonged thee!"

Stile shook his head. "I doubt thou'rt capable of that, Lady."

"Listen to nme!" she said, her blue eyes flashing in the way they had,
monentarily brightening the curtains. "I have to tell thee-" She took a
breath. "That never till thou didst come on the scene was | a liar."

Stile had not been taking this matter too seriously. Now he did. "Thou knowest

| do not tolerate a lie in these Denesnes. | amin this respect the nmirror of
m ne other self. Wiy shouldst thou lie to ne? What cause have | given thee?"

The Lady Blue was obviously in difficulty. "Because | lied first to nyself,"
she whi spered. "I denied what | w shed not to perceive." Now tears showed in
her eyes.

Stile wanted to confort her, to hold her, but held hinmself rigidly apart. She
was not his to hold, whatever she m ght have done. Yet he recalled his own
recent reluctance to recognize Cef as the one destined to receive the Flute,
and knew how the Lady might simlarly resist sone noxious revelation. This was
not necessarily the sort of lie he could conpletely condemrm. "Lady, | mnust
know. What is the lie?" Once before a woman had lied to him in kindness
rather than malice, and that had cost hi mheartbreak and had changed his life.
He could not even blanme her, in retrospect, for fromthat experience had cone
his affinity with nusic. Yet the Lady Blue was nore than that serf-girl had
been, and her lie m ght weak greater havoc. He knew she could not have done
such a thing lightly.

She stood and faced away from him ashaned. "Wen | said-when | told thee-"
She was unabl e to continue.

Stile remenbered now how Sheen had at first tried to deceive hi mabout her
nature. He had forced the issue, and regretted it. Associations relating to
Sheen had led himto this world of Phaze, making another phenonenal change in
his life.

Sonehow it seemed that the greatest crises of his existence had been tied in
to the Iies of wonen.

"Thou'rt so like ny Lord!" the Lady Blue burst out, her shoul ders shaki ng.

Stile smled grimy. "By no coincidence. Lady." He thought of how simlar her

alternate self in Proton, Bluette, was to her. Had Bluette escaped the robot?

He hardly dared check on that. Bluette dead would be a horror to his

consci ence; Bluette alive-how could he deal with her, he for whomthe trap had
been set?

"When | said-" The Lady Bl ue paused again, then forced it out. "I loved thee



not .

Stile felt as he had when decl ared the winner of the harnonica contest. Was he
m shearing, indulging in a wish fulfillment? "Thou dost love thy Lord the real
Bl ue Adept, whose likeness | bear. This have | always understood."

"Thee," she said. "Thee ... Thee."

She had told himof that convention of |ove-but even if she had not done so,
he woul d have understood. There was a ripple in the air and in the curtains of
the wi ndow, and a tiny brush of wind touched his hair in passing. For a noment
there was a blueness in the room Then the effects faded, and all was as
bef or e.

Except for the lie, now denolished. For this was the splash the world of Phaze
made in the presence of deep truth. She had confessed her |ove-for him

Stile found hinmsel f inadequate to rise to the occasion in any fashion. He had
been so sure that the Lady's love, if it ever cane, would be years in the
maki ng! There was an obvious rejoinder for himto make, but he found hinsel f
unabl e.

The Lady, her statenent made, now began her docunentation. "Wen thou didst
prove thine identity by performng magic, and | saw the animals' loyalty to

thee, it was ny heart under siege. | thought thou woul dst be either like the
golem all wood and lifeless and detestable, or that thou woul dst use thy
magi ¢ as the Yellow Wtch suggested, to force my will to thy design."

"Nay, never that!" Stile protested. "Thou'rt thy Lord s wi dow "

"Always didst thou safeguard nme, with Hul k or Neysa or the wolves or sone
potion. Even as ny Lord did."

"But of course! The Lady of the Bl ue Denesnes must ever be protected!"

"WIt thou be quiet a nmonment!" she flared. "I amtrying to tell thee why I
| ove thee. The least thou canst do is listen."

Stile, perforce, was silent.

"Three things distinguished ny Lord," she continued after a nonment. "He was
the finest rider in Phaze-and so art thou. He was the strongest Adept-and so
art thou. And he was of absolute integrity-as so art thou. No way can | claim
thou art his inferior. In fact-long have |I fought against the realization, but
no more shall | lie- thou art in certain respects his superior."”

"Lady-"

"Damm me not with thy nodesty!" she cried fiercely, and Stile was suppressed
agai n.

"Never did he actually ride a unicorn," she continued. "Never did he enchant
an entire assenbly into friendship with one. Never did he win the active
loyalty of the wolf pack. | think he could have done these things, had he
chosen, but he chose not. And so he was | ess than thee, because he exerted
hinsel f | ess. Always had he his nagic to |l ean on; mayhap it made himdrive

| ess hard. Thou- thou art what he could have been. And I-I |ove what he could
have been."

Stile started one nore protest, and once nore she bl ocked himw th a savage



| ook. "When thou sworest friendship to Neysa, such was the power of that oath
that its backwash enchanted us all. Thy magic conpelled me- and | knew in that
nmonent that never nore could | stand against thee. The enotion thou didst fee
for the unicorn becane nmy enotion, and it has abided since, and | would not
choose to be rid of it if | could. Always will Neysa be nmy friend, and I would
lay down ny life for her, and my honor too. Yet | knowit was no quality in
her that evoked this loyalty in ne, though she has qualities that do deserve
it. It was thy spell, like none before in this world. | |ove Neysa, and Neysa
| oves thee, and through her | too rmust |ove thee-"

Yet again Stile tried to interrupt, and yet again could not.

"I tell thee this to show that | know the extent to which thy magi c has acted
on me-and thus am assured it does not account for the fullness of ny feeling.
| love thee in part because | have experienced the depth of thy love for
Neysa, and hard it is to deny feeling of that sincerity. Thou | ovest well.
Adept, and thereby thou dost becone | ovable thyself. But | do |ove thee nore
than I can blame on magic."

She paused, and this tine Stile had the wit not to interrupt her. "Wen thou
didst take me along on thy trip to the Mound Fol k," she continued, "and the
Si dhe toyed with us, and thou didst dance with the Faerie-nmaid, then did
suffer pangs of jeal ousy. Then when thou di dst dance with nme, as ny Lord used
to do-"

She broke off and wal ked around the room "Ever was | a fool. | thought I
could withstand thy appeal. But when | heard thee play the magic Flute-O ny
Lord, that sound! -not since the days of nine other courtship have | heard the
like! But then thou didst go to fight the Wrm and | cursed nyself for ny

cal l ousness to thee, swearing to make it up to thee an | should ever see thee
again alive-and yet | hardened again when thou didst survive, telling nyself
it could not be. The Iie was on ne, and |I could not cast it off. Then at the
Unol ynpi cs when thou didst so readily defend ne agai nst the seem ng slur of
Yel |l ow-al as, | am wonan, | amweak, ny heart swelled with gratitude and guilt.
And | could not help nyself, | had to hear thee play again, and so | betrayed
thy possession of the Flute to Yellow And saw thee nearly killed by the Herd
Stallion. Yet again had | played the fool, even as Yellow knew. And then at

| ast, when thou didst cone to me suffering fromthy |loss of thy Gane and of
thy friend Hulk-1 longed to confort thee with all my being, but the lie |lay
between us like a festering corpse, making foul what would have been fair,
adding to thy grief, making of ne a fishwi fe-and yet in that adversity didst
thou steer thy narrow course exactly as he would have done, and | knew t hat
was lost. And | feared that thou woul dst die before ever | had chance to beg
the forgiveness | deserved not-"

"I forgive thee that lie!" Stile cried, and again the air shinmered and the
things of the roomrippled and the breath of breeze shook out her tresses.

Now agai n she faced away from him as though ashaned of what she had to say.

"I was a girlish fool when first the Blue Adept courted me. Sonmehow | took him
not seriously, for that he resenbled to ny ignorant eye a child or one of the
Little Fol k. Even when | married himl wthheld somewhat ny |ove from him
When | | earned of the geas against his siring a child by ne, | nourned nore
for the lack of the child than for ny Lord's deprival. For years | dallied

and only slowy did | learn to love himtruly-and only when he died did
realize how deep that | ove had grown. Fool | was; | loved himnot wth abandon
until he was gone. | swore, once it was too late, never to be that kind of

fool again. Yet was | trying to be that kind of fool with thee, even as | was
with him Now thou dost go yet again perhaps to thy doom and | will deceive
nmysel f or thee no longer. An thou nust die, thou rmust suffer ny love first.



And that is the scene we nust have."

Now at | ast she gave himleave to speak unfettered. Stile could not doubt her
sincerity. He |loved her, of course; they had both known that all along. Yet he
was not sure he wanted her love this way. "How did he di e?" he asked.

If this question struck her as irrelevant, she did not treat it so. "The gol em
in thy likeness walked to the Blue Castle during nmy Lord's absence. At first |
t hought it was Blue, but very soon knew | better. 'l bring an amulet for

Bl ue,' the golemsaid, and gave ne a little denbn on a chain, the kind

enpl oyed by frane-travelers to nock clothing when they have none.

"l encountered one of those!" Stile exclained. "When | invoked it, it tried to
choke ne with the chain!"

"Even so," she agreed grimy. "All innocently did | relay it to my Lord, who
took it for a nessage-amul et, perhaps an exchange for some favor. | begged him
to invoke it with caution, lest there be sone error, but he heeded ne not. He
put the chain about his neck and invoked it-" She was unable to continue.

"And it strangled himso that he could utter no spell in self-defense," Stile
concl uded. "He depended on magic to foil magic, and this time could not. Had
he used physi cal neans-"

"I could not heal a dead man," the Lady sobbed. "Nor could | let it be known
he was | ost, lest the Denesnes suffer. The golemtook his place, the hateful
thing, and | had to cooperate-"

So not hing further was known about the notive for the nmurder. The Red Adept
had dealt with the Brown Adept to obtain the golem and used it without
Brown's know edge for evil. Perhaps she had even been responsible for the
original Brown's death, to prevent himfrominterfering, |eaving the innocent
child as the new Brown Adept. The golemitself had not committed the nurder of
Blue; it had not been nmade for that. Probably Brown had been told it would
serve as a double for Blue when the latter was indi sposed to expose hinself to
public scrutiny, or when he wi shed to conceal his absence fromthe Castle.
Exactly as the robot in Stile's |likeness had served in the franme of Proton

"This curse of infertility-what of it?"

"After | married Blue, | went to the Oracle to inquire what kind of children I
woul d have, wasting my |lone question in girlish curiosity. The Oacle replied
"None by One, Son by Two.' | understood that not until ny Lord died: that |

woul d bear children not by ny first husband. Ch, | grasped it in part, but did
not realize that it was not truly a geas against fertility, but that he would
die too soon. | thought he was cursed by sterility-" Again she broke down, but
al nrost i medi ately fought out of it. "Thou art ny second husband-and before
thou dost suicide in this awful mssion of vengeance, thou nust give ne that
son!" she concluded with determ nation

"My son shall not be raised by a widow" Stile said.

The Lady turned at last to face him "I love thee. | have at |ast confessed
it. Shanme ne not further by this denial. | must have at |east this much of
thee. ™

But already Stile's mind was working. He |oved the Lady Blue, but this sudden
force of her return-love was too nuch for his inmediate assinilation. He would
be ready for it after due reflection; but now, this instant, it was too nuch

like a windfall gift. He somehow feared it would be taken fromhimas rapidly



as it had been bequeat hed, and he wanted to protect hinself against such |oss
before getting comm tted. Love did not make Stile blind; he had | earned
caution the hard way. So now he | ooked for the catch. He did not doubt the
Lady's sincerity, or question her desirability; he sinply didn't trust the
magi ¢ vicissitudes of fate. "The Oracl e al ways speaks correctly.”

"Aye." She | ooked at himquestioningly. He was not reacting as her experience
of himin two selves had | ed her to expect.

"Then | will not die until | have given thee thy son. Allow ne to wait until
have di sposed of the Red Adept, that | may have child and life with thee."

Her | ovely face was transformed by realization. "Yes!

Thou rust survive! There be no guarantee that thou mayest |ive one day after
thou dost sire a child, unless the threat to thy |ife be abated before."

That seermed to be the trap fate had set, the thing that woul d have nmade their
union brief. Not her change of heart, but his death. Stile's pause for thought
coul d have saved his life.

But then the Lady Blue thought of something else. "Except that thou art not
married to me. If thou dost desist, it may be fated that sone other man-I

| oat he the thought! -will marry ne and sire ny son. It rmust be thee, | wll
not have it otherw se, and therefore-"

How fate wiggled to snare hi manyway! Stile had al nost m ssed that | oophole.
"That is readily solved," he said. He took her hands in his. "Lady of the Bl ue
Dermesnes, | beg thy hand in nmarriage.”

"Thou dost not say thou | ovest ne," she conpl ai ned.
"I'n good tine."

She fought himno longer. "I grant nmy hand and ny heart to thee in marriage,"”
she agreed, radiant.

They went outside. Neysa had returned from her m ssion, somehow knowi ng what
was in the offing. "My friend," he said to the unicorn. "I have proposed
marriage to the Lady, and she has accepted my suit. WIt thou be witness to
t hi s uni on?"

Neysa bl ew a single |loud note on her horn. Imrediately the wolf pack gathered,
t he werewol ves charging in fromall directions. Kurrel gyre changed to
man-form "The mare infornms us thou hast won the Lady at |ast!" he excl ai ned.
"Congratul ati ons!"

Stile marvel ed again at how nuch a unicorn could convey in one note. Then the
wol ves formed a circle, and Kurrel gyre stood before the couple, and Neysa
stood between themin her natural form There was no doubt in any creature
what was happening. "By the authority vested in ne as |eader of the Pack,
performthis cerenony of mating," Kurrelgyre said. "Neysa, as friend to each
party, dost thou bear witness that this contract be freely sought by this man
and this bitch?"

Neysa made a musical snicker
""This mare-1 mean, this woman," the werewolf said quickly, finally getting it
straight. The Lady Blue sniled; well she knew that the appellation "bitch" was
no affront in the nouth of a wolf.



Now Neysa bl ew an affirmati ve note

"Wl ves and bitches of ny pack, do you bear witness to the validity of this
contract?" Kurrelgyre inquired rhetorically.

There was a general growl of assent, adnixed by a yip or two of excitenent.
They were enjoying this.

"Then | now proclaimthe two of you man and mate. Wfe," Kurrelgyre said
sol emmly. Neysa stepped out from between them

Stile and the Lady canme together. Stile held her at half distance one nore
nmonent. She remained in her blue dress, ordinary daywear, but she was the

| oveliest creature he could inagine. "Thee . . . Thee . . . Thee," he said.
Then he ki ssed her.

The shimrer of the oath surrounded them stirring the Demesnes and touching
the fur of the animals and nmonmentarily coloring the grass. For a sweet
eternity he enbraced her, and when it ended she was in a |ight blue wedding
dress, and a mmgi c sparkle emanated fromher. "Now nmust | depart to brace the
Red Adept," Stile announced as they separat ed.

Ast oni shnent was mani fest anong Neysa and all the wolves. There were grow s
and yi ps of confusion, and Neysa blew a volley of startled notes. "Not right
at this hour!" Kurrelgyre protested. "Tonorrow, nayhap-"

"Right this mnute," Stile said, vaulting to Neysa's back. "I shall see thee
anon, wfe."

"Anon," she agreed, smling.

Neysa, responsive to his unspoken directive, set off at a canter eastward,
toward the Red Denesnes.

When they were well clear of the Castle, Neysa blew an insistent note of
query. Stile laughed. "Since thou wilt have it fromme at the point of thy
horn if | tell thee not, | will answer. The Oracle told the Lady 'None by One,
Son by Two.' Now | be Two, her second husband, and-"

Neysa's | aughter pealed nusically forth. How readily she understood! How nany
Adepts could arrange the Oracle's assurance that they would survive a
life-and-death encounter to sire a son? Stile had cleverly made the prophecy
work for him

As they settled into the hours of travel. Stile concentrated on his spells. He
needed a variety of general - purpose defenses and counters. He should survive
this encounter, but he had no guarantee that he would win it. He could emerge
crippled or blind, able to sire a son but then unable to live in health and

i ndependence. Oracl e prophecies tended to be slippery, and he had to be on
guard agai nst some | oophol e he had not anticipated. Yet he understood why such
predi ctions were often devious. A person fated to die at a certain place at a
certain tinme would strive to avoid that situation if he could, so the prophecy
woul d be self negating if clearly stated. Absolute clarity and hundred percent
accuracy could not always be sinultaneously accommodat ed, by the very nature
of it. Also, there could be a certain flexibility in a situation; a man could
die in a dozen different ways, or survive at an expense worse than death. The
Oracle had to make a brief statement that covered all prospects, and that was
of ten necessarily anbiguous. So Stile fully intended to fight for the best
possible interpretation of this particular prediction. The O acle had not



truly pronounced his fate; it had merely defined the broadest paraneters.
Interpretation was the essence of his specific fate.

Send this spell straight to Hell, he thought, careful not to vocalize. Wuld
that work against an anulet? It should, if he willed it properly. As he
understood it, fromhis [imted experience, an anulet was a solidified spell,
qui escent until invoked. Sone, |ike the healing or clothing amul ets, worked on
a slow, sustained basis. Ohers, like the throttle denon, took a few seconds
to achieve full strength. Just so long as he had time enough to sing a
prepared counter spell. Maybe he could work out a nunmber of easy variants that
woul d lack full force but would suffice in a pinch. Send this spell into a
dell, make this spell into a snmell, make this spell fail to jell, banish this
spell when | yell-all doggerel, but that was the way his nagi c worked. What he
consi dered real poetry, where form style and significance were nore inportant
than rhyme or neter, took tinme to create, and he was not sure how much tine he
woul d have. There was sone evi dence that better verse had nore potent effect,
for he deemed his verse-formoath of friendship to Neysa to have been a cut
above doggerel -but he hardly had need of such potency in routine magic. So he
kept working out his cheap spot rhymes, hoping to cover every contingency.

They passed the Unol ynpic site, now deserted. "Thou didst put on a fine show,
Neysa," Stile murmured. "Thou didst do credit to thy Herd." And she snorted

contentedly. Wnning was |less inportant to her than recognition of her right
to compete

They were nearing the Red Denesnes by nightfall. Stile considered where they
m ght canp, since he did not want to engage his eneny by night. There were too
many i mponderabl es. He could conjure a suitable shelter, but hesitated to

enpl oy his magic here. The Red Adept might be alert to nagic in the vicinity,
and he wanted his arrival to be as much of a surprise as possible.

But Neysa was already zeroing in on a location. She drew up before a | arge
cave and blew a note. Bats sailed out of it to swirl around the visitors. Then
t hey dropped to the ground and converted to nen and wonen.

"The vanpires!" Stile exclained. "I didn't realize they lived here!l" But
obvi ously Neysa had known; that was another reason he needed her al ong.

One cane forward. It was Vodlevile, the one who had come to Stile during the
Unol ynpi cs. "Adept! How goes ny friend Hul k?"

Wong question! "Alas, he was nurdered in Proton frane," Stile said. "I seek
vengeance of the Red Adept."

"Dead?" the vanpire asked, shocked. "But | nmet himonly so recently! He was
the nicest ogre | knew "

"He was that," Stile agreed. "Red killed him in lieu of me." Vodlevile
frowned. Now the cutting edges of his teeth showed. "W have ever |ived at
peace with Red. She never hel ped us, but hindered us not. | dared not nake
petition to her for a charmfor ny son, for fear she would sinply claimny
son. W hold Adepts in | ow esteem Thou art the first who hel ped. And Yell ow,
because of thee." He lifted his hand, and a snall bat fluttered down to be
caught. "My son," Vodlevile said proudly.

Stile nodded. "I was glad to do it. May we canp here the night?"

"I ndeed. Qur resources are at thy disposal. Dost thou wish to join our evening
r epast ?"



"I think not, meaning no offense. Thy ways are not mine, and this is ny
weddi ng ni ght, which I rnmust spend alone. Also, | would not wish to cause thy
kind trouble with the Adept, should she survive ne; best that it be not known
| dallied here."

"Thy weddi ng ni ght-al one! Thou'rt correct-our ways are not thine! W shal
honor thy desire to be alone, and shall see that none intrude on thee."

So it was that Stile found hinmself ensconced in a warm cave guarded by
bl oodt hirsty bats. He certainly felt secure here; very few creatures would
even attenpt to intrude, for fear the vampires would suck their blood.

Neysa brought him sonme fruit she found, then went outside to graze. She sl ept
whil e grazing at night; Stile had never quite figured out how she did that,
but was used to it by now.

Before he slept, feeling extraordinarily lonely. Stile | ooked up to spy a
smal |l bat fluttering in. There was a manner of skul king about it. It converted
to a lad about six years old. "Adept, | am not supposed to bother thee-but can
| talk a nmonent?" the boy asked hesitantly.

"Thou'rt the one the potion helped,"” Stile said, making an educated guess.
"Wel come; | amglad to converse with thee.”

The lad smiled gratefully. "My father would cut off ny blood, if he knew I
bot hered thee. Please don't tell him"

"Not a word," Stile agreed. Children did not take adult rules as seriously as
t hey took the prospect of punishment. "lI'mglad to see thee flying."

"It was Yellow s potion, but thy behest, ny father says. | owe thee-"

"Nothing," Stile said quickly. "Thy father repaid any favor that m ght have
been owi ng. He hel ped me match the unicorn Herd Stallion.™

"Yet thou didst |ose, he says," the lad insisted. "H s help was not enough."
"My skill was not enough," Stile said. "All | wanted was a fair match, with
shane on neither party. That | had. The unicorn was the better creature."

The I ad had sone trouble grasping this. "In a pig's eye- ny father says. He
says thou dost give away nore than can ever be repaid, and dost gain nore than
can ever be reckoned thereby. Does that nmake sense?"

"None at all," Stile said cheerfully.

"Anyway, nethinks | owe thee, for that thou nade-est my life conplete. Yet |
know not what favor | can do thee."

"Thou dost need do none!™ Stile insisted. Then he saw that the | ad was near
tears. The vanpire child was serious, and wanted to repay his debt as he
perceived it. "Uh, unless-" Stile thought fast. "There is nuch | do not know,
yet | am npst curious about things. Canst thou keep an eye or an ear out for
what m ght be of use to ne, and tell me when thou findest it? Perhaps a sick
animal | mght heal, or sonething pretty | might fetch for my Lady." Stile
smled remniscently, and a little sadly. "Fain would |I give ny | ove sonethi ng
nice."

The lad's eyes brightened, and his little bl oodsucki ng tusks showed cutely.
"I"1l look, Adept!" he exclainmed happily. "Sonething inmportant, sonething



nice!" He changed to bat-form and zooned fromthe cave.

Stile lay down again to sleep, satisfied. The |ad would have a happy quest,
until he forgot the matter in the press of other entertainments.

In the norning Stile bade the vanpire colony parting. "Thou dost understand,"
Vodl evil e said apol ogetically. "W dare not acconpany thee to the Red Denesnes
or help thee too directly on thy quest. If ever the Adept supposed we had

t aken acti on agai nst her-"

"Well | understand,"” Stile said. "This be not thy quarrel.”
"Not overtly. Yet when |I remenber the ogre-"

"Bide a while," Stile said. "That may be avenged." Vodl evile | ooked startl ed,
but said nothing. Stile nounted Neysa, who was well fed and rested after her
ni ght of sleep-grazing, and they trotted off south to the Red Denesnes. The
Red Castle | ooked nore like a crazy house. It perched atop a miniature
mountain, with a narrow path spiraling up to the tiny hole that was the front
entrance. It was obviously the hone of an Adept; a faint glow surrounded it,
i ke a done of Proton

A magi ¢ dome? OF course! This castle was probably situated on the curtain, so
the Adept could pass freely across, unobserved, to do her mschief in either
frame. That woul d explain much. The Bl ue Denmesnes had not been constructed on
the curtain because the Blue Adept had not been able to cross it.

They circled around the castle. It was so; Stile spied the curtain. Just to be
certain, he spelled hinmself across. Sure enough, it was the sanme castle, with

the force-field dome enclosing it. He willed hinself back. "This is a

sophi sticated setup,” he told Neysa. "She's been operating in both frames for

years."

The unicorn snorted. She did not like this. Neysa could not cross the curtain,
probably because she was a mmgi cal creature, so could not protect himin the
ot her frane

"All right," Stile said. "She killed me by stealth. | shall kill her
honorably." He singsonged a spell: "Shake a leg, fetch a meg." And a fine big
megaphone appeared in his hand. It was not artificially powered, for that was
no part of magic, but he was sure it would do the job.

But first a precaution: "Sword and nmail: Do not fail." And he was clothed in
fine light woven netal arnor, with a small sharp steel sword swinging inits
scabbard fromhis hip. The Plati num Flute would have been nice, but that was
gone. An ordinary weapon woul d have to do.

He rai sed the negaphone. "Red, neet the chall enge of Blue." The sound booned

out; it could hardly go unheard.

There was no response fromthe Red Denmesnes. Stile bell owed anot her chall enge,
and a third, but had no visible effect.

"Then we brace to neet the lioness in her den," Stile said, not really
surprised. The worst traps would be there.

Neysa did not seemthrilled, but she marched ganely forward. It occurred to
Stile that he might need nore than arnmor to protect Neysa and hinsel f. Suppose
nmonsters hurl ed rocks or spears from anmbush? He needed to bl ock off any
nonmagi cal attack. "M ssiles spend their force," he sang. "Return to their



source." That should stop that sort of thing. He wasn't sure how far such
spel I s extended, particularly when opposed by ot her Adept magic, but this
precaution couldn't hurt. The spells of Red could not be abated this way-but
that was limted to amulets. He should have a fair fighting chance-and that
was all he wanted. A fair match-so that he could kill the Red Adept wi thout
conpuncti on.

Neysa wal ked up the spiraling path. There was no attack. Stile felt nervous;
he really would have preferred some kind of resistance. This could nean that
no one was hone-but it could also mean an unsprung trap

A trap-like that of Bluette, in the other frame? Bluette herself had obviously
known nothing of it; she had been cruelly used. Stile hoped she had nmanaged to
survive, though he knew he still would not follow that up; now that he was
married to the Lady Blue, there could be no future in any association wth
Bluette. Meanwhile, his rage at the fate of Hul k burgeoned again, and Stile
had to | abor to suppress it. Hulk, a truly innocent party, sent by Stile
hinself to his doom How could that wong ever be abated?

There were a nunber of deep enotional wounds Stile bore as a result of the
mal i ci ous m schief of the Red Adept; he could not afford to |let them overwhel m
them H s oath of vengeance covered it all. Once Red was dead, he could |et
the tide of buried grief enconpass him He sinply could not afford grief-or

| ove-yet. Not while this business was unfinished.

They rose up high as they conpleted the first |oop. Froma distance the castle

had seened small, but here it seemed extraordinarily high. The ground was
thirty feet below, the building another sixty feet above. Magic, perhaps,
either making the hill seemsmaller than it was, when viewed from a distance,

or making it seem higher than it was, from here.

Stile brought out his harnonica and began to play. The nagic coal esced about
him naking the castle shimmer- and the perspective changed. Hi s gathering
magi ¢ was canceling Red's magic, revealing the truth-which was that the castle
was larger than it had seemed, but the hill lower than it now seened. So it
was a conpromi se effort, drawi ng from one appearance to enhance the ot her
Pretty clever, actually; the Adept evidently had sone artistic sensitivity and
sense of econony.

Now they arrived at the door. It was open, arched, and garishly colorful, like
an arcade entrance. Frominside music issued, somewhat blurred and of f-key. It
clashed with Stile's harnonica-playing, but he did not desist. Until he
under st ood what was going on here, he wanted his magic cl ose about him

They stepped inside. Imrediately the nusic becane | ouder and nore raucous.
Boot hs came alive at the sides, apparently staffed by gol ens, each one calling
for attention. "How about it, mster? Try thy luck, win a prize.

Everybody w ns!"

This was the home of an Adept? This chaotic carnival?

Stile should have worn his cl own-suit!

Cautiously he approached the nearest booth. The golem proprietor was eager to
oblige. "Throw a ball, hit the target, win a prize! It's easy!"

Neysa snorted. She did not trust this. Yet Stile was curious about the neaning
of this setup, if there was any meaning to it. He certainly had not expected
anything like this! He had becone proficient in the Game of Proton in |arge



part because of his curiosity. Things generally did make sense, one way or
another; it was only necessary to fathomthat sense. Now this enpty carnival
inlieu of the nurdering Red Adept-what did it mean? Wat was the thread that
unraveled it?

This was, of course, dangerous, but he decided to take the bait. If he
couldn't figure out the nature of this trap by looking at it, he mght just
have to spring it-at his own convenience. He could certainly hit the target
with the ball; he was quite good at this sort of thing. But true carnival
ganes were traditionally rigged; the clients were suckers who wasted their
nmoney trying for supposedly easy prizes of little actual value. In the Proton
variants, serfs had to use play-noney, since there was no real noney. Here-

"How nmuch does it cost?"
"Free, free!" the android-rather, the golemcried.

"Everybody wi ns!"
"Fat chance," Stile nuttered. He did not dismunt from Neysa; that m ght be
part of the trap. He took the proffered ball gingerly, bracing for nmagic, but
there was none. The ball seened ordinary.

Experinmentally, Stile threw. The ball shot across to strike the bull's-eye.
The booth went wild, with horns sounding so loudly as to drown out everything
el se. A nmetal disk dropped out of a slot. The gol em picked it up and handed it
to Stile. "Here's the prize, sir! Good shot!"

Stile hesitated. He had been aimng to mss the target; instead magi c had

gui ded the ball to score. Anyone el se woul d have been deceived, thinking it
was his own skill responsible. The gol em had spoken truly: everybody won. The
gane was rigged for it. But why?

Stile looked at the disk. It was an amul et, obviously. He was bei ng presented
with it. Yet all this could not have been set up for him alone; he had cone
unexpect edl y-and even it he had been expected, this was too el aborate. Wy
woul d visitors be treated to this?

He had an answer: the Red Adept, |ike nbst Adepts, was fundanmentally paranoid
and asocial, and did not like visitors. Power was said to tend to corrupt, and
t he Adepts had power-and tended to be corrupted. Since they had to live
somewher e, they established individual Denesnes reasonably separated from each
ot her, then guarded these Denesnes in whatever fashion their perverse natures
dictated. Yet they could not kill intruders entirely randonmy, for some were
legitimate tradesnmen with necessary services to offer, and others m ght be the
representatives of form dable groups, like the unicorns or Little People.
Sonetimes, too, Adepts visited each other. So instead of randomkilling, they
fashi oned sel ective di scouragenents. The Bl ack Adept had his puzzle-walls, so
that few could find their way in or out of the labyrinth; the White Adept had
her ice, and the Brown Adept her giant gol ens.

Probably a serious visitor would ignore the beckonings of the barkers and
boot hs. Those who were ignorant or greedy would fall into the trap. This
amul et was surely a potent discouragenent, perhaps a lethal one. It was best
| eft al one.

But Stile was ornery about things like this. He was curious-and he wanted to

conquer the Red Adept, nmagic and all. If he couldn't handl e one amul et, how
could he handl e the naker of amulets? So he sprang the trap. "Anulet, | invoke
thee," he said, ready for anything-he hoped.



The di sk shinmrered and began to grow. Projections sprang fromit, extending
out and curving toward him A nmetallic nouth formed in the center, with

gl eam ng Hal | oween- punpkin teeth. The projection arms sought to grasp him
whil e the nmouth gaped hungrily.

O course his arnor and protective spell should be proof against this, but
there was no sense taking a chance. "Send this spell straight to Hell," Stile
sang, using the first of his prefabricated spells.

It worked. The expandi ng amul et vani shed in a puff of smoke. His own magic
remai ned operative here, as he had expected. He had now di pped his toe in the
wat er .

He nudged Neysa with his knees, and she wal ked on down the center aisle. They
i gnored the clanoring of the golemnms; there was nothing useful to be gained
fromthem

The domi cil e seemed nuch | arger fromthe inside, but there was not extensive

floor space. Soon they were at the far side, |ooking out the back door. Were
was the Red Adept?
"On another floor," Stile nuttered. "So do we play hide and seek-or do

sumon her with magic?"

Neysa blew a note. Stile could understand some of her notes. "You're right,”
he agreed. "Use magic to locate her, quietly." He considered a monent. "Lead
us to Red- where she has fled," he sang.

A speck of |ight appeared before them Neysa stepped toward it, and it
retreated, circled around them and headed back down the aisle they had cone
along. They followed. It made a square turn and advanced on one of the booths.

"Tour the sensational house of horrors!" the proprietor golemcalled.

The light nmoved into the horror house doorway. The aperture was narrow, too
tight for Neysa's bul k. But they solved that readily enough; Stile disnounted,
and she changed into girl-formin black denimskirt and white slippers. She
was not going to let himneet the Red Adept al one.

Stile stepped into the aperture, Neysa close behind. He didn't like this, for
al ready he was partially separated from Neysa, but it seemed his best course.
Trace the Red Adept quickly to her lair-within-this-lair; mybe she was
asleep. If so, he woul d wake her before finishing her. Mrre likely she was at
the very heart of her deadliest anbush, using herself as the bait he had to
take. But he had to spring it-and he had to do it properly. Because it wasn't
enough to kill the Adept; he had to isolate her, strip her of her power, and
find out why she had nmurdered his other self. He had to know the rationale.
Only when he was satisfied, could he wap it up.

The difficult part would not be the killing of her. Not after what he had seen
of Hul k's dem se. The hard part would be satisfying hinself about that
rationale. Getting the conplete truth. O was he fooling hinmself? Stile had
never, before this sequence of events that started with the anonynous

canpai gns against himin both frames, seriously contenpl ated becom ng a

nmur derer hinself. But the things that he had | earned-

It was dark inside the horror house. The passage fol ded back and forth in the
fashi on such things did; Stile had navigated many sinmlar ones in the Gane.
Dar kness did not bother him per se. Neysa, too, could handle it, especially



since her hearing was nore acute than his.

The light Ied themon through the |abyrinth. A spook popped up, eyes gl ow ng
evilly: a harm ess show But it made Stile think of another kind of danger

t he noose, choking him preventing himfrom singing a defensive spell. That
was how his other self had died. That was typical of the way the Red Adept
attacked. One of these spooks could be a noose, that he would not see in the
dark until it dropped over his head. He needed a specific defense against it.
"Turn me | oose agai nst a noose," he sang quietly.

A collar formed about his neck, a strong ring with sharp vertical ridges that
woul d cut into any rope that tightened about it. Proof against a noose

The maze- passage opened onto a narrow staircase leading up. DDmillum nation
cane from each step, |ike phosphorescence, outlining its edge. A thoughtful
aid fromProton practice, so children would not trip and fall. Stile stepped
out on the first step-and as his weight cane on it, it slid down to floor

| evel, like a downward-noving escalator. He tried again, and again the stair
countered him There did not have to be anything magical about this; it could
be mounted on rollers. It could not be clinbed. Yet the glow of Iight he had
conjured to show the way was nmoving blithely up the stairway; that was where
t he Red Adept was.

' Stile said. He oriented on the stair
" Then he put his foot on the

"I think "Il have to use nagic again,'
and sang: "All this stair, nmotion forswear.
| owest step again.

The step did not slide down. It buckled a bit, as if trying to nove, but was
fixed in place. Stile wal ked on up, each step withing under his tread with
i ncreasing vigor, but none of the steps could slide down.

Then one step bit his foot. Stile | ooked down and di scovered that the step had
opened a toothy mouth and was masticating his boot. It was in fact a denon,
conpressed into step-form and now it was resunming its natural shape. Stile
had not had this sort of notion in mnd when fashioning his spell, so it had
not been covered.

Neysa excl ai med behind him She, too, was being attacked. Al the steps were
denons-and Stile and Neysa were caught in the center. The trap had sprung at
| ast.

Hastily Stile tried to forrmulate a spell-but this was hard to do with the

di straction of his feet getting chewed. Neysa changed into firefly form and
hovered safely out of reach of the denons. "Send this spell straight to Hell!"
he sang.

Not hi ng si gnificant happened. O course not; he had already used that spell
He needed a variant. "Send this snell-ouch!" The teeth were beginning to
penetrate, as the denons grew steadily stronger. "Put this spell-in a shell!"
he sang desperately.

The shell formed, pretty and white and corrugated |ike the clanshell he had in
his haste visualized, enclosing all the denons-and Stile and Neysa too. He had
not hel ped hinmsel f at all

Neysa cane to the rescue. She shifted to unicorn-form There was barely room
for her on the stairway, but her hooves were to a certain extent proof against
the teeth of the denons. She sucked in her barrel-belly somewhat, giving
hersel f scant clearance, and blew a note of invitation to Stile.



Gratefully he vaulted back onto her back. Neysa did a dance, her four hooves
smashing at the teeth below. Now it was the denbns who exclainmed in pain; they
did not like this at all.

Neysa noved on up until she reached the top |anding, bursting through the
shell he had made. Bits of the shell flew down to mix with the bits of teeth
littering the stair.

Stile disnounted and stood | ooking back. "Sonething | don't quite understand
here,"” he nmurnmured as the denpns at |ast achieved their full natural fornmns,
but were unable to travel because of his spell. "If she has denmons, why did
she hide themthere instead of sending themafter me? Wiy did they cone to
life when they did, instead of when | first touched thenf? There's a key here-"

Neysa changed back to girl-form which really was nore confortable in these
narrow confines. "Amulets nust be invoked," she rem nded him One thing about
Neysa: she never chided himfor the tinme he took to work things out his own
way. Whatever he did, she hel ped. She was in many respects the ideal woman,

t hough she was really a nmare.

"Ah, yes." Anulets were quiescent until animated by the nminor magic of a
verbal command. So these step-denon amulets had waited for that magic. But he
had not invoked them He had nerely fixed themin place.

Unless it was not the words, but any nmagic directed at the amul et that
acconpl i shed the invoking. So when he cast his spell of stability-yes.

But this meant he woul d have to be careful how he used his nagic here. No
amul et could hurt himunless he invoked it-but he could accidentally invoke
quite a few Any that were within range when he nade a spell.

In fact-suddenly a great deal was comng clear!-this could explain the whole
busi ness of this carnival-castle. If it was defended by amulets that had to be
i nvoked by the intruders, these amulets would be usel ess unl ess sonet hi ng
caused themto be activated. So-they were presented as prizes, that greedy
peopl e woul d naturally invoke. Because an anmulet was just a bit of netal unti
it was invoked, worth little. Wen the gol em barkers clainmed that "everybody
wi ns" that was exactly what they meant. O, nore properly, everybody |ost,
since the anulets were attackers. Stile had acted as projected-and had he not
been Adept hinself, and on guard, he could have been in serious trouble from
that first "prize."

But these steps had not been prizes. They were a defense agai nst magi c-and
that, too, had been pretty effective. So he was really maki ng progress because
he was passing fromthe randomtraps to the serious ones. The steps, that
woul d not remain firmw thout a spell that converted themto denons..

Could it be that the Red Adept herself could not invoke her amul ets-or that
they would attack her if she did? Like bonbs that destroyed whoever set them
of f? So that the intruder had to be forced to bring his doom upon hinself? |f
so, and if he resolutely refrained frominvoking amulets either by word or by
the practice of magic, he should have the advantage over-

Advant age? Magic was his prime weapon! |If he couldn't use that, how could he
prevail ?

A very neat trap, to deprive himof his chief power! But unlike his alternate
self. Stile had had a lifetinme to devel op his nonmagic skills. He could
conpete very well without magic. So if his refusal to invoke the hostile
anulets limted him it also limted his eneny, and he had the net advantage.



This was a ploy by the Red Adept that was about to backfire.

"I think I have it straight,” Stile told Neysa. "Any magi c i nvokes the

amul ets-but they can't affect me if | don't invoke them So we'll fight this
out Proton-fashion. It nay take sone ingenuity to get past the hurdles, but it
will be worth it."

Neysa snorted dubi ously, but nmade no overt objection

The passage narrowed as it wended its way into a hall of mnors. Stile al npst
wal ked into the first one, as it was angled at forty-five degrees to nmake a
right-angle turn |l ook |ike straight-ahead. But Neysa, sonehow nmore sensitive
to this sort of thing than he, held himback nmonentarily, until he caught on
After that he was alert to the mrrors, and passed them safely.

Sonme were distorting reflectors, making himl ook huge headed and huge-f oot ed,
like a goblin, and Neysa like a grotesque doll. Then the mirrors reversed,
maki ng both resenbl e bl own-up bal | oons. Then-

Stile found hinself falling. Intent on the mrror before him he had not
realized that one square of the floor was absent. A sinple trick, that he had
literally fallen for. He reacted in two ways, both bad: first, to grab for the
sides, which were too slick to hold, and second to cry a spell:

“Fl'y hight"

This stopped his fall and started his sailing upward through the air-but it
al so i nvoked the nearest amul ets, which happened to be the mirrors. Now they
t hensel ves deformed, stretching like nelting gl ass, reaching anoeba |ike
pseudopods toward him Mrrors were everywhere, including the floor and
ceiling; Stile had to hover in the nmiddle of the chanber to avoid their
silicon enbrace

Neysa had gone to firefly-form and was hovering beside him But the ceiling
mrrors were dangling gelatinous tentacles down toward him rmaking the chanber
resenble a cave with translucent stalactites. Soon there would be no place to
avoi d them

But the little glow of |ight showed the way out. They followed it down through
the pit Stile had first fallen into and up again in another chanber whose
anmul ets had not been invoked.

Stile was about to cancel his flying spell-but realized that woul d have taken
anot her spell, which could start things going again. It was harder to stay

cl ear of magic than he had thought! For now, it seemed best to remain flying;
it was as good a node as any.

They flew after the glow It took themthrough a section of shifting
floors-that had no effect on them nowand a forest of glistening spears that

m ght be coated with poison, and a hall whose walls were on rollers, ready to
cl ose on whoever was unwary enough to trigger the nechani smby putting wei ght
on the key panel of the floor. This was certainly a house of horrors, where it
seened only magic could prevail. But they had found a | oophol e; continuing
magi ¢ did not trigger the amulets. Only the invoking of new magic did that. So
they had a way through

Abruptly they flew through a portal and entered a pl easant apartment set up in
Proton Citizen style: nurals on the walls, rugs on the floor, curtains on the
wi ndows, a food di spenser, hol o-projector, and a couch bed. The technol ogi cal
devices woul d not operate in this frame. Unless they had been spelled to



operate by magic. Stile was not sure what the limts were, to that sort of
thing. Did a scientific device that worked exactly as it was supposed to, by
the authority of magic, becone a-

Then Stile realized: on the couch reclined the Red Adept.

Stile floated to a halt. Red was not concealing her sex now She was wearing a
slinky red gown that split down the sides to show her | egs and down the front
to evoke cl eavage. Her hair was luxuriously red, and settled about her

shoul ders in a glossy cloud. Al in all, she was a svelte, attractive woman of
about his own age-and a full head taller than he. She was certainly the sane
one who had been responsible for Hul k's nurder

"Before we finish this. Blue," she said, "I want to know just one thing: why?"

Stile, ready for instant violence, was taken aback. "Thou, creature of evil,
dost ask nme why?"

"Normal |y Adepts | eave each other alone. There is too rmuch m schief when magic
goes agai nst magi c. Wiy didst thou elect to violate that principle and foment
so much troubl e?"

"This is the very information | require fromthee! Wiat mschief did | ever do
thee, that thou shoul dst seek to nurder me in two frames?"

"Play not the innocent with ne, rogue Adept! Even now thou dost invade these

nmy Denesnes, as thou didst always plan. | have heard it bruited about that
t hou dost consider thyself a man of integrity. At |east essay sonme senbl ance
of that quality now, and informme of thy notive. | cannot else fathomit."

There was sonething odd here. Red acted as if she were the injured party, and
seened to mean it. Why should she lie, when her crinmes were so apparent?
Stile's certainty of the justice and necessity of this cause was shaken; he
needed to resolve this incongruity, |lest he always suffer doubt about the
validity of his vengeance.

"Red Adept, thou knowest | amhere to destroy thee. It is pointless to hide
the truth longer. Art thou hopel essly insane, or didst thou have sone notive
for thy murders?”

"Mtive!" she exclained. "Very well. Blue, since thou choosest to play this
macabre gane. | proffer thee this deal: | will answer truly as to ny notive
if thou dost answer as to thine."

"Agreed," he said, still somewhat nystified. "I shall provide ny notive before
| slay thee. And if | amsatisfied as to thy notive, | shall slay thee
cleanly, wi thout unnecessary torture. That is the nost | can offer. | made

m ne oath to make an end of thee."

"Then here is ny rationale," she said, as though discussing average weat her
"The omens were opaque but disquieting, hinting at great mschief. The
vamp-fol k were restive, responding reluctantly to ny directives. |ndeed, one
anong them nmade petition to the Oracle, asking, 'How can we be rid of the yoke
of Red?" And the Oracle answered, 'Bide for two months.' A vanp spy in fief to
me reported that, so naturally | had to verify it personally. Indirect news
fromthe Oracle can never be wholly trusted; there are too many
interpretations. But there did seemto be a threat in two nonths concerning
me-and that time, incidentally, is now nearly past. So | rode a flying anul et
to the Oracle, and | asked it "Wat is ny fate two nmonths hence?' and it
replied 'Blue destroys Red.' Then | knew that | had to act. Never has the



O acl e been known to be wong, but | had no choice. | operate in both franes;

I could be hurt in either. The Oracle said not that | would lose ny life, only
that I would be destroyed, which could nmean nmany things. The only way to
secure my position was to be rid of Blue before Blue took action against ne.
So | sent one of Brown's golenms with a denon amulet to Blue, while nmeanwhile
sought out Blue's alternate self in Proton too, lest Blue die yet al so destroy
me. But soneone warned thee, and sent a robot to guard thee, and | was unabl e
quite to close that loop. Now rmust | do it here, or suffer the fate the Oracle
decreed for ne. Sure it is, | mean to take thee with me, an the Oacle prove
true. Thou art the cause of all my woe."

Still Stile was perplexed. "My notive is sinple. Thou didst nurder mine other
self, rendered the Lady Blue bereft, attenpted to slay ne also in Proton and
in Phaze, and slew nmy friend Hul k. For two nurders | owe thee, and that debt

shall be paid."

She grinmaced. "Thou cl ai mest that we should have had no quarrel, but for ny
actions agai nst thee?"

"As far as | know, " Stile said. "Mne other self, the Blue Adept, had no
designs against thee as far as | know, his wi dow, now nmy wife, had no notion
what eneny had nmurdered him or why. As for me-1 coul d never have crossed the
curtain without the death of the Blue Adept, and | would not have left ny
prof essi on as jockey had not ny knees been | asered." He paused. "Wy were ny
knees | asered, and not ny head? Had | been killed then, thou woul dst have
suffered no vengeance fromne."

"The | aser-machine | sruggled into the race was programed agai nst killing,"
she said disgustedly. "Citizens like not fatal accidents, so machi nes capable
of dealing death nust have a safety circuit. Also, it is easier to destroy the
narrow tissues of the tendons than to kill a nan by a single beamthrough the
t hi ckness of his skull. Thou probably woul dst not have di ed regardl ess; thy
brai n woul d have cooked a little, and no nore. And the Citizens would have
reacted to such a killing by lowering a stasis field over the entire raceway,
trapping ne. | had to injure thee first, subtly, while | escaped the scene,
then kill thee privately when thou wert stripped of Citizen protection. Except
that the robot bal ked ne."

"The robot," Stile said. "Who sent the robot?"

"That | do not know," she admtted. "I thought thou knewest, that it was part
of thy plan. Had | realized that thou didst have such protection, at the
outset, then would | have planned that aspect nore carefully. | thought the

Bl ue Adept was the hard one to elimnate, rather than thee."

Not an unreasonabl e assunption! O such trifling nmisjudgments were enpires
made and lost. "There remain nysteries, then," Stile said. "Someone knew of
thy mission, and acted to protect me. Enem es we be, yet it behooves us both
to learn who that person is, and why he or she elected to act anonynously.

Hast thou some other eneny- perhaps one who could be identified as ' Bl ue'

t hough no Adept? Thou nust surely have m staken the Oracle's reference, for |
was i nnocent until that nessage generated a self-fulfilling prophecy. Now Bl ue
will destroy Red, for there can be no forgiveness for thy crimes-but | would
not be here now, if that Oracle had not set thee against ne."

"A hidden enemy, pitting Red agai nst Blue," she repeated. "Fool that | was, |
queried not the identity of mne eneny, but only ny two-nmonth fate-and so the
Oracl e answered not what | thought it did. The Oracle betrayed ne."

"I think so," Stile said. "Yet there nust be a true eneny -to both thee and



me. Let us make this further pact: that the one of us who survives this
encounter shall seek that eneny, lest it pit other Adepts against each ot her
simlarly in future."

"Agreed!" she cried. "W two are in too deep; we nust settle in blood. But
there i s vengeance yet renaining for us each.”

"Could it be another Adept?" Stile asked. He was not letting down his guard,
but he did not expect an attack until this was worked out. Enemies could, it
seened, have comon interests. He had operated in ignorance of the forces that
nmoved agai nst himfor so long that he was determ ned to di scover whatever
truth he could. "One who coveted thy power or mne?"

"Unlikely. Mdst Adepts cannot cross the curtain. | |abored hard to cross
nmysel f, and paid a price others would not pay. | arranged to have m ne ot her
sel f dispatched, then I crossed over and took her place, hoping to be
designated the heir to our nother the Ctizen. But the wetch designated
anot her, an adoptee, and | had to take tenure and practice for the Tourney."

Stile was appal |l ed at her nethodol ogy, but concealed it.

Her node had al ways been to do unto others before they did unto her. That was
why she had struck at the Blue Adept. Probably her Proton-self had been
conspiring to do the sane to Red. And, possibly. Red was now trying to put
Stile off guard so she could gain an advantage. "Thou pl ayest the Gane?"

"That | do, excellently-and well | know thou art mnmy nost form dabl e opponent
in the current Tourney."

"I know not of thee on any | adder."

"Never did | enter any |adder until the final nmoment. | practiced privately,
inm Proton-Citizen nother's facilities."

"Even if the Oracle referred to nmy defeating thee in the Tourney, and thus
destroying thy remaining chance for GCtizenship," Stile said slowy, "I had
three years tenure renmining, and woul d not have entered this year's Tourney
but for thy intercession.”

"The Oracle betrayed ne on many levels, it seems,"” she said.

How ri ght he had been to anal yze the nature of the Oracle's statenents
carefully! Yet the mischief of the Oracle was only in its confusing answers;
it did not initiate things. Someone nust have taken this into account. But
what a devious plot this was! "Could anyone in Proton frane seek revenge? A
friend of thine other self, perhaps, avengi ng her denise?"

"She had no friends; she was |ike ne. That was why she was disinherited. And
no one knows she's gone; they think I'm her."

That had been a neat operation! "Someone in Phaze, then. Unable to attack an
Adept here, so he interferes with thee there? Perhaps a vanpire, able to cross
the curtain in human guise-" Suddenly Stile wondered whet her Neysa, now
hovering behind him would be able to cross the curtain in girl-form Had she
ever tried it? Unicorns did not exist in Proton, but girls did, and if there
was no girl parallel to-

"Why send a robot to defend thee, then? Wiy not sinply send it to attack ne?
That's one expensive robot thou hast; for that value, it would have been easy
to send a conpetent execution squad after nme. It is as likely that the attack



was directed at thee, at thy magic self, with protection sent to thy
Proton-self so that it could cone after ne."

Food for thought! "There is that," Stile agreed. "The Oracle nmust have known
that despite thy attack on the Blue Adept, his alternate self would find thee.
The key seens to lie in the unknown party who sent the robot. Find that party,
and we may be on the trail of the true eneny. There does seemto be nore afoot
here than nerely ny conveni ence or thy denise; the plot be too convoluted to
account for these."

"That's for sure! It isn't rmuch, but it will have to do." She raised her right
hand. "On thy mark, get set, go! End of truce." And she threw an object at
hi m

Stile dodged the object. It |ooked like a small knife, a stiletto-which it
could be. But it was also an anulet, and he didn't want to invoke it. It stuck
in the wall behind himand renmained there, a bonmb awaiting detonation

Red threw anot her object. This one resenbled a ball. Wen Stile dodged it, the
t hi ng bounced off the wall and settled to a stop near his feet. He was
floating a few inches off the floor, since his flying spell remained in
operation, so the ball did not touch him

She threw a third. It was |ike a beanbag, dropping dead behind him But none
of themcould hurt himas long as he didn't invoke them

Then Red invoked one herself. She held the anulet in her hand, spoke to it,
and dropped it on the floor. It formed into a hissing snake with gli stening
fangs. "CGo for that nman," she told it

The snake craw ed rapidly toward him Rather than flying upward as Red mi ght
want. Stile drew his sword and decapitated the reptile.

Al ready she was activating another amulet-a bat. Stile did not want to kil
it, because it mght be a nenmber of the vanpire tribe who had gi ven him safe
| odging for the night. A captive of the cruel Adept, bound to do her bidding.
Yet if it attacked him

It did. Its little eyes gleanmed insanely, and droplets of viscous saliva fel
fromits teeth. It could be rabid. There was no help for it; he had to use
magi c.

"Bat-scat!" he sang. The bat vani shed.

But now the three inert amulets near himanimated. One was turning into a
denon resenbling a goblin, growi ng |arger each second. Another was hissing out
some kind of greenish vapor, perhaps a toxic gas. The third was catching fire,
becom ng a veritable ball of flane.

Stile could not ignore any of these. For the nmonent he floated clear of al
three-but all were expanding, and there was not any great clearance, and the
ceiling was festooned with anulets. If he flew high, and bani shed themwth
his own spells, hell would break | oose fromthat ceiling. Red had nore anul ets
than Stile had i medi ately avail able spells, so this sequence could be

di sastrous. That was the di sadvantage of bracing the Adept in her own
Demesnes; her power was overwhel m ng here. It would be better to deal with the
three activated threats sone ot her way.

The Red Adept, smiling wickedly, was already throwing nore anulets. Stile had
either to act or to retreat-and to retreat would be tantanount to defeat, for



he surely would have nore troubl e passing her defenses a second time. Now was
the nonent of decision

Neysa, who had been hovering as the firefly, shifted to mare-form She speared
t he denon on her horn, then shoved it into the green vapor. The denon screaned
i n agony, then expired. That was poison, all right! Neysa backed off, the
denon still inpaled on her horn. She did not dare touch that vapor with her
nonmagi cal flesh. Meanwhile, the ball of fire blazed fiercely, and it was
floating up toward Stile.

Stile had an inspiration. He began playing his harnonica. The nusic filled the

room sunmmoni ng his magi c-but he did not sing any spell. He just kept playing.
He knew now that the music-nmagic could have a certain effect itself, wthout
any specific spell, if he directed it with his mind. So he willed it to

suppress other magic. If this had the force of new magic itself, the effect
woul d be opposite, and he would be in twice as nmuch trouble as before; but if
it worked-

The fireball guttered and di nmed and sank, finding itself slowy stifled. The
green vapor ceased its expansion and | ost sone of its color. None of the new
amul ets were activated. Phew The ganble had paid off.

Error - Neysa approached the vapor cautiously, seeing it become denatured. She
used the dead denon on her horn as a crude broomto shove the vapor into the
fire. The two joined instant battle, destroying each other. Stile broke off is
musi c, and the battle intensified as its conpass narrowed: the fire tried to
bum up the vapor before the vapor could snmother it. But the vapor was
stronger; soon the fire was out.

Neysa nopped up the remai ni ng vapor on the denon. Then with a strong notion of
her head she hurled the denon directly at the Red Adept.

The wonman was caught by surprise. She scranmbled off her couch just before the
sodden denon | anded. Her collected amul ets scattered across the floor like so
much jewelry. The green vapor sank into the material of the couch, rendering
it uninhabitable, while the demon lay on it as if asleep

Stile had another inspiration. He had noticed that Red was careful which
amul ets she threw and whi ch she kept. Qbviously sone amul ets served the

i nvoker, while others attacked the invoker. Benign and malign spells, as it
were. If he could get hold of sone of the benign amulets, he could use them
agai nst her. That should turn the tide.

But she was alert to the threat. She dived for the spilled collection,
reaching it before Stile got there.

Stile reacted with a spot decision he hoped he would not regret. "Each spel
farewelI!'" he sang, willing all the amulets w thin range out and away fromthe
castle. Since he had been playing his harnonica, his nmagic should be strong
enough to affect nost of them

The result was confusion. Hs act of magic invoked all the nearby amulets-but
it also banished them They tried to ani mate and depart sinultaneously. Since
there were many of them their magic out nassed his. Thus they were coming to
life faster than they were noving out.

Rapi dl y-form ng things and creatures were scranbling for the exits. One
resenbled a squid, craming on its tentacles. Another was |like a yellow
sponge, rolling along, leaving a danp trail that stank of putrefaction

Several were bats or other flying creatures. Sone were col ored cl ouds and sone



were bl azes of light or darkness. One was a small flood of water that poured
down through the crevices; another was a noisy string of exploding
firecrackers. Stile had to keep dodgi ng and ducking to stay clear of them His
i ncantation had al so abated his flying spell; he was confined to the floor
again, where he didn't really want to be. For one thing, the Red Adept was
there, avoiding creatures with equal alacrity. At the noment she was trying to
brush a swarmof tiny red spiders out of her hair. Both Red and Bl ue were now
too busy to concentrate properly on each ot her

Why was he fooling with all these incidental spells, when he could solve the
whol e thing by sinply abolishing the Red Adept hersel f? Maybe he had hel d back
at the notion of killing a human being, despite his oath. But he thought again
of the way Hul k had died, and his resolve finned. "Red be dead!" he sang.

There was a kind of soundl ess inplosion and expl osi on centering on the wonan.
Her clothing burst into smoke. But in a noment she stood naked-and alive.
"Fool!" she spat. "Knowest thou not that no Adept can be destroyed readily by
magi ¢ al one? Only the unguarded and vul nerabl e succunb."

"But thy anmulet killed the Blue Adept!" he protested.

"I't never woul d have worked, had he been properly paranoid. He was a trusting
fool. Even so, | amsurprised he did not save hinsel f; nethinks he could have
had he tried hard enough."

As Stile had saved hinself fromthe sane spell, by fighting hard enough. He
shoul d have known it could not be that easy to abolish her. OQherw se, he
could sinmply have uttered his spell fromthe sanctity of the Blue Denesnes,
and let Red die in her sleep. Many things were difficult against a person on
guard. One stab with a knife could kill-but if that person were alert, the

kni fe woul d never score, or would be turned against its wielder. Al so, the
White Adept had said his spells could not really hurt her. He had thought that
nmere bravado, but evidently it was not. Still, with the |ocal amulets clearing
out of the way, he had another option

Stile drew his sword. "Then shall | slay thee without magic."

Qui ckly she snatched a simlar weapon fromits place on the wall. "Thinkest
thou | amuntrained in such arts? Look to thyself, mdget!"

They engaged. She was proficient, and she had a | onger reach than he. She was
i n superb physical condition, and had a fiery will to win. Yet this was the
broadsword. Stile's preferred weapon. In this he was nore than proficient; he
was expert. He fenced with her, foiling her attacks readily, setting up for
hi s proper opening. He could take her

Red realized this. Suddenly she stepped back into an openi ng behind the couch
and di sappeared. Stile plunged after her. But a panel slamed across, bl ocking
himoff. He hacked at it with his sword, and wood splintered-but by the tine
he cleared it, the Red Adept was gone.

CHAPTER 11 - Trap.

Now was the tinme to use his magic. "Trace her place!" he sang, and a new | i ght
appeared, leading the way into the passage. "Fret the threat," he added, to
abate whatever nasty little surprises |lurked along the passage. This woul dn't
stop themall, but it should help. Alittle alertness should do the rest.



Stile charged into the passage, following the light. Then the |ight stopped.
But the Red Adept wasn't there.

Baffled, Stile retraced his steps. He squinted at the gl ow from one side and
t he ot her.

"The curtain,” Neysa said. She was back in girl-form
Now he saw it-the faint shinmer of the curtain across the passage. \Wat a neat
device! No eneny confined to Phaze could follow her there.

He had little tine if he was to catch her. "Neysa-lI must go through. |I-" He
could not find the words to tell her what he had to: his grateful ness for her
vital help and support right up to this noment; his continued need of it; but
the inmpossibility of having it in Proton-frane. Unless she could cross in
girl-formbut then she would be fixed in that form unable to revert to
natural status, and highly vulnerable in the unfamliar world. No, he did not
want her there! So he sinply grabbed her and ki ssed her

"Make a spell for ne to follow, " she said.

Good idea! In fact, why not put tracers on both hinself and the Red Adept? If
this device worked, he could check with Neysa every tine he lost track of his
enemny, and receive gui dance. That woul d ensure his success. H s magic was nore
versatile than Red's; he might not be able to abolish her by a direct spell,
but he could at |east track her. Maybe.

The present gl owtracker was designed to foll ow where Red had gone; it was
bal ked by the curtain, so hovered there helplessly. Stile hesitated to step
t hrough at the sane spot; no telling what Red had in store there for the
unwary.

A smal | denon-ani mal bl undered down the hall. One of the ani mated anul ets,
running late. Stile and Neysa flattened thensel ves against the wall and let it
pass. The thing wandered on past the curtain, never perceiving it, seeking
escape fromthe Red Denmesnes. It turned the far corner- and there was an
expl osi on.

"Met hi nks she set a trap for us,"” Stile murrmured. Probably his counter spel
woul d have protected him but he could not be certain. Follow ng too closely
after the Red Adept was dangerous! "Take me to safe ground while | ponder new
spell's," he said.

Neysa took himby the hand and led him while Stile concentrated fully on the
task at hand. Soon they were standing on the ground outside the Red Castle,
and he had what he needed.

But first one concern: "Neysa, | know thou dost not |ike magic applied to
t hee-"

She bl ew hima | ook of get-on-with-it, as he had known she woul d. She had once
hated his practice of magic, but after she had accepted his status as the Bl ue
Adept she had seened to revel in the evidences of his power.

"Identify the one we scorn, by orienting with thy horn," Stile sang to her
Neysa, still in girl-form turned her head with its tiny decoration-horn
toward the south, obviously aware of the Red Adept. "And trace thine
oath-friend without fail, by orienting with thy tail." She spun about,

sl apping her pert derriere with her hand as if stung by a fly. Her lack of a
tail inthis formwas a problem Then she converted to unicorn, and it worked



perfectly.

"Let me step across the curtain, and do thou trace ne," Stile said. "Just to
be sure."” This was consuning tinme while Red escaped, but if this operated the
way he hoped, that wouldn't matter

Stile spelled hinself across, ran a hundred neters over the sand, and crossed
back, gasping for the good air of Phaze. Neysa was right there, sonme three
hundred feet from her starting point, her pretty black tail facing him It

wor ked!

"Good enough!" Stile exclainmed. "Thou canst now trace us both-even across the
curtain. I will check with thee whenever | |lose her. If she recrosses, we wll
have her. | shall see thee anon!" And he passed through the curtain again,
setting off in the direction Neysa had pointed for the Red Adept. No traps out
here! But this was Proton, and outside a done; quickly the rarefied and
polluted air affected him The Red Adept seened to be within the done-which of
course was her Proton-hone. Stile would have no safe access therel

He found the curtain and passed back through. Neysa was there, having paced
himneatly. "I've got to organize for this better," he said. "It's certain
she's organized! It's not safe to go after her in her Proton-hone."

He paced in a circle for a nonent. Even his two brief excursions into the

at nosphere of Proton had depleted him Inside the done the air would be

good- but she woul d have power he | acked. Her Citizen-nother mght not |ike
Red, but would act to protect the dome against intrusions by hostile serfs. "I

need to snoke her out, then chase her down in neutral territory. |1'd better
enlist Sheen's help in the other frane. But | don't want to take m ne eye off
the prey. So I'll need to call her. Yes." He wal ked to the spot where he had

seen a tube connection to the done. There woul d be a comuni cati on screen at
the transport term nal

He spelled hinself through. Certain spells were elenentary; he didn't even
have to rhyme. Just an originally phrased wi sh sufficed, for himor any
eligible person. He had wasted a nunber of rhymes before catching on to this.

In a noment he was in the station. There was good air here! He called Sheen
She appeared i medi ately on the screen. "So soon?

Gane is tonorrow"

"Come to this address!" Stile said. "I may need hel p." The screen went bl ank
Red had intercepted the call; he should have known she woul d not be sitting
idle. He might have avoided her little traps along the way, by declining to
pursue her directly, but she knew he would cone for her here. He had nade a
tactical error. Stile dived for the curtain.

A nozzl e started hissing out vapor as he noved. Sonme sort of gas, probably
stun-gas. Red seened to like that sort of thing. Had she known precisely where
and when he woul d appear, she could have nailed him As it was, it was a close
call; he got a whiff of it as he crossed the curtain, and reeled as he energed
i n Phaze. Neysa steadied himw th her solid body, and in a nonent his head

cl ear ed.

"Good thing | stayed close to the curtain,” he said. "I'mgoing to have to
create a distraction, so she won't spy ne next time. The Oracle says Blue will
destroy Red; 1'll start the process now. Let ne have ny harnonica."



Neysa shifted to girl-form She now wore a little knapsack over her dress-she
mani fested clothed or naked at will-in which she carried Stile's harnonica and
ot her oddnents. Stile had never quite fathomed how she was able to carry
foreign objects on her human body that di sappeared when she changed form yet
were not | ost. She could change to firefly-formwhile carrying his harnonica,
though it was far larger than the firefly, and have no trouble. He kept

di scovering new aspects of magic that made little sense in scientific
ternms-and of course magic did not make scientific sense. If it did, it

woul dn't be magic. So he just had to accept that inpossible things happened
magically, and let it be.

He took the harnonica and played a broodi ng, powerful thenme. For this job the
Pl ati num Fl ute mi ght have been better, but that had never really been his. He
hoped C ef was getting along with the Mound Folk all right, and wondered

whet her the musician really could be the Foreordai ned they wanted, and if so,
i n what manner he was destined to save Phaze. Sonetimes Stile had the feeling
that he was just one thread in a conplex skein, doing whatever it was he was
fated to do, with no nore free will than a robot had. So nany seemi ngly

coi nci dental things had happened to hi mbut of course he could be

manuf acturing a pattern for nothing. Cef mght not be the Foreordai ned; the
nmount ai n m ght not trenble when he played the Flute. So Stile's encounter with
hi m woul d have been no nore than the randomess it appeared to be.

H s magi c was now i ntense. He concentrated on the Red Castle. "Make of this,
the Red Demesne, a hol ocaust, a weck obscene."

They wat ched. The entire structure shi mered. Snoke appeared. The renaining
creatures associated with it scranbled out as if fleeing sonmething horrible.
Behi nd them licked tongues of greenish flame. The snoke expanded, bursting out
wi ndows in its urgency to breathe free. Gouts of it roiled up in burgeoning
masses resenbling the grotesque heads of goblins.

Then the expl osi ons cane. Wiole walls shoved outward. Partitions sailed
flamng in wide arcs, to crash and splinter in mnor puffs of fire. Rockets of
[ight shot out, and sprays of burning fog. Al colors were represented, but
gradual ly red predom nated: this was the home of the Red Adept, after all

"That should give her something to think about,” Stile said. "I really don't
i ke such destruction, but | nust destroy the entire works of the Red Adept. |
mean to | eave no springboard for her to wreak her mschief again." He thought
once nmore of Hulk and Bluette. Had she survived? He hoped so, though he did
not want to deal with her directly. What grief Red had brought upon her

nmerely to try to trap him Stile. Yes, Red had to be destroyed.

The pyrotechnics continued at the castle, reducing it steadily to the obscene
wreck specified by the spell. Meanwhile, Stile stepped back across the
curtain, checking to see whether Sheen had arrived. He avoi ded the gassed
station, know ng that Sheen woul d check for himoutside. He cane back to Phaze
for air, then checked Proton again.

On his third crossover, he spied her. She ran to him opening her chest
conpartnent to bring out an oxygen mask for himso that he could handl e the
Proton outdoor air. Quickly he explained the situation. "So what | have in
mnd is to interrupt the power to the done-field generator,"” he concl uded.
"Can you get nme a heavy-duty cutting | aser?"

Sheen snil ed. She opened her conpartnment again, and presented himwth a
conpact Protonite-powered portable nmetal-cutting laser unit and a power-cable
| ocator. "Bless you!" Stile exclained, kissing her, then replacing the mask.



They wal ked across the desert, searching out the cable. Stile was apprehensive
t hat someone would think to | ook outside the dome, and woul d spot them but
that was a chance they had to take. Citizens and serfs of Proton were very
much done-oriented, and sinply ignored the outer world as if it did not exist.
That m ght help. This should not take long; the force-fields that formed the
air-enclosing domes drew a | ot of power. Such heavy-duty cables were easy to

| ocate. Soon they found it.

Stile aimed the laser-cutter down and turned it on. The sand bubbled into

gl ass as the beamplunged into it. It fornmed a glass-lined hole | eading down
to the shielded cable. Then it cut through the cable itself, casing and
insulation and all, centinmeter by centineter

There was a flash fromthe hole. Air puffed fromthe done in deconpression
The force-field was gone.

"I think she will be out presently,” Stile said with grim satisfaction. "Now
have sworn to kill her, but I want to be fair about it. | don't want you to do
the job for ne. Since there are regul ati ons agai nst the execution of serfs by
serfs, in the frane of Proton, 1'll need to drag her into Phaze. Maybe we can
bring her to trial there, and put her away ethically. So you leave it to

nme- but keep an eye on nme, because | don't expect Red to pass up any advantage

or ploy, legal or illegal, that she thinks will work. She'll try to keep our
feud private, because if the Citizens investigate her connection to Hulk's
nmurder she'll be exiled fromProton. So this is private between us-and | don't

want to be the victimof cheating."

"Your logic is human,’
you-"

Sheen said wyly. "If | weren't programmed to | ove

"Cet on with it. Get a vehicle or something."

"Bluette's Enpl oyer has | aunched an investigation. Very soon he will obtain a
transcript of Hulk's experience." She wal ked toward the shuttle tube. The gas
woul d have no effect on her, and she would be able to use the conmmuni cation
screen to contact her friends.

So Bluette's Enmpl oyer was taking action. Red was already getting into trouble
on Proton. But that didn't change his own need to deal with her

Stile ran on into the dome-area, now a shanbles fromthe abrupt deconpression
Wth luck he could catch Red during this initial period of confusion. Al the
occupants shoul d be gaspi ng, |ooking for |ong-neglected oxygen equi pnent, not
payi ng attention to anything except their personal disconfort.

But as he entered, a vehicle charged out-a sand buggy wi th a bubbl et op,
pai nted red. She was taking off.

Stile ran for the cellar section. Maybe there woul d be anot her vehicle. He had
to have some way to foll ow.

There were three other vehicles-all in flanmes. Red had made sure she woul d not
be pursued.

Wl |, he had another avenue. Stile hurried to the curtain and stepped through
renoved his abruptly inoperative oxygen mask, and | ooked about. Neysa was
there, of course, pointing the way. "I'Il spell nyself to a spot ahead of her
then recross,"” Stile said.

But the unicorn nudged him blow ng a negative note. She wouldn't let himgo



al one.
"Al'l right--we should stay together," Stile agreed. "But | don't want to wear
t hee out chasing after a Proton car. 1'll have to enhance the trip by magic."

Neysa still was not keen on mmgic practiced on herself, but accepted this as
she had the horn-tail enchantment, with equine grace. "W two proceed with
smles. Red's direction fifty mles." That made it possible to overshoot Red's
position, and | and ahead-whi ch was where he wanted to be.

They noved rapidly across the | andscape, as they had when | eaving the Wite
Demesnes. In a nonment they were there. It was a pleasant enough gl ade east of
the Red Demesnes. Neysa's directional horn pointed west; they had outdi stanced
the quarry.

"Al'l 1 have to do now is cross back and intercept her, and-" Stile stopped.
"Ch, no!"

For the curtain was nowhere near there.

"Well, we'll just have to pace her until she intersects the curtain," Stile
sai d.

They paced her, noving near the limt of the unicorn's capacity. It was a

st range busi ness, because away fromthe curtain they could not see Red at all;
only Neysa's horn pointed out her location in the parallel world. It was |ike
foll ow ng a ghost.

A ghost. Stile wondered whether there was a sinilar curtain-effect on other
wor | ds. Back on Planet Earth, when the | egends were being formed-could a
curtain have accounted for the perception of ghosts? People or creatures that
were and were not present? So nuch seenming fantasy could be accounted for, if-

Then Stile spied the curtain. "This is it!" he said. He tore off his clothes
and set his mask back in place as he spelled hinself through

Red had evidently been heading for this intersection with the curtain. The car
was slowing. It swerved al nost inmmediately to charge him WAs she trying to
drive him back across the curtain? Stile distrusted that, so he stayed put.
The car had four choices; it could swerve to the left to catch himas he
dodged that way, or to the right, or go straight ahead on the assunption he
woul d risk standing still, or it could stop. He doubted it would stop. She

i ntended to smash himif she could, and nake hi mstep back across the curtain
ot herw se.

She nade a good effort. She feinted slightly to the left, then to the right,
trying to provoke his notion. Stile stood still, and the car accel erated
straight at him

At the last nonment. Stile |eaped up. The car was sleek and | ow, nore powerful
than the dune buggy he had at first conjectured. It passed right under him
Sonetimes it paid to be an acrobat. He | anded neatly in the swirl of sand the
vehicle had stirred up without even a twi nge fromhis bad knees.

Now he saw anot her vehicl e approachi ng. That woul d be Sheen, having obtained a
car fromher friends. No wonder Red was in a hurry; any delay, and the pursuit
woul d catch up.

But why had Red wanted himout of Proton? If she planned to cross the curtain,
why force himto cross too, when she knew he had the advantage in Phaze. That



didn't seemto make much sense

Stile got ornery when unsatisfied. Red was up to sonet hing, and wanted hi m out
of the way so she could do whatever it was-and so he had better stay right on
her. He hailed the second car, and sure enough, it was Sheen. She slowed to
pi ck himup, then accelerated after the fleeing car

Sheen's car was |l arger and faster; her friends had provided well. Stile did
not inquire how they had produced it so quickly. Sone conputer entry had
surely been made to account for its use. They zooned over the sand at sone
hundred to hundred and ten kilonmeters per hour, a velocity even Neysa coul d
not match. In Phaze, she would have to run sixty to seventy niles an hour
cross-country. She might facilitate things by changing to firefly-formto
cross the worst of it, but she would inevitably fall behind.

A huge plume of dust swirled up behind each car. Before |ong they had cl osed
in on Red's vehicle, traveling a little to the side so as to be clear of her
conet |ike wake. That dust served to enphasize the barrenness that was
Proton-a worl d that science had i nproved into desol ati on.

Red cut southeast, angling toward the Purple Muntain range. \Were was she
goi ng?

"Do we have any way to bring her to a stop?" Stile asked. "I don't like
getting too far ahead of Neysa, in case we have action on the other side of
the curtain.”

"Ch, yes. This is an attack vehicle. W can fire a disrupter to short out her
el ectrical system"

"That's ideal!"

But now Red's car shot into a channel in the mountain. It slewed through a
curvaceous pass and up a barren slope. Sheen's car followed, but could not get
a direct shot at it. Now, directly behind, they suffered the full effect of

t he dust-wake. Red obviously was famliar with this region

Sheen and Stile were not.

On they skewed, wending through the nountain foothills and gullies at

dangerously high velocity, never getting a clean shot. "I don't like this,"
Stile said. "She thinks in terms of traps. Things that wait quiescent unti
i nvoked. She'll have sonething set up here.”

"I can call ny friends on the car's band, and ask themto-"

"No! They have to maintain their anonynmity. A 'clerical error freed this car
that's as far as they can go. It's my job."

"No, they do not need to resort to supposed error. There are ways to-"
"No. "
"I believe | have remarked on your defective living |ogic before."

"I believe so," Stile agreed.
"Do you have any assurance at all that you will survive this foolishness?"

"Yes, the Oracle says that | will sire a son by the Lady Blue, whom | just



married, and since | have not yet-"
The car began to ride up the side of the channel. "You married the Lady Bl ue?"

Qops. He had forgotten the ramfication that woul d have on this side of the
curtain. "l did."

She brought the car back to level, but the course seened none too steady.
"Then it is over between us."

"No! Not over. Just-nodified. We're still friends-"
"Wth a machi ne?"

"Wth a machine!" he shouted. "You're still a person! | still love you as a
person!"

She accel erated, closing the gap that had opened between vehicles, though the
dust obscured al nost everything. "Yes, of course.”

And Stile knew that whatever he had gained in Phaze had been at a necessary
cost in Proton. The next stage in his inevitable alienation from Sheen had
cone to pass. They had known this would happen, but still it hurt. "I don't
suppose you'd settle for an oath of friendship?" he asked with an attenpt at
i ght ness.

"I amless conplicated than a living creature |ike Neysa
Cat hs are not part of ny programmng."

Stile was spared the enmbarrassment of struggling further with this dial ogue by
their sudden encounter with Red's car. She had drawn it up in an energency
stop just around a turn in the channel and jettisoned herself with the
energency rel ease. Now her stalled vehicle blocked the way at a narrow neck

i npossible to avoid. Stile saw her running up the steep slope, getting clear
of the inevitable crash. The trap had sprung.

Sheen's finger noved with nechani cal speed and precision, touching a button on
t he dashboard. The ejection nechani smoperated. Stile was hurled in his seat
out the top of the car. A gravity diffuser clicked on, softening his fall,
letting himfloat to the ground.

The noving car collided with the stationary one. Both expl oded. A ball of
fl ame encompassed the nmass, and snoke bill owed outward. Protonite didn't
detonate like that; Red' s vehicle nust have been booby-trapped with

expl osives. It had been a trap, all right.

Then Stile realized he was al one. "Sheen!" he cried in anguish. "Wy didn't
you ej ect too?" But he knew why. She had wanted to be junked cl eanly when she
lost him she had seen to it herself.

He knew there was nothing he could do for her. It was Red he had to go after
He shucked his car seat and charged across to intercept the Adept. She had a
hand weapon. She pointed it at him Stile dived, taking advantage of the
irregularity of the ground. The | aser beam seared the sand ahead of him
sending up a puff of acrid fumes. Then he craw ed rapidly to the side, grabbed
a small rock and hurled it at her. He did this without lifting his head or
body; he could throw accurately by sound.

But she too had noved, crossing to get a shot froma better vantage. Only



Stile's continuing notion saved himfromgetting | asered. But now he too was
arnmed-wi th a nunber of good throw ng rocks. He could throw themrapidly and
with excellent effect, when the target presented itself-if he did not becone
the target of the laser first.

They maneuvered. Watching, listening, stalking. Red was no amateur at this;
she knew how to stay out of trouble-and she had the superior weapon. He woul d
have to catch her by surprise, score with a rock before she could bring her

| aser to bear, and close for the finish. It was a challenge simlar to certain
Ganes, and he was good at this type of thing too. But she had the advantage of
weapon and fam liarity with the terrain. Neverthel ess, he outmneuvered her
got in a good location, and prepared for attack. He wanted to knock her out
with a score on the head, but his stones were too light for certainty. He was
nore likely to stun her nonentarily or injure her, and have to take it to
hand-t o- hand conbat. So be it. Too bad he had not brought his sword across the
curtain. But he could do a | ot of damage to a human body, bare-handed, in a
very short tinme.

He watched for his nonent, then nade his nmove. He rose up and hurled his first
stone. Hi s aimwas good; it glanced off her head, making her cry out. But her
thick red hair had cushioned it somewhat; the stone only gashed her, not
seriously.

Then she | eaped-and di sappeared.

The curtain! The curtain was here, and she had used it. In this respect, too,
she had been better prepared than he. He charged across to it and wlled
hi msel f after her.

Suddenly the mountain greened about him He stood on verdant turf, with
patches of purple flowers decorating the slopes. The air was warm and
fragrant.

Red was still reeling fromthe blow of the stone. Blood col ored her hand where
she had touched the gash, and her hair was becom ng matted. But when she saw
hi m she raised the I aser and fired at point-blank range.

O course it didn't work. The curtain was not the demarcation of worlds, but
of frames-nodes of energy application. She was getting rattled, making
m st akes now.

Stile hurled another rock at her. Hi s weapon was good in either frane!

But she dodged the rock and brought out an amul et. \Were she had carried it he
didn't know, since she was naked, as serfs had to be in the other frane.
"l nvoke!" she cri ed.

The amul et expanded into a ravening griffin-body of |ion, head and w ngs of
eagle. It oriented on Stile and | eaped.

Stile spelled hinmself hastily back through the curtain.

He was in Proton again, inhaling oxygen through the mask. How bl eak this frane
was! Smoke still drifted up fromthe wecked vehicles. Sheen had been there,
sui ciding rather than continue an aninmation that had becone neani ngl ess.

Stile concentrated a nonent, then willed hinmself back through the curtain.
"Creature fly up into sky!" he sang, and the griffin, just now turning on him
after having overshot him abruptly spread its wi ngs and ascended. It was out
of the fray.



Stile launched hinmself at Red, who held another anulet. She had a flesh-toned
conpartnent belt, he saw now, that held her assorted weapons; from a di stance
she | ooked properly naked. He caught her hand and wrenched the amulet from
her. "lnvoke!" he cried.

The amulet grewinto a flying octopus. It reached hungrily for Red. Stile had
realized before that there were malign anulets that attacked the invoker, and
beni gn ones that fought on the side of the invoker. Since Stile had stopped

i nvoki ng anul ets. Red was using these benign ones against him He had just
stol en one and turned it agai nst her

Now Red dived across the curtain, escaping the malice of her own creation
Stile went after her-and al nost got cl obbered by a rock. She was using his
tactic against him now.

He grappled with her. She was a foot taller than he-in this frame, about
thirty centineters-and had nore mass. She was strong, too. A virtual Amazon, a
naked tigress, eager to kill. Her claws gouged at his eyes, her knee ramed
his groin. But Stile saw the smoki ng wreckage where Sheen had perished, and
was a savage animal hinself. Every person he held dear was being destroyed one
way or another; he would destroy in turn. He was expert in several nartial
arts; he knew whi ch nerves to pinch, the vulnerable spots to strike, the
pressures that would disjoint which joints, on man or woman. He bl ocked her
attack and concentrated on his own.

Agai n Red was overmatched, and realized it. She willed herself back into
Phaze-and Stile went with her, not relenting. But here her amul ets functioned;
she invoked one, and it hissed out of a bottle, a genie, a giant gaseous nan
all head and arns. Qickly Stile recrossed the curtain.

He needed a spell to banish a genie. And another to take the offense. He m ght
not be able to attack Red directly, but he could isolate her or-

Sonet hi ng was nmoving in the now al nbst - qui escent w eckage of the two vehicles.
Stile's attention was instantly distracted fromthe battle. Could it be-?

Wth tinmorous hope he hurried over there. Yes-a shape was struggling to
extricate itself! This was not the fantasy franme; it couldn't be a denon!

"Sheen?" he called tentatively.

"Stile?" her voice cane back, oddly distorted.

"Sheen, you survived! | thought-"

"I ama machine. | am damaged, not yet defunct. Unfortunately."

"Let nme help you-"

"Do not touch nme. | am hot."

She was i ndeed. As she conpleted her extrication, he saw the extent of the
damage. Most of her superficial flesh had been burned away. Her face was
rubble. Her lovely skin and hair had been stripped to reveal scorched netal
wi th dangling shreds of substance. Wsps of snoke and steamdrifted upward
fromher joints, and hot oil dripped fromher chest cavity. She | ooked about

as much like a corpse as a machine could. An animated corpse-a zonbie.

"Sheen, we nust get you to a repair shop! You-"



"Go after Red, Stilel" she cried weakly. "Do not let me distract you. | am of
no further use to you. If I did not have this dammed sel f-preservation circuit
that cut in-"

Still, he was torn. Once before she had suffered injury on his behal f, naking
himrealize how inportant she was to him Her danage this time was surely

wor se, though she remmi ned ani mated; all of her surface had been charred by
the flame, and she was probably operating ineffectively on the |ast dregs of
her Protonite charge. Yet it seened that this nmerely reflected her enotiona
desol ation, for she was programmed to | ove hi mand never would be his |over
agai n.

Perhaps it would be kinder sinmply to allow her to expire. She was close to the
end now.

The thought triggered a savage reaction. "Vengeance | have sworn, but it shal
not take precedence over friendship," Stile said. "Walk with nme across the
curtain. | can restore you, there."

The eyel ess husk of a head oriented on him The tattered remant of her
speaker spoke. "You nust not. Red will trap you-"

"I think Red is already far fromhere. | have given her tine enough to escape.
She is less inportant than you."

"You must not give her time to set up-" Sheen's voice failed at |ast. Her
power was fading. Even Protonite had finite linits.
"Wal k, or | nust carry you," Stile said sternly, knowi ng she would not all ow
himto harm hinmsel f by touching her burning surface.

She wal ked with decreasing stability. Charred fragnents fell from her
Sonething rattled and buzzed inside. Finally she crashed forward, stil
snoki ng. But she was half across the curtain.

Stile located an unsnoul dering spot on her torso and touched his finger to it
and willed them both across the curtain. The grass appeared, the air
freshened, and her body sizzled in the greater noisture. He renoved his finger
before it burned.

The Red Adept, as he had surnised, was gone. He had been besting her; she had
wanted to escape all along, salvaging tine and resources to nmeet himagain in
a situation nore favorable to herself. He didn't like letting that happen, but
he had been afraid that if he left Sheen too long it m ght not be possible to
restore her-or that he hinself would die or | ose power and be unable to return
to her. If he had let her perish in favor of his vengeance, he woul d have
sacrificed much of what he valued: his own humanity. He might have gone on to
establish his power and security as the Bl ue Adept-and become nore |like the

ot her Adepts, corrupted by power, cynical and selfish to the point of

wor t hl essness.

There was the sound of hooves. Neysa was catching up, fire snorting from her
nostrils, bringing the harnonica just when he needed it. He would be able to
use his magic to restore Sheen as he had before, and then would return her to
Proton for reani mati on. Maybe he could include a spell to make her feel better
about the situation; that probably would not work, but it was at |least worth a
try. Then it would be time to set up for the next Round of the Tourney.

Round Ei ght brought hi mup agai nst a young worman of the Age 22 | adder, a fair



pl ayer whose skills he knew from prior experience. She was Tulip, a
gardener-tender for a Citizen who favored ornanentals. She was as pretty as a
flower herself, and not averse to using her sex-appeal to gain advantage. But
Stile had no intention of prejudicing a likely victory by such dalliance. He
put it into MENTAL, and so nullified her choice of NAKED. No body-contact
sport this time! They wound up in WORD GAMES.

"Travel from FLESH to SPIRIT," the Gane Conputer said. "Tine five mnutes."”

Stile and Tulip got to work. The chall enge was to fashion a chain of words
linked alternately by synonynms and hononyns, converting "Flesh" to "Spirit" by
readi | y definable stages. Both length and tinme counted; within five mnutes,
the shortest viable chain would win. Beyond that time limt, the first person
to establish any viable chain of any length would win. So it behooved them
each to take up nost of that five mnutes to seek the shortest possible chain.
To settle on a given chain too quickly would be to invite the opponent to cone
up with a shorter one within the time linmt and win; to take too | ong beyond
the tine limt invited loss to a | onger but sooner-announced chain. The point
of decision could be tricky.

Fl esh, Stile thought. Synonyms woul d be Body, Meat, Fatten-there would be
others, but these sufficed. If he explored every single avenue, he would not
conplete any one chain in tine. Selectivity-there was the key to this
chal l enge. Now try Meat, as the best prospect for honmonyns:

Meet as in proper. Meet as in a conpetitive event. Mete as in neasure. Try the
conpetition-event for synonyns: Contest, Race, Conpetition. Then Race, junping
to the honbnym nmeani ng subspecies, and the synonym Col or, and on to Hue-was
this leading to Spirit? Not rapidly. Better try an alternate, and return to
this if necessary. His first job was to establish a viable chain, any chain,
within five mnutes. That would be an automatic win if Tulip failed to find
one.

O course, if they both cane up with the sanme chain, the first to announce it
would win. So if he found a good one, he should announce it regardl ess of
time. But he was not worried about that; he had pretty good judgnment on word
chai ns.

He gl anced covertly at Tulip. She was chewing on her lip, making little
gestures with her left hand, as though shaping a slippery sequence. WAs she
maki ng faster progress? He didn't think so, as she really wasn't that bright,
but it was possible. Then she caught hi m | ooking, and made a suggestive notion
with her hip. He had to turn his eyes away, |est she bring his thoughts right
back to Flesh and cost himthe Gane. That was what she was trying to do, the
flirt. Maybe that was how she had gotten this far

Try Meet as in proper. SynonymFit, hononymFit as in the contour of clothing.
Yes, then Suit, and its honbnym Suit as in satisfy, or the synonym Pl ease.

Homonym Pl eas, as in several requests. Synonymwas he returning to Fit, as in
a fit plea for favor? If so, this was a dead-end, a waste of tine, like a | oop
in the maze-puzzle he had fallen into in another Ganme w th another wonan. Too
much tinme had passed; he couldn't afford that! This sinple gane becane
confusingly tricky under the pressure of conpetition. No, no | oop here; define
it as a wish, as desire. And Desire as a honbnym nmeaning the urgency to
possess, achieve, prevail-he certainly had that!-which was a possi ble synonym
for teamspirit-

Spirit! There it was! And junp to hononym Spirit as in Soul, and his chain was
conpl et e.



Unl ess that Desire link was faulty. Pleas-Desire- Spirit. The Conputer m ght
reject that as inexact. Better to work out a tighter chain.

But four mnutes were passed. Not enough tine to figure out a new chain. Tulip
| ooked as if she were on the verge of conpleting her own chain. Stile decided
to go with this one. "Chain!" he announced.

"Dam!" Tulip muttered.

"Present," the Conputer said.

Stile presented it, trying to conceal his nervousness about the Desire
connection. But the Conputer did not challenge it; it was fairly liberal on
t he adaptations of |anguage.

Still, Tulip had another minute to produce a shorter chain, or a better one of
the sane length. Stile waited nervously.

But she seened to have given up. The time expired without her entry. Stile had
won, nore or |less by default.

"I't would have been different in NAKED/ PHYSI CAL," Tulip said tearfully. She
had choked at the crisis-point in this Game, and now suffered the reaction

"That's why | avoided it," Stile said, though he would have put it into sone
subcategory like foot-racing and probably beaten her anyway. She really hadn't
| ost nuch; with her appearance, she should do well enough in the w der human
galaxy. But it had the mld distaste of an unjustified victory.

The separations between Rounds were di m ni shing. Round Nine was due in the
afternoon of the sane day. Stile planned to spend the interimdevising
strategy and spells to finish the Red Adept, and to get sone rest and
refreshnment. He was al so concerned about Sheen; he had restored her in Phaze,
again, and she was now fully operational. But how could he abate the hurt of
her nonliving heartbreak? H s attenpted spell had not taken effect. She seened
to have lost rmuch of her will-to-animtion, and there seened to be no way he
could restore it. She needed the one thing he could not give-his conplete

| ove. Maybe, he thought again, he should have | et her perish, instead of

| angui shing like this. He had prom sed a clean death to the Red Adept; could
he do less for his friend?

There was a knock on the apartnent door. That was unusual; visitors usually
announced t hensel ves on the screen. Sheen, alert to threats, went to see to
it.

"Ch," she exclainmed, in a perfect representation of surprise. "You survived!"

"I must speak to-Stile," the visitor said.

Stile snapped alert. That was the Lady Blue's voice! He went to the door

There she stood, a little disheveled but irremedi ably splendid. Bluette, of
course; she had escaped the robot and sought out the nane and description Hul k
had gi ven her. Snmart woman!

Yet this was extrenely awkward. "Come in," Stile said. "OF course I'll help
you. I"'mon the trail of the woman who killed Hul k now. But one thing you mnust
know at the outset: | want nothing personal to do with you, after this."

Her brow furrowed prettily. "Nothing?"



"I ammarried to your alternate self, the Lady Blue of Phaze. You | ook exactly

like her, Bluette-you are exactly like her-but she is the one | love. This is
no reflection on your own nerit, that | sincerely appreciate. And | know you

have no personal interest in ne. But-well, if she thought | was seeing you-"

She smled, oddly at ease. "I understand."

"Stile," Sheen said, evidently naking some sort of connection. "She is not-"
"Not my woman," he agreed. "Bluette, | never wanted to neet you. It-it's too
confusing. And | know, after all you went through-is that robot still on your
trail? That we can take care of!"

"Stile, listen," Sheen said. "I just realized this is-"
"Look, don't mmke this any nore difficult than it is!" Stile snapped. "Every
second she stands here-this woman is so like the one | |ove-"

The wonman smiled again. "Now thou dost know what | went through. Adept. The
false so like the true."

"What ?" Sonething didn't jibe here.
"Thee... Thee... Thee."
Stile froze. "Ch, no!"

"I amthe Lady Blue," she said. "Fain would | listen longer to thy
protestations of other love, ny Lord, but |I did cross the curtain to bring
thee a vital nessage.”

Never had Stile imagined the Lady Blue in this frame. "But that nmeans-"

"That Bluette is dead," Sheen finished. "It has after all been several days.
W shoul d have heard from her before this, had she escaped."

"Ch, CGod," Stile said. "That | did not want. And now the two of you have
net -t hat was never supposed to happen!" In the back of his nind, noving
rapidly to the fore, was his concern that the robot mght do some harmto her
human rival. He had to get the Lady Bl ue out of here!

"Thou speakest as if there be some shane here," the Lady Blue said. "I have
| ong known of thy nost loyal friend in this frame, the lovely Lady Sheen, and
| amglad to neet her at last." She turned to address Sheen directly. "I am
oath-friend to Neysa. Can | be less to thee? If thou woul dst honor nme with thy
favor, O nobl est of Ladies-"

And Sheen was crying. It was not the sort of reaction a robot was supposed to
have, but it was natural to her. "Ch, Lady-oh. Lady!"

Then they were huggi ng each other, both crying, while Stile stood in nmute
confusion. Somehow it seened that Sheen had been restored-yet the nechani sm of
it was beyond his inmedi ate conprehension

When the first flush of their enmption subsided, the Lady Bl ue delivered her
nmessage to Stile. "A bat-lad came to the Denesnes, sore tired fromrapid
flying. Methought he wanted healing, but it was news for thee he brought."

"Vodl evile's son!" Stile exclained. "I never thought he woul d-"



"He said the Red Adept had returned to the ruin of her Demesnes and fashi oned
aterrible spell, a basilisk-amulet that woul d destroy whatever it touched,
bei ng i nvoked by the very frane of Phaze. This she neant to give thee in the
frame of Proton, and when thou didst bring it across the curtain-"

"Her final trap!" Stile said. "A basilisk-a creature whose very touch brings
horri bl e death, whose gaze petrifies. But why does she think I would accept
such an anul et from her?"

"The bat-lad said she made it resenbl e something thou coul dst not refuse.
Sonet hi ng thou woul dst i mredi ately take across the curtain. That was all he
knew, he dared not get within the range of her power. He thought it was news
t hou shoul dst have-and | thought so too. So | tried to reach thee-and
succeeded. "

"It is as if Bluette gave her life, to nake this message possible," Stile
said. "And the vanpire child-my trifling favor to himmy be destined to save
my life. Yet this is strange. Wiy should I need to be warned agai nst doing
what | woul d not have done anyway? Well | know the power of Red's anulets! In
this frame they are harm ess, but | would never carry one across to Phaze."

The Lady Bl ue spread her hands. "Mayhap we can piece it out, ny Lord. | rmust
return to the wolves in three hours, |lest they worry. Meanwhile, may | view
nore of this wondrous frame of Proton? This rmay be nmine only chance to visit
it, and then would I know as nuch of thy honeland as | can.”

"I'"ll show you," Sheen said. "I'Il show you everything!"

Sheen was a nmachi ne, but she would not deceive Stile. If she acconpani ed the
Lady Blue, she would protect her. And if that was what she wanted, how coul d
he deny it? Thus it was that Stile found hinself alone with his puzzling piece
of information, while the two Ladies toured the |ocal dones.

Who woul d have thought that the source of Sheen's woe woul d al so be the
abatement of it? Yet fromthe nmoment the Lady Bl ue had addressed her as Lady
Sheen-

What healing magic there was in a title! The Lady Bl ue, w thout apparent
premedi tation or design, had granted equal status to Sheen and proffered
friendship and respect. Sheen had been instantly conquered. The issue of her
machi ne-nature had not even been a consideration

Stile returned to his deliberations. He decided that the Red Adept planned to
gift himwith the amulet through some third party, so that he woul d not
suspect its nature.

Per haps a silver brooch for the Lady Blue; of course he would take that to her
i n Phaze. But now he had been warned; he would not take anything across the
curtain.

In two hours the two returned, forever friends. "Wiat a frane this is!" the
Lady Bl ue exclained, exactly like the tourist she was. "Never since | saw the
West Pole have | seen the like! Truly a magical world!"

The West Pol e? "You nean in Phaze there really is a-?"

"Thou didst not know? | will take thee there, ny |love, once this business here
is done."



"I will go there," Stile said. Fascinating, that an alien creature from sone
far galactic world had heard about the West Pole, while Stile who seened to
live alnost on top of it had not. "Now | |ove thee. Lady, and fain would have
thee stay-but until the nmessage of the Oracle has been appropriately

i nterpreted, guaranteeing ne the chance to stay with thee, | nust remain apart
fromthee."

"I go, ny Lord." She approached Stile and ki ssed him Then Sheen acconpani ed
her to the curtain. Stile continued his research for the next Round of the
Tourney, fearing his conmpany woul d only endanger the Lady Blue, here on
Proton. She had acted wi th considerabl e courage, com ng here and findi ng her
way through the nysterious technol ogi cal habitat of Proton. He |oved her for
that courage -but this was not her frane.

Round Nine carried a two-year tenure bonus for the |oser, and the prospect of
much nore for the winner. Stile was now into "safe" territory; he could not be
exiled fromProton after washing out of the Tourney. This renoved sone of the
tension. It was now nore inmportant to deal with the Red Adept than to win any
particular Gane. Ch, to win the Tourney woul d be grand-but the odds remained
agai nst him especially with one loss on his tally. But once he elimnated
Red, the entire frane of Phaze was awaiting him and a happy life with the
Lady Blue. So he would play his best, but without the terrible urgency he had
had before. That was just as well, since he had other things to do than
research his prospective opponents. That research had becone a chore.

H s opponent this time was a female Citizen. Three Citizens in one Tourney-his
| uck was bad! But no-probably half the survivors of this |level were Ctizens,
so this was no luck at all

Still he did not intend to ness with her. He had the letters, so couldn't stop
her from picking her specialty- probably MENTAL or ART. But he might interfere
wi th her plan. He chose MACHI NE.

It came up 4C, Machine-Assisted ART. Not his favorite, but probably not hers
either. They could find thensel ves doing esthetic figures while parachuting
froma sinulated airplane tower, or playing a concert on a theremn, or doing
scul pture by nmeans of selective detonations of incendiary plastic. He would
probably feel nore at hone in these pursuits than she.

But when they gridded through, she outnmaneuvered him They had to conpete on
the sewi ng machine, nmaking intricate patterns and pictures on a cloth
background. She as a Citizen had had a | ot nore exposure to cloth than he;

i ndeed, she wore an el aborate dress-suit with borders stitched in gold and
silver thread. But she had always had serfs to do her dressmaking for her. So
unl ess she had practiced in this particular art-

Stile, of course, had practiced. He had spent years advancing his skills in
every facet of the Gane. He knew how to use a sewi ng nachi ne. He was not
expert, but he was adequate.

As it turned out, he was noderately better than the Ctizen. It was an
unspect acul ar Gane, but the victory was his.

Now for the finish against Red. Sheen's friends, who as machi nes had great
difficulty perceiving the sem -subjective curtain, had conme up with a device
to detect it. Sheen now carried this device. She would know, in rmuch the way
Neysa knew t he whereabouts of Red, where the curtain was. That way Red woul d
not again elude himby stepping across a fold of the curtain he did not know
was near.



Stile prepared carefully. Sheen carried an assortment of snmall weapons and
devices-a laser, a radiation grenade, a periscope, stun-gas capsules, and a
fol ding steel broadsword. Her friends had provided a gyro-stabilized unicycle
seating two, so she could ferry himrapidly about, anywhere where crowds woul d
not find it too attention-fixing.

A great deal went on in Proton that failed to attract the notice of Citizens,
but there were linmts. In fact, part of this deadly "game" would be the effort
to force Red to call attention to herself, while Stile escaped it. Hi s only
crime was the sabotage of Red's done; that had probably annoyed her
Citizen-nmother, but mght be attributed to a repair-nachi ne nmal function. Red
woul d have known the truth, but not wanted to report it and have her own
situation investigated. She, on the other hand, had been responsible for the
deat hs of Hul k and Bluette-oh, a double pain and guilt therel-and these were
recorded on hol o-tape. She woul d be bani shed instantly, even if she won nore
tenure through the Tourney, once those nurders cane to |ight.

Unl ess she won the Tourney and became a Citizen. Then she would be i mune to
all reprisal. Stile had to make sure she did not succeed in that.

They set out in quest of the eneny. Stile had a full day before Round Ten-and
if that were not time enough, he would resune the chase after the Round. Hi s
oat h of vengeance woul d soon be satisfied, one way or the other

First he went to the curtain at a renote spot and stepped across. Neysa was
there-with the Lady Bl ue.

Startled, Stile protested. "Lady, | wanted thee to be under the protection of
t he werewol ves. "

"Awlf went to the Oracle,"” she said. "And |l earned that his oath-friend Neysa

was in dire peril fromthis mssion. Since Neysa will not give over, the
wol ves and unicorns are now patrolling the curtain, ready to aid her if need
be. Rather than interfere with this effort, | too patrol the curtain.”

Stile was not wholly satisfied with this, but realized that this was anot her
device of the animals to help him They wanted to be in on the action. "I
expect to deal with Red in Proton," he said. "My magic is stronger than hers,
in Phaze, so she is unlikely to cross the curtain before settling with nme. Do
you all take care of yourselves."

"I ndeed," the Lady agreed. "And thee of thyself, ny |love."

How gl ad he woul d be when this was over, and he could | ove her w thout
restraint. But that had to wait, |lest he void his O acul ar guarant ee.

Neysa pointed the direction of Red. Then Stile returned across the curtain to
Sheen, drove a distance parallel to the curtain, recrossed, and got a new
bearing. Now he was able to triangulate. It seemed Red was near the spot she
had hal ted before, when he intercepted her and | eaped over her car. She nust
have a secret place there.

They drove there, at noderate speed, so that Neysa could pace themeasily. If
Red tried to step across the curtain again, she would be in i mediate trouble.
O course her anulets could destroy Neysa and the Lady Blue, so Stile stil
didn't want them participating in the conclusion. But they could certainly
watch froma safe distance. At |east they would know the outcone as soon as it
happened. And perhaps the Lady's presence represented a guarantee for Neysa,
since the Lady could not bear himany son if she died at this stage. The Lady
shoul d survive, and would hardly allow Neysa to perish in her stead.



The direction was east. They avoi ded individual domes and sl owed as they
neared the spot. It would have been fun, touring the desert like this,
conparing the |landscape to that of Phaze, if the mission weren't so serious.
There were crevices and mounds and the depressions where | akes m ght once have
been. Were they could be again, if the Citizens ever devel oped the interest
to restore the planet instead of depleting it. But that was a hopel ess notion
Citizens cared nothing for the external environnent. In fact the very
hostility of it gave them additional control over the system for no serf
could fl ee outside.

There was not hi ng where Red was supposed to be. Sand and | ow sand dunes
covered the entire area.

They sought the nearest fold of the curtain. Stile crossed. Mare and Lady were
there. Stile obtained two nmore pointings, narrowi ng down the | ocation
precisely. Red was not in Phaze, but in the equivalent spot in Proton was a
bunker, a room set below the level of the ground. It was filled with amul ets;
obvi ously a cache of Red's.

But these anulets would not work in Proton. The curtain passed through this
spot, but it was dark beyond it. Stile would have to cross it to find out what
was there

Neysa bl ew a negative note. Red was in the dark beyond. She could surely see
Stile, since he was here in the lighted frame. She could be holding a sword
high in both hands, waiting to decapitate the next person who crossed. A

si mpl e enough trap

So Stile avoided it. He renoved hinsel f sonme di stance, crossed to Proton, and
expl ai ned the situation to Sheen

"It is surely a trap,"” she agreed. "She means you to cone to her. Don't chance
it."

"I"'mnot going to let her escape! She'll never come out if | just |eave her
al one. "

Sheen opened her chest conpartment and brought out the |aser-cutter. "Mke a
hole, drop in a stun-capsule."

That seemed appropriate. Stile started the laser. Quickly the hole fornmed.
Soon it broke through the steel ceiling of the bunker. Then he dropped in the
capsul e. There was a hiss as it activated, and a puff of the gas energed from
the hol e.

"I heard sonmething in there fall," Sheen said. "Now for the periscope." She
brought out the tiny device. It was electronic, and needed no solid extension
into the hole; its perceptor-unit was nmounted on an al most invisible thread

t hat dangl ed down.

It showed the Red Adept spraw ed naked on the floor of her mniature fortress,
an ol d-fashi oned dueling pistol in one hand, an anulet in the other. Had she
pl anned to force the amulet on himat gun-point? If so, she had been amazingly
nai ve.

"I am suspicious,"” Sheen said. "There is no entrance here in Proton; she uses
Phaze as access. She expected you to enter that way. There could be an

aut omati c weapon set to cover the curtain.”



"Yes. W had better force entry fromhere."

They set about it. Sheen had several construction bonbs, and used themto
bl ast away the sand and rip open a man-sized aperture in the wall of the
bunker. Then she entered first.

"No automatic weapon," she reported. "Still, | think you'd better stay clear."

"The hell with that,"” Stile said, wal king down the sand embanknment. "I can't
have the | adi es doing everything for ne."

"But we can't be sure this was the extent of the trap! It's too sinple; even
coul d have worked out something nmore sophisticated, and I have no creative
i magi nation. At least let nme search the prenises-"

"You do that. I'Il tie up Red." Because Stile found he could not kill her
this way. Now when she was unconsci ous. Funny how she had all owed herself to
be gassed, when she nust have heard the laser-drill.

He | eaned over the body, not squatting, because of his knees. Sheen conmenced
her inspection of the bunker. Sonething nagged him but he couldn't place it
at the noment. "I won't touch that amulet, certainly!"

Abruptly, Red noved. Her head turned to cover him and her pistol whipped up
She was not unconscious after all

Stile hurled hinself to the side as the gun went off. Had he been squatti ng,
as a normal man woul d have done, he could have been fatally caught; the gun
was ainmed for the heart of a squatting man. As it was, the bullet slamed into
his left thigh.

It was a bad hit. Now Stile exerted his trance-control. He let hinself fal
backward while clapping both hands to the wound. The pain was terrible, but he
was bringing it under control, while he slowed the pul sing eruption of blood.
He could not afford to | ose consciousness; he could bleed to death rapidly.
The major artery had been nicked or severed; he would need a surgeon's pronpt
attention.

Meanwhi | e Sheen | aunched herself at Red. Pistol and anulet flew w de and Red
was hurl ed against the wall.

But then Red righted herself and hurl ed Sheen away, w th i nhuman strength.
"This is a robot!" Sheen cried. "A machine, like ne!"

"True," the Red-figure said. "I bear this nessage for Stile: make haste away,
m dget, for at this noment the Red Adept is |launching an expl osive drone
vehicle tuned to the bullet in you. How nuch damage the drone does depends on
your | ocation when it catches you."

They heard the noise of machinery nmoving, sone di stance away. Sonething was
ri sing fromanother bunker. "Run, Blue!" the robot continued, "Suffer the joys
of the chase, rabbit. Message ends." And the robot went dead.

"Sheen!" Stile cried. "Carry nme to the curtain. They can help me there, and
the drone can't cross-"

"The amul et!" Sheen cried. "It is the bullet!”

"The bullet!" Stile echoed. Now the full nature of this terrible trap was
apparent-and he had alnost fallen into it despite the warning the Lady Bl ue



had brought. If he crossed with the bullet in him it would animate into the
basilisk, and he would be dead before he could utter a spell. But if he did
not cross-

Now t hey heard the rel eased drone, cruising across the sand toward them There
could be enough explosive in that to bl ow up a nountain.

Sheen stooped to pick himup. She carried himto their unicycle and set himin
the seat and flung the safety harness around himwhile Stile clung to

consci ousness and to his | eaking thigh. Then she junped in herself and started
the notor.

The drone-car was roundi ng the bunker, picking up speed. Sheen accel erated
away at right angles to its path. In nonents they were traveling seventy

kil ometers an hour, |eaving the drone behind. This was not a particularly fast
velocity for travel on a surfaced road, but across the desert |andscape it
seened horrendous. "We'll have to get the bullet out before we take you to a
doctor!"

"How can we get it out without a doctor, especially if we can't stop?" Stile
gritted. He was not in the nost reasonabl e of noods at the nmonent, as he
fought to keep bl ood and body consci ousness together. The rough riding did not
hel p.

"Il summon one of ny friends to intercept us."
"Sumon one to blow up the drone!™

"They won't do that. It would attract attention to their nature. But one will
hel p you and depart. Then the drone won't matter."

"Not to rush you," Stile said. "But | can only hold on here a short while. |'m
in partial trance, suppressing the circulation to ny leg, but the wound is bad
and I'mslowWy losing control. My |ast reserves are depleting."

"I know the experience," she said. "W'|l stay right beside the curtain, so
you can cross the nmoment we get the bullet out. Then you'll be able to use
magic to-"

"I can't heal nyself with magic."

"The Lady Blue will find some other Adept to help you, |I'msure. Perhaps the
Lady Yell ow"

"Yellow is no lady! She is an old crone." But he was being querulous in his
adversity. Yellow probably could help. He renenbered how the Lady Bl ue had won
her favor by starting the applause at the Adept pavilion. The Lady Bl ue was
good at that sort of thing.

Sheen gui ded the unicycle to the curtain. Stile perceived it now with
remarkable clarity. Had it intensified, or was his current state of

pai n- bl ocki ng trance responsible? It hardly mattered; he could see across as
t hough it were an open w ndow.

The unicycl e was handily outdi stancing the drone at the noment-but in Phaze
Neysa was having troubl e keeping up. The terrain was nore varied there, with
trees and streams and bushes obstructing her route. "Slow it. Sheen. Neysa is
wearing herself out-and I'lIl need her there the moment | cross.”

Sheen sl owed-but then the drone gained, cutting into their |lead. This was



worrisome; that |ead was their margin of safety. In addition the | andscape was
getting rougher. They were heading generally west, curving north with the
curtain, back toward the major cluster of dones. On the prior trips they had
maneuvered confortably around the obstructions of boul der, dune, crevasse and
ridges. But the curtain crossed these heedl essly, and this nade the drive
difficult. Sheen had to skid al ong awkward sl opes, bounce through gullies, and
pl ow t hrough the nounds of sand. The drone suffered al so-but it was squat and
sturdy with broad wheel -treads, and it kept on going. The hazards of this
chase woul d shake apart the unicycle before they stopped the three-wheel ed

pur suer .

Neysa, meanwhile, was encountering problens in Phaze. Stile watched her

hel pl essly, as Sheen gui ded the unicycle along the curtain, now one side of

it, nowthe other, causing his viewto shift about considerably. The unicorn
could handle the irregularities of the terrain, but there were also creatures
in the way. She had to charge through a col ony of denons, and in a nonent they
were in pursuit |like so many drones, eager for unicorn flesh. Neysa could have
escaped themeasily if she had not been staying close to the curtain, and if
she had not had to worry about the security of the Lady Blue. Or she could
have turned to fight them putting themto flight with a few well-placed
skewer s-had she not had to keep up with Stile's vehicle. Now the denons were
poppi ng up everywhere fromcrevices in the rock, cutting her off. They were
grinning; they knew they had her.

Neysa bl ew a desperate summons on her horn. Stile could hear the sound,
faintly, across the curtain, even as he rode in the sane channel Neysa ran in,
over | appi ng her w thout any tangible evidence of it. He could only actually
see her when the curtain was between them so that he could | ook through it,
and that happened only in snatches. The curtain was a funny thing, sonething
he woul d have to explore nore thoroughly sonme day and cone to understand. Like
the Oracle, it was a phenomenon that seenmed to have no origin and no
reasonabl e expl anation; it nerely existed, and was vital to conmunication

bet ween frames.

Agai n Neysa sounded. The call resounded across the wi |l derness. The denons
grow ed in laughter; sound could not hurt them Stile w shed he could cross
over and help out with a spell-but that notion was folly.

Then a rangi ng werewol f, sumoned by the horn, spied them He bayed. H s

oat h-friend was being nolested. This was why they were patrolling the curtain;
t hey had been warned of this danger. Their nunbers were thinly spread, because
the convoluting curtain traversed a trenendous anount of territory, but their
keen perceptions made up the difference.

The bays of other wolves responded. Suddenly they were converging, their
sounds approaching at a gratifying rate. In nonents they were in sight, and
| eapi ng with savage gl ee and ri ghteous anger at the dempbns. One thing a
werewol f lived for-a good fight in a good cause.

Now t he predatory |laughter of the demons turned to rage at this interference.
But soon it turned to fear, as nore and nore nmenbers of the wolf pack cl osed
upon them |ips peeling back in the terrifying grin of attack as they cut in
bet ween denons and uni corn

Neysa ran on with a single note of gratitude, still carrying the Lady Bl ue,
still pacing Stile. The sounds of, the battle grew | oud, then faded behind.
The denons had chosen the wong creature to attack, this tinmne.

Sheen continued to guide the unicycle. She handled it with desperate skill
Now a done |ay across the curtain. They had to skirt it-but when they



intercepted the curtain again, Neysa was there, thin jets of fire issuing from
her nostrils. She was overheating, but would not allow herself to fall behind.
The Lady Blue clung to her, riding with consummate skill, watching out for

ot her hazards, guiding Neysa into the best channels with little advisory
nudges, not directives. The unicorn had charge of the run, but the Lady was
able to devote nore attention to the route. Neysa was concentrating
increasingly on the single effort of naintaining the pace; she no | onger
lifted her head to survey the course. She trusted the Lady's guidance. Stile
knew exactly how it was; he had raced the marathon in tines past, and had
reached the stage where nothing existed except his agonizing punping | egs and
the call ed course-corrections of friends. Vision itself becane expendabl e.

Stile was struggling simlarly now H s hands were soaking in blood. H's
consci ousness was slowy slipping. He was panting with the sheer effort of
keeping flesh and spirit together. Flesh and spirit-had that been a

premoni tion, that Tourney Game? He had succeeded then-but this struggle was
harder, with nore dependent on it. Still the drone pursued.

He saw snatches of scenes across the curtain, hills, then a river. Neysa had
to ford it, her hot hooves sending up gouts of steamas they touched the
surface. Then it grew deeper and she swam falling behind. She could not shift
to firefly and wing across it, because of the Lady Blue. The unicycle was
traversing the dry bed of that river.

Then the curtain curved down toward the south again, past the caves of the
vanmpire bats, back across another armof the river at the ruins of the Red
Demesnes. Ot her unicorns were running with Neysa now, clearing the way. Bats
were flying, spotting problens, getting themalleviated. A dragon was taking a
snooze across the curtain; faced by six charging unicorns, it hastily vacated
the spot. Little Folk of the daylight kind stood aside to |l et the strange
processi on pass. The grueling run went on

All for him Stile realized with pained gratitude. Al the unicorns,

wer ewol ves and vanpires extending thenmselves to their limts just to help him
preserve his life. Neysa, running herself to destruction. Could it be worth
it? Now her hooves were glowi ng red; her very flesh was burning up. She left a
narrow trail of snoke where her passage had ignited the | eaves of the forest

fl oor.

Then a new vehicle closed with the unicycle. It |ocked on, matching the pace
exactly. Mchine arnms reached out. Sensors travel ed down Stile's body,
touching his gory leg. Anesthetic cane. CGermicidal radiation flared. There, at
t he bouncing velocity of the chase, the robot surgeon renoved the bullet,
patched the torn artery, stitched and bound the wound whil e sinultaneously
injecting Stile with artificial blood matching his type. It retouched the
nerve block on that leg so that no pain returned. Then the arns and tentacles
retreated, the other vehicle disengaged, and went its own way with a parting
warni ng: "Protect our interests!” -tell no one in Proton how he had been

hel ped.

When Sheen's friends chose to render assistance, they did so with enornous
precision and effect. Stile knew he could not go to any hospital now, he had
sworn not to betray the self-wlled nachines, so he had to conceal the nature
of this surgery fromthe Ctizens. But that was easy enough to do; he no

| onger needed surgery.

Still, he was near to unconsciousness. Hi s human reserves had been depl et ed,
and neither surgery nor artificial blood could take the place of rest. Sheen
steered the unicycle to the curtain. Neysa made a final desperate effort,
caught up, and galloped directly along it. The unicycle slowed to accomvpdate



her. The drone closed in rapidly.

Now uni corn and unicycl e were superinmposed, separated only by the frames. "Do
it!" Sheen cried. Stile willed hinself through

He fell across Neysa's hot back. The Lady Blue flung her arns about him
clasping him her healing hands al ready hel ping. He was safe at |ast!

Across the curtain. Sheen's vehicle accel erated. She had the bull et now The
drone followed her. Stile, relieved, |ost consciousness.

CHAPTER 12 - Dance.

Round Ten was getting into rarefied territory. Only twenty players remnai ned,
ei ghteen of whom had suffered one | oss. The losers of this Round would receive
a five-year tenure bonus.

Stile had another liability to go with his bad knee: the healing thigh. The
bul | et-amul et had | odged in his bone, holing the artery in passing. The
damage, while bad, had not been as bad as it coul d have been, but he had
depleted his vital resources and suffered near-shock. The Yell ow Adept had
provided a potion that multiplied his healing rate tenfold. Still, nature
needed time to do the job, and he had been able to rest only ten hours before
having to return for the next Gane. He was not in ideal shape.

Sheen had | ed the drone back to Red's bunker and tossed the bullet in. That
had been that. She reported, objectively, that it had been a nost inpressive
expl osion, that tore open a hidden second chanber where the Red Adept had

hi dden. Unfortunately Red had not been there at the tine. She had vani shed
fromthe scene during the drone-chase, and Stile had not thought to get
another fix on her during his brief recovery period.

As a result of all this assistance and attention by the several |adies of the
frames. Stile was free of inmediate threats to his welfare and was able to
play the Game-but he really intended to stay out of the PHYSI CAL col um. Sheen
was taking good care of him but she could not help himthere.

H s opponent this time was a man of his own | adder: nicknamed Track, age 35,
t he runni ng chanpi on of the over-30 category, and no slouch at other track
events. Stile could not have beaten him at running, junmping or sw nming even
when in shape, and in his present condition it woul d have been hopel ess. But
Track was conparatively weak in MENTAL and had virtually no artistic

awar eness. So this should be an easy win for Stile-if he kept it out of

PHYSI CAL and CHANCE

As luck would have it. Stile got the letters. He could not elimnate the
physi cal col um.

He considered rapidly. NAKED was absol utely out.

TOOL was not good; Track was excellent at bicycle racing, tennis, billiards
and ot her such sports. MACHINE was a little better; Track was |ess secure in
things |ike nmotorcycle racing, while Stile was expert, and his thigh would
interfere only minimally. ANIMAL-Stile was of course the chanpi on horse racer
He could no longer flex his knees properly for best effect, but his basic
skill and experience and rapport with horses remained. This was his obvious
choi ce.



Therefore he did not take it. He went for TOOL instead, hoping to catch Track
sneaking in MENTAL. 2D woul d have put theminto animal training, and Track had
an excellent touch with the circus whip.

It didn't work. It came up IB. Tool -Assisted Physical Games. But Stile

out maneuvered himin the sub grid, and the Ganme cane up Bubbles. This was
about as delicate as a physical gane could get. They bl ew soap bubbles with
straws, and wafted them across a neasured alley. Scoring was by vol une,

di stance and tine-to get the greatest volunme of bubble across a set distance
within the time limt. Stile had the fine touch here; his bubbles were only of
medi um si ze, but were durable, while Track's | arger ones tended to pop before
conpl eting the distance.

Stile won the Ganme. It had been his gridding skill, once nore, that had done

it. They shook hands and parted, and the crowd of spectators applauded. This

had hardly been a bruising or dramatic Gane, but the stakes were high enough

to make it interesting to all. Wth five nore years of tenure to | ook forward
to. Track was not hurting badly.

Stile managed six nore hours accel erated healing in Phaze before reporting for
Round El even. Now the total nunber of contestants was down to el even, with
only one remai ning undefeated. The |osers of this Round would receive a prize
of ten years tenure. One thousand and thirteen had now been elim nated from

t he Tour ney.

Stile's opponent was another Citizen, this tinme a young one-about fifteen
years old. Stile was pretty sure he could prevail on nost games of skill, but
still did not want to risk the physical ones. This tinme he had the nunbers, so
put it into MENTAL; there he would have no di sadvant age.

The Citizen, surprisingly, selected ANIMAL. So it was 2D, the one Stile had
pl ayed to avoid last time. When they gridded it down to the specific, they
settled on M xed- Speci es Comuni cati on

Each player had three untrained aninals: a dog, a cat and a rat. Each player
had al | - purpose ani mal snack treats and an el ectronic goad: positive and
negative inducenents. The task was to get all three animals to traverse a set
maze wi t hout touching any of them The first player to succeed would be the
Wi nner .

The animals, of course, were at first nore interested in pursuing or escaping
each other than in doing intellectual tricks. Careful managenent was required
The goad was adjustable, creating pain in the systens of whatever animal it
was tuned to, ranging frommnmld to paralyzing; the cats |earned very quickly
not to attenpt to pounce on the rats, because of the nysterious agony that

bal ked them But the inducenment of a positive act was nmore difficult than the
suppression of a negative one. The snacks could not be used to | ead the
animal s; they could only be presented as rewards for proper behavior. This was
confusing to the creatures.

There was a series of "locks" in which, by the design of the layout, two

ani mal s were necessarily together briefly before passing into the next stage
of the nmaze; that was what really put it into the MENTAL colum. The reward of
food could lure the animals into the first |ock, and the goad coul d prevent
them from attacki ng one another, since they tended to repeat what had been
positive before and avoid what had been negative. But the overall strategy of
pl acenent and nmovenent and incentive was what counted in causing the aninals
to respond nost positively.

Again, Stile's experience and rapport with aninmals paid off. He conpleted the



course while the young Citizen was still trying to get his cat to join his
grow ing dog in the lock, instead of pouncing on the rat. Had he brought the
rat to the lock first he would have been nore successful; either of the other
animal s would have joined it willingly. Stile had brought rat, cat and dog
through in that order, and by the tine they finished all three were eager to
continue nmoving forward. The Round was Stile's.

Funny, how these inportant |ater Ganes seemed to be getting | ess consequenti al
in actual play. Stile's first Round Game, Football, had been his toughest;

this last one his easiest. But the luck of the grid often produced such
anomal i es. Again he returned to Phaze for a night's healing and rest. It was
the Yell ow Adept who tended him in her natural ol d-woman form She had the
poti ons and experience to handle it, and she represented no tenptation for him
to abridge his Oracul ar guarantee, as m ght have been the case with the Lady

Bl ue.

Why was Yel |l ow doing this? He was in hock to her again, and was getting to
like her quite well as a person. It was as if his need brought out her better
traits. Maybe she liked being part of a team doing sonething worthwhile,
earning the appreciation of others. It was sonething that few Adepts

experi enced.

The child Brown Adept also paid hima visit to wish himwell. It seened she
felt a certain retroactive guilt for the use of a golemin the prior mnurder of
Bl ue, and wanted to make an anmend. Thi ngs were | ooki ng up.

But until he elimnated the Red Adept, nothing was settled. She nmust have been
busy setting up new traps during the period of his conval escence. Then Sheen
reported that Red had shown up in the Tourney. She too had nade it to the
rarefied Rounds, with a single loss. If both Red and Stile continued w nning,
they woul d eventually come up agai nst each other there.

It happened in Round Twel ve. This was hardly coincidence, at this point. Only
six contestants remai ned, one of them undefeated. The bonus to the loser this
time was twenty years tenure-a full extra term

Stile's thigh was now al nost heal ed, and he had the incentive of his oath of
vengeance. He was ready for Red.

This was one situation she could neither escape nor cheat. By beating her here
he woul d not only deny her Citizenship, he would wash her out of the

Tour ney-and since her nurders of Hulk and Bluette had now cone to Citizen
attention, thanks to the investigation of Bluette's Enployer, she would be
deni ed the bonus tenure. She would be exil ed.

Stile pondered the nmeaning of this. He had wanted to kill her-yet his oath was
nmerely to "make an end" of her. The Oracle had not predicted killing either;

it had said Blue would destroy Red. Did exile constitute destruction? Perhaps.
The Citizens had fairly sophisticated nechanisns to ensure that no exiled
person ever returned to Proton; no worry about that aspect. At any rate, the
nore Stile contenpl ated the prospect of coldly killing another human bei ng,
the less he liked it. He sinply was not a nmurderer. So if this was the neani ng
of oath and Oracle, he would accept it with a certain relief.

Red's position was different. She needed to kill Stile. Because if he washed
out of the Tourney at this point, he would have twenty years as a tenure serf
to plot her destruction, assumng she nmade it through to Ctizenship. He would
have his power base on Phaze, where he would be safe from her m schief, and
could locate her and make forays at any tinme. The powers of G tizenship were
great, but eventually he would get her, and they both knew it. So she needed



nore than victory in the Tourney.

There were ways to kill in the Ganes. The conpetitions were designed to be as
safe as possible, but a person could have heart-failure during extraordinary
physi cal exertion, or an anesthetic dart in pistol-dueling could be
accidentally contanminated with a legal but |ethal drug, or equi pnment could
fail at a critical nonment. She would surely try to arrange sonething |ike
that, though it was prohibitively difficult under the experienced eye of the
Gane Conputer. Stile, in turn, would try to prevent any such acci dent.

There was little delay at this stage, since the Ganme facilities now had to
support only three Ganes. The audi ence for each would be huge. Stile was
spared the unpl easant ness of having to converse with his eneny. They proceeded
i mediately to the grid.

Again he got the letters. Every time he really wanted the numbers, it seened
the luck of the draw denied them

Stile did not try to play for Red' s weaknesses; he was not sure what they
were, in Gane ternms. He played for his own strength: TOOL. He |iked animals
and worked well with them but he wanted no nore android-ani mal football games
or dog-cat-rat ganes.

It came up 4A. She had gone for ART
4A? He had selected B

But his entry was clear; he had m s-keyed. O all the times to do that! This
carel essness could cost himthe match

No time for recrimnation. The Naked Arts related to Singing, Dancing,
Pantom nme, Story Telling, Poetry, Humor and the |ike: presentations before an
audi ence. Stile was good enough at these things; presumably Red was too. She
had probably been gridding for Scul pture in 4B; had Stile played correctly,
(hat m ght have cone to pass. Wth her life's work in fashioning anulets, she
was thoroughly experienced and skilled at that sort of thing. O course he
woul d not have let her have it; he would have thrown it into Misic. Against

Cl ef he had been in trouble; against Red he was pretty sure he would have a
deci sive advantage in Miusic. But of course she would not have let himhave it,
either, so they would have gridded into sonething el se, that perhaps neither
of them had nuch experience in, such as Witing. So he m ght be just as well
on here. He was versed in nost of the Naked Arts, and expert in sone. If she
wanted to match himin the generation of original free verse-

But the grid turned up Dance. All right-he could dance too. Did she have sone
particul ar specialty, like the classical mnuet? He did not care to risk that;
better to throwit into a nore creative form where his imagination could
score. Not Ballet, because his thigh injury could interfere, but perhaps
somet hi ng | oosely rel at ed.

In the end it cane to a structured free-formdramati c dance, paradoxical as
that seermed. It had a script with set maneuvers, rather |like a ballet, but
within that frame the particular interpretations were left to the players. It
was costumed; in this case it was considered that apparel was useful for

ef fect without being a necessary tool. NAKED did not refer to the absence of
clothing, since all serfs lacked that; it sinply nmeant that a particular Gane
could be played w thout any device |like a bat or conputer or hunting dog. So
for this nakedness, the participants were clothed, for the benefit of the
audi ence. Stile, recently acclimatized to the conventions of Phaze, was able
to take this in stride. Red of course had no difficulty at all



Al in all, he felt reasonably well off.

The Conputer established the script. It had a good file of diverse story
lines, and varied them enough so that there were few repeats in a given year.
This did nean that sone play-themes were fairly unusual, but that was all part
of the chal |l enge

This one was based on a tale of the Arabian Nights, "The Afreet's Beauty
Contest." Citizens tended to favor Arabian notifs, associating with the
presuned opul ence of ninth- and twentieth-century Arabian culture.

Stile had the role of Kamar Al Zaman, a bachel or prince, and Red the part of
Princess Budur, Mon of Mons. Stile was not famliar with this particular
story, but had a foreboding about it. These Arabian tales could get pretty
fundanmental . This one was obviously a romance, and the last thing he could
stomach was a Gane of Love with the eneny he had sworn to destroy. But there
was no cl ean way out, now.

The Conputer was the Narrator and stage director. A panel of performng-arts
critics was the judge. They woul d take into consideration the responses of the
audi ence, but would not be bound by it; it was known that audi ences often had
illiterate tastes and col ossal ignorance’s. Stile was satisfied with this; it
meant his performance would be judged on its esthetic merits rather than on
his size or Red' s appearance.

Maybe, too, he was foolishly buoyed by his | ast experience with such a panel
in connection with the harnonica duet. He knew something |ike that was
unlikely to happen again; still...

They took their places on the darkened stage. The light cane on in Stile's
part of the set. It was not a fancy Arabian setting, to his surprise, but a
si mpl e two-1 evel pseudo-stone al cove.

"Kamar Al Zaman, an Arabian prince, has been confined to his chanber by his
father the King because Kamar refuses to marry any of the eligible girls of

t he ki ngdom or any of the princesses of friendly neighboring Ki ngdonms. The
King wi shes to ensure the continuance of the royal l|ine, and harbors a naggi ng
suspicion that his son may be gay, so has taken stringent nmeasures to force
the issue and to conceal the situation fromthe public. Prince Kamar submits
to this humliation with genteel grace. He now does the Dance of the Unbowed
Head, synbolizing his determ nation to pursue his own life wi thout regard for
the dictates of royal fashion."

Suddenly Stile liked this tale better. He could dance this theme! He believed
in individual freedomand initiative- especially since he had di scovered what
life was like in Phaze. Even when an infallible Oracle set a particular fate,
man's ingenuity could shape it into something profitable. Stile was a prince,
in the terns of Phaze-and a peasant, in the terms of Proton. H's participation
in the Tourney, he realized now, was notivated by his desire to change his
status. To becone a prince.

Stile danced. Hi s archaic costune was designed for dancing rather than for any
hi storical accuracy. He wore white tights that left his | egs conpletely free,
and a flowi ng blue cape that flung out when he whirled. It was fun; he

devel oped his presentation as he did it, showi ng his defiance of the system
his fierce will-to-succeed. It was Stile against the frane of Proton, Stile
agai nst adversity. He spun and | eaped and spread his arns in the universa
gestures of defiance, and finally wound down to passivity; for he was after

all Kamar, inprisoned in the tower like a comon serf for daring to choose his



own node of living and | oving. No one could appreciate his defiance, here in
the dark tower, and this made it enpty.

Except for the audience. It was large, and it appl auded vigorously when Stile
finished. Maybe this was a rote response, clapping because that was what was

supposed to be done; but Stile hoped that he had in fact conveyed a nood that
all of them could understand. Serf against Ctizen ..

The experts on the panel nade notes. It had been an excell ent dance,
thematically and technically, a good start on this role. Maybe this woul d work
out .

Now Stile's portion of the stage darkened. Red's illuminated. Hers was a very
fem nine set, with draperies and mrrors and a plush feather bed nade up on
the el evated rear section of the stage, and her costume fit right in.
"Meanwhi l e, the Princess Budur, Mon of Moons, renowned for her beauty and
acconpl i shnents in a kingdomon the far side of the civilized world, has
experienced simlar difficulties. She has refused all suitors, finding none
she lIikes, because she prefers to marry for love rather than prestige or
conveni ence. Her father is furious, and has confined her to quarters until she
becomes nore amenable to reason. Now, alone, she perfornms the Dance of

Bl i ght ed Hope, synbolizing her unrequited |onging for true romance."

Red danced. She wore a lovely red outfit with a full circle skirt and gemns
that gleaned in the lights, huge rubies, nmaking her notions sparkle. She was.
Stile realized reluctantly, a beautiful woman, well-forned and healthy. Al one,
her size was not apparent; she |ooked normal, as did Stile. Her life of nalice
had | eft her physically untouched.

She was an excel l ent dancer, too. Her synbolism cane through exquisitely. She
spun precisely, so that her skirt flared out and lifted to show perfectly
proportioned | egs. She made el oquent gestures of |ove-longing that could not
be m sinterpreted; her face becane radiant with hope and pitiful with

di sappoi ntment. Was she a consunmmate actress, or did she really feel these
enotions? Stile felt unconfortable doubt; it was awkward to maintain his hate
at full intensity in the face of this exquisite presentation

At | ast she collapsed in conpl ete abandoned grief, ending the dance. Never had
Hope appeared nore Blighted, or a fate | ess deserved.

The audi ence burst into appl ause again. Stile realized with nmisgiving that Red
had out danced him She had conveyed nore enption in a nore effective manner
than he had. He was going to have to work for this Round! To further enhance
his disconfort, he realized nowthat if Red made it to Citizenship, she would
have nuch greater resources than she had had before, and would not need to
remai n on the defensive; she could probably hire execution squads to dispatch
hi m at her conveni ence. She did not have to kill himhere; it was sufficient
nmerely to defeat him H's situation was | ooking worse as hers | ooked better

"Both Kamar and Budur strip and sleep, for it is night,"” the Narrator
continued. |ndividual spotlights touched each person with gray light to
suggest night, leaving the rest of the stage dark. Stile renmoved his costune
and fol ded each piece carefully, as a prince would, then stretched out on the
el evat ed back section of the stage, feigning sleep. There was surely nore to
this Dance than this! There had to be, for he was behind and needed to catch

up.

"Now the tower in which Prince Kamar is confined happens to be haunted by a
femal e afreet, a supernatural being of the tribes of the jinn," the Computer
Narrator continued. Stile smled inwardly; how little the Conputer knew that



in Phaze, the alternate aspect of this planet, there really were tribes of
jinn! This story could be literal, there. In fact it could be literal here,
since Phaze overl apped Proton. Maybe the afreets were playing this out in this
same spot at this monent. |If they had any way to percei ve what was happeni ng
here, w thout the use of the curtain...

"This afreetah has been away for the day, going about her business of stirring
up assorted mschief in human affairs, but at night she returns. She passes

t hrough the stone wall and enters the tower chanber, as she is invisible and
imaterial to whatever extent she chooses to be. Lo, she discovers the

sl eeping Prince Kamar on her bed and is amazed by t he handsoneness of this
nortal creature. She admires himfor some time, deeply regretting that he is
not her kind. Then she flies out to tell her friends of this wonder. She
encounters a male afreet, who infornms her that he has found a nortal who is
prettier than hers. Affronted, she challenges himto a beauty contest. They
will place the two nortals beside each other and conpare themdirectly."

There was a pause while the lights dimmed. Stile had to get up and cross the
stage and |lie down beside Red on her feather bed; the afreets had carried him
there, the sleeping prince. H's foreboding increased again; he did not I|ike
this close a contact with her. But he had to follow the script; any ninor

devi ation woul d penalize him and a najor deviation could disqualify him He
remai ned beside Red in play-sleep, wishing he could sinmply shove her off the
pl anet. Hi s healing bullet-wound began to bother him psychol ogi cal, but

i ndi cative.

"The two afreets study the unconscious nortals,” the Narrator said. "Each
person is a virtually perfect specinen, and the afreets are unable to
determne a winner. Finally they hit upon a scheme-let the nortals thensel ves
deci de which one is the prettiest. The afreets will wake each in turn and

wat ch their reactions; the one who is |east affected will win, since that
neans the other nust be | ess beautiful."”

Li ke the harmonica contest. Stile thought; the one who changed | east, won. He
was becom ng curious to know the outcone of this tale.

The light brightened so that the audience could see the scene clearly: prince
and princess sl eeping naked beside each other. This would have had no
significance in ordinary Proton life, but after the el aborate costunes of the
pl ay the suggestion of intinacy was strong.

There was a nonent of surprised silence. Then soneone snickered. The mirth
qui ckly spread across the hall

Stile knew what it was. He had experienced this sort of thing all his life.
The disparity in the size of the actors had becone apparent, now that they
were together. The Computer did not care, and the panel of experts could
handl e it, but the audi ence was | ess sophisticated. Wi ch was why the audi ence
had no vote in the determination of a w nner, here.

"The Pygmy and the Amazon!" someone said, and the | aughter swell ed.

Abruptly a stasis field dropped over themall. No one could nmove, on stage or
in the audience, though all could hear. Prol onged, such a field could cause
bodily harm and eventual |y death; for a short period it was nerely
unconfortabl e, since bodily functions slowed alnost to a halt. "Single
war ni ng," the Conputer said enotionlessly. "Further interference fromthe

audi ence or inappropriate reactions will result in expulsion of the audience."

The stasis lifted. The audi ence was now conpl etely sober. There woul d be



| aughter only if the script warranted it, and no extraneous remarks. The Gane
Conputer was a strict taskmaster; even a few Citizens had been caught in the
stasis. They, however, made no protest; it was to their interest to have

di sci pl i ne mai nt ai ned.

Yet the damage had been done. The audi ence mi ght be serious, now, but the
dance had becone ludicrous. Stile knew that behind those sober faces a
mani acal | aughter raged.

He fought to control his own enbarrassnent and anger. He drew on a device he
had used |l ong ago to reduce stage fright. He pictured each nenber of the

audi ence as a gi bbering denon, with huge pointed ears and a bare purple
bottom scratching at fleas, and whipping a barbed tail about to tickle his
nei ghbors. He projected all the ludicrous feeling onto them away from
hinself. | ama man; you are ape-things. Stare, you foolish creatures. Stew in
your own dr ool

It was not entirely effective, but it hel ped. He was aware of Red shivering
wi th suppressed resentnent beside him this was striking her, too. To this
extent, he agreed with her.

Yet there was nothing to do except continue. Pygmy and Amazon had a deadly
serious Game to win. The panel of judges had not | aughed, and that was the
critical elenent of this scene. The play had to go on

"Now t he afreetah changes into a bug and bites Kamar on the leg,"
said. "He wakes-"

t he Conput er

Stile slapped his leg as if stung, and sat up. This was a pl ace where the
audi ence mght legitimtely have chuckl ed, but there was not a single gibber

"And spies the Princess Budur, Mon of Mons, lying next to him Kamar is
amazed; he does not realize that he is in a far-distant place, so intent is he
on this marvel. He inspects her, touches her to nmake certain she is real and
not a dreamfignent, and tries to wake her. But she is under a spell of sleep
and can not be roused."

Stile went through the notions, in no way betraying his preference for
throttling her. She was his eneny; why couldn't she be the size of Neysa in
girl-form so that he did not |ook ridiculous in her conpany? Insult added to
injury. Yet at the sane tine he had to concede again, inwardly, that she was a
remarkabl e figure of a woman, one that in other circunstances-but no, he hated
her, and could not forget that for an instant.

Then he saw the healing scar on her head, beneath her red hair, where his rock
had gashed her. He did not know how to feel about that.

"It occurs to Kamar that this may be one of the ladies his father has in mnd
for himto marry, and that this is a device of his father's to persuade him
Kamar does not |ike such strategy, but Budur is so beautiful that he is
instantly won over. He resolves to tell his father in the nmorning that he is
now anenabl e to the union. Meanwhile, he will not soil his future wife by
unfair attentions during her repose. Kamar |ies down and sl eeps again."

Al most, a peep escaped from a nenber of the audience. Wuld a virile young man
actually do this, in the presence of a |ovely and sl eeping young worman? \Wél |
per haps one who had refrained frommarrying any eligible girl because of the
principle of pursuing his own life, and who would actually suffer confinement
rather than permt his will to be abridged. It was, at least, an ideal for the
audi ence to ponder. Stile felt, with a certain smugness, that he had faced



just such a test in his contact with the Lady Blue, and had reacted simlarly.

Stile lay down, relieved. It could have been much worse! The script could have
required an act of love. That sort of thing was part of the Ganme-but it m ght
have washed Stile out of the Tourney at this point. How could he do any such
thing with his enemny, regardless of the script?

' The afreet now changes into a bug and bites the Princess Budur in a tender
spot," the Conputer continued. Stile alnpst thought it had been about to say
that the Moon of Mbons was bitten on a noon; he had to suppress a role
destroying mirth. In tight situations, even deadly serious ones, mnor things
could seeminpossibly funny. "She wakes, while Kamar renmains under the
enchant nent of sleep."

Red went through the sequence. "She is amazed to find this strange nman in her
bed. At first horrified, she soon realizes that his presence has occasi oned
her no harm She is inpressed; he is the handsonest man she has ever seen.”
Agai n, there was not even the hint of a snicker fromthe audi ence. "She
concl udes that her father has placed himhere, to show her what she has been
m ssing. She is noved; she calls herself a fool for her prior intransigence.
Had she but known! This is the kind of man she could | ove! She attenpts to
rouse him but he sleeps on." Stile thought Red nmight shake himviolently,
trying to do himsurreptitious harm but she was careful, adhering to the
script. She knew she was ahead on scoring, and had nmerely to maintain that

| ead.

"Princess Budur, overcone by passion for the Prince, enbraces himand ki sses
him pleading for himto awaken." Even this directive Red got through, with
Stile lying like a dead man. But as she brushed his left ear with her 1ips,

she whispered: "I will torture thee for this indignity, foul man! Never has

thy ilk touched nme before in other than conbat."

She hated nmen! Not just him but all men! She was a true Amazon! That remark
fromthe audi ence nmust have stung her fully as nmuch as it stung him For her
an act of love with a man was inpossible; she considered the entire opposite
sex to be "ilk."

Yet she was a consummate actress, as so many wonen seenmed to be. No one in
panel or audi ence had any hint of her true feeling. She had a will of iron
she woul d do whatever it took to win this Round. Stile could not even play
upon her anger, for the script was too specific. He was officially sound
asl eep.

"Finally she gives up. She clasps himtightly and falls asleep.” Red put her
left armacross his chest, snuggled close, set her |ips against his left ear
again, and slowy, methodically bit into it.

Stile could not junp or scream for that would have cost himnore points. Yet
her position was such that her foul was not evident to the panel. She seened
to be kissing his ear-a natural enough action for the role. Stile had to hold
hi nsel f frozen while the pain burgeoned.

Thi s was, indeed, going to be a rough Gane.

"This display of enotion wins the wager for the afreetab, for Budur showed
nore passion for Kamar than he did for her. Satisfied, the afreets carry the
Prince back to his own chanmber and depart. They have no further interest in

this matter."

The light dimred, and Stile returned to his side of the stage. H s ear felt



huge and t hrobbi ng, but he could not touch it; Kamar had no reason to. He had
to admt Red had outplayed hi magai n; she had foul ed hi mand gotten away with
it.

This narrative was follow ng the classic fornul a-boy nmeets girl, boy | oses
girl. Surely boy would regain girl before it was done. Stile hoped he woul d
have opportunity to gain the lead. It depended on the kind of dancing and
acting required. There wouldn't be nore close contact with Red for a while, at
| east.

"When the Prince and Princess wake in the norning, they are chagrined to find
thenmsel ves al one. Each has fallen in love with the other, but neither knows
the identity of the nocturnal visitor. They performthe Dance of Separation
symbol i zing the pain and confusion of this nmysterious |oss."

Stile and Red danced together, apart; she on her part of the stage, he on his.
This was chal l engi ng; they had to coordinate their notions, esthetically, also
keeping tine to the nmusic the Conputer provided. As with the harnonica duet,
this was a test of integration as well as of individual skill. Stile, good at
this sort of thing, expected to score well. But he had another nasty surprise.

Red seized the lead, going into a series of deep knee bends. Stile was unable
to match this, as she well knew |If he flexed his knees that far, he would not
be able to maintain his balance, and the pain would be prohibitive. She m ght
take a mnor penalty for pushing the | ead, but he was suffering a najor
penalty for not matching her style. Red was still gaining points.

So it continued. Red was an excell ent dancer, and she had good knees, and she
pl ayed her advantage unscrupul ously well. She really knew how to nmake a nman

| ook awkward. She made quick shifts of figure that threw himout of phase, but
it | ooked as though he was the one who had m s-keyed, not her. She initiated a
sequence, then termnated it just as he was ermulating it, making himl ook
stupid again. And this was all good tactic, in the Game; when the judges saw
what she was doing, they would still be giving her points for her expertise in
conpetition. Stile's own considerable skill was |argely eroded by his

i ncapacity. This Gane was beconi ng hopel ess.

They wended their way through the | ong quest as Kamar searched the civilized
world for his Iove and she longed to receive news of him Stile continued to

| ose headway. Menbers of the audience were quietly vacating their places,

sati sfied they knew t he outconme. The Oracle, he realized, had not promnised him
victory; he had nerely juggled the Lady Blue's Oracul ar nessage to ensure his
survival after this encounter. He actually had no guarantee of victory. His
oath was only an oath-vital to him but no guarantee of success.

Yet there had seened to be devel opi ng purpose in his life, however it had been
shaped. The way his need to neet the Herd Stallion had brought him and the
Lady Blue to the Little Folk, and he had acquired the Platinum Flute, lost to
the Stallion anyway, and delivered the Flute to Cef. Mybe all coincidence,
but if def was indeed the Foreordained, then it all had nmeaning. Stile had
been a vital part of that chain-

A part that had ended with the relaying of the Flute. Stile could have becone
surplus thereafter, no | onger needed in the chain. An actor whose part had
term nated. So Purpose was no answer. He was on his own. And in trouble. \Wat
use to survive this Dance, if his loss of the Gane neant only that Red woul d
have hi m assassi nated shortly after he sired a son for the Lady Bl ue?

At |last the dance led Prince Kamar to Princess Budur. He had traversed the
civilized world, taking many nmonths, to locate her. It was to be an ecstatic



reunion, as the lovers joined after a quest that had often seemed hopel ess.
Stile abhored the notion, but forced hinself to carry on. \Watever he m ght
wi sh, this was evidently not to be the occasion for his destruction of Red.

There were of course various definitions of destruction. Perhaps Red was
destined to win the Tourney, become a Citizen, and destroy herself in riotous
l[iving. Yet that would not be Stile's agency. Wiy would the Oracle warn her
that Blue would destroy Red, if Blue was nerely one hurdl e anbng many to be
over come? The whol e thing now suggested a nisinterpretation of the Oacle's
nmeani ng. Wiere did that |eave hin?

Wth his oath of vengeance. It didn't matter what the Oracle predicted. Stile
woul d make an end of Red, one way or another, and he would not return to |ove
the Lady Blue until he did. If he could not acconplish this through the Gane,
it would have to be some other way. But it would be. Because he had sworn.

Ri ght now he would play this Round out as well as he could, taking his | oss
with the sane dignity he had taken his w ns.

Yet as the dance drewto its close. Stile's case | ooked hopel ess. He was so
far behind on points that only a figurative knockout punch coul d sal vage a

wi n-and this was no boxi ng match. How nuch he woul d have preferred that boxing
mat ch! Red was proceeding smobothly to a victory that wasn't even cl ose.

Then Stile had an idea. Perhaps he could after all score a knockout! It would
requi re discipline and courage that strained the limts of his ability, and
there was no guarantee he could make it work. But from what he had | earned of
Red's nature, it was a chance. Stile nerved hinself for it.

"And now at last the lovers are rejoined,” the Narrator said. "They rush
toget her. Kamar takes Budur in his arnms-"

Stile had the wit to stand on the raised back portion of the stage, so that
hi s hei ght al nbst matched Red's. Now he concentrated, throwing hinmself into a
hal f-trance. Pretend she is the Lady Blue, he told hinself. The wonan you

| ove.

"Their expression of joy and | ove knows no bounds," the Narrator continued.

This was the finale.

The Lady Blue. And, alnost, he made hinself believe. As they went into the
concl udi ng Dance of Rapture, Stile threw hinself into the full feeling of it,
conveyi ng to audi ence, panel and Red herself the power of his passion. He was
ready to act out the full spirit of this reunion, to |love her in the dance
exactly as Prince Kamar | oved Princess Budur. Internal rebellion seethed in
him but he suppressed it savagely. He could destroy his eneny only by | oving
her .

And she-had to go along with it. How could a Princess, Mon of Mons, reunited
with her |ost |ove after extended and agoni zed separation, do other than
accede to his natural desire? Stile had seized the |ead-and what a lead it

was!

Now t he audi ence caught on. "Do it!" someone whi spered audi bly, and the
Conputer did not react. Because this was a legitimte conclusion of this
script. What was a dance, except the rationalization and dramati zation of
human passi on?

Red was not slow to catch on. Seeing herself trapped in this interpretation
anat hema to her, she broke. Instead of kissing him she bit him Blood fl owed
fromhis lip. Instead of accepting his enbrace, she struck himwith fist and



el bow.

The nmenbers of the judgi ng panel began to react. Sone viol ence was perm ssible
in |ovemaking; was this nerely an interpretation?

"Bel oved!" Stile whispered to her

Red's face transforned to the senbl ance of a denon. She caught Stile's head in
her hands and shoved it hard against the wall. Stile's consci ousness expl oded
in sparkles, but he offered no resistance. Furious, she threw himto the
floor. He feared a back injury, but he lay there. She started throttling him
so angry that tears were flowing fromher eyes. "I'Il kill thee! I"Il kil

t hee!" she raged. "Thou dost dare | ove ne! Death be the penalty!"

She was a creature of hate, and deserved her fate. Yet even as her nmani aca
fury lashed him Stile felt regret, knowing that she, like hinmself, was a
victimof circunstance, of fate. Sone unknown party had set them both up for
this cruel denouenent.

As Stile sank into unconsciousness, he felt the stasis field take hold, and
knew t hat he had won. His difficult, desperate ploy had been effective agai nst
the man-hater. Even for victory in the Tourney, even for G tizenship, even for
life itself, she could not bring herself to submt to this ultimte

hum liation-to be |oved, even in pretense, by a nan. Red had disqualified
hersel f.



